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Models of lawyering in separation and divorce disputes are evolving to emphasize interdisciplinary collaboration, problem
solving, alternative dispute resolution, and changes in legal education that reflect these changes in practice. At the University
of Denver’s Resource Center for Separating and Divorcing Families (Center), supervised law and mental health graduate stu-
dents worked as a team to provide assessment and service planning, mediation, therapy, and agreement drafting to parents.
Evaluation results showed client satisfaction, and that students acquired new knowledge, skills, and values in line with a col-
laborative, problem-solving orientation. Strengths and weaknesses of the model are considered.

Key Points for the Family Court Community:

e Modern family law representation requires collaboration and problem-solving skills.

e The Resource Center for Separating and Divorcing Families (RCSDF) is a model designed to educate law students
into the practice of interdisciplinary, coordinated legal services that minimize the risks of the adversarial legal process
for family well-being after separation/divorce.

e  An evaluation indicated that students increased in certain knowledge and skills (e.g., mediation, interviewing, financial
planning, drafting agreements, preparing parenting plans) and in their comfort working in interdisciplinary teams.

e The evaluation also established that the interns provided competent services to clients who were very satisfied with the
services rendered.

e Iflaw schools want to be in the forefront of legal education, they should move in an interdisciplinary, problem-solving
direction that provides hands-on opportunities for education and training.
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INTRODUCTION

This article reports on an empirical evaluation of what law students learned as members of an
interdisciplinary team composed of graduate students in psychology and social work who provided
coordinated services to separating and divorcing families. The team was formed at the University of
Denver’s (DU) Resource Center for Separating and Divorcing Families (RCSDF or Center) and pro-
vided assessment, legal information, dispute resolution (mediation), therapy, legal drafting, and filed
documents with the court. We first briefly describe the evolution of models of lawyering in separa-
tion and divorce, which led to the formation of the Center’s service plan and educational goals. We
also discuss calls for reform in the education of future family lawyers that were central in shaping the
interdisciplinary educational mission of the Center. We then summarize results of the evaluation of
Center services and the education of the Center law students. The final section focuses on lessons
learned and hopes for the future.
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I. CHANGING GOALS FOR EDUCATING FUTURE FAMILY LAWYERS

A. THE EVOLUTION OF FAMILY LAW REPRESENTATION TOWARDS COLLABORATION
AND PROBLEM SOLVING

The Institute for the Advancement of the American Legal System (IAALS) at the DU developed the
RCSDF to provide comprehensive interdisciplinary legal and psychological services to families in a
supportive and cost-efficient model that enables families to separate and complete the legal process
without exacerbating family conflict and disharmony. The Center’s goals included educating law stu-
dents about the value of coordinated, collaborative, problem-solving interdisciplinary services to sepa-
rating and divorcing families. IAALS believes that providing such services at a reasonable cost is an
effective way to address the complex and interrelated needs of many separating and divorcing families
while focusing on their planning for the future and maintaining as much stability as possible.

Divorce is, in part, a legal event that requires resolution of disputes, drafting of agreements, and
filing appropriate documents with the court. However, those are hardly the only needs of parents and
children in reorganizing families. Parents need financial planning to manage the pressures of setting
up two households. Their children sometimes need a mental health assessment and support to deal
with their acting out and educational difficulties in reaction to parental conflict. Parents, in some
cases, need mental health therapy for depression or treatment for alcoholism. Couples need assistance
in moving past their anger and hurt to resolve financial issues pertaining to the divorce and to
develop a strategy for co-parenting in the future.

Traditional models of lawyering focus on courtroom advocacy and decisions by a judge. For
many families, however, the courtroom-based model is too emotionally and economically expensive
and takes longer than is tolerable." Caseloads in family courts are overwhelming. The expense of rep-
resentation is increasing. Middle-class separating and divorcing couples—who receive no legal
aid—have been largely priced out of the market for legal services. More and more family law liti-
gants are self-represented mostly because they cannot afford to pay lawyers’ fees” but also because
they question whether the lawyers’ input will increase the adversarial nature of the case in the long
run.

Even more concerning is the impact of the adversarial, courtroom-based model for decision mak-
ing on the children involved in family court proceedings. Parents can put a child’s economic, emo-
tional, and educational welfare at risk with ongoing conflict between each other. A recent convening
of social science and legal experts organized by the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(AFCC) reviewed the available empirical evidence on the needs of children in reorganizing families
and concluded:

Promotion of shared parenting constitutes a public health issue that extends beyond a mere legal concern.
Parents who collaborate in childrearing have a positive effect on their children’s development and well-
being. Parents who engage in protracted and/or severe conflict that includes rejecting or undermining the
other parent have a negative impact. The potential for shared parenting is present for children regardless
of the family structure in which they live, and it represents a key protective factor in (a) helping children
adjust to separation and divorce and (b) establishing an ongoing healthy family environment in which to
rear children and facilitate high-quality parenting.’

Recognition of the public health effects on children from conflict in separating and divorcing fam-
ilies is part of a broader recognition that family reorganization is not just a legal problem but also a
challenge to the family’s total economic and emotional well-being. Separation and divorce, for exam-
ple, create significant emotional stress on those who experience it, often resulting in declining perfor-
mance at work. As described in a recent article by Rebecca Love Kourlis:

Family conflict also has been linked to individual problems—mental health, domestic violence, impaired
immune function, addiction—that have known links to diminished job performance and absenteeism.
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Emotional and personal problems are associated with increased absences, tardiness, on-the-job injuries,
property damage, medical claims, and employee turnover. It is also a significant safety concern when per-
sonal problems have been implicated in eighty to ninety percent of industrial accidents.*

In response to these trends, the procedure for resolving separation- and divorce-related disputes
has undergone, in Jana Singer’s felicitous phrase, a “velvet revolution.” Singer stated that “this para-
digm shift has replaced the conventional model of adjudication with a more collaborative, interdisci-
plinary and forward-looking family dispute resolution regime. It has also transformed the practice of
family law and fundamentally altered the way in which disputing families interact with the legal sys-
tem.”® As noted in a previous article:

In many jurisdictions today, parents of children are required to attend parent education as a prerequisite to
obtaining a decree of dissolution. In other jurisdictions, mediation continues to be another mandatory com-
ponent. Some states have looked beyond these services and provide parents with early neutral evaluation.
Still others have developed a form of triage that attempts to match available services to family needs.”

These procedural changes in the dispute resolution process have generally proved themselves to
have a positive outcome for parents and children by reducing time, expense, and delay while promot-
ing improved child well-being.®

Also, in response to these trends, the family law bar has begun to articulate models of representa-
tion that emphasize problem solving and collaboration. Lawyers involved in collaborative law have
revolutionized the nature of divorce practice in that direction, a change in many states that has been
reflected by enactment of the Uniform Collaborative Law Act.” The American Academy of Matrimo-
nial Lawyers’ Bounds of Advocacy—an aspirational code of ethics for divorce lawyers—holds that
“[a]n attorney should attempt to resolve matrimonial disputes by agreement and should consider
alternative means of achieving resolution.”'® Many states have also enacted provisions of their law-
yers’ ethics codes or rules of procedure that require lawyers to discuss alternative dispute resolution
(ADR) with their clients.'' The theme in a recent report by the national summit of family lawyers
organized by IAALS’ Honoring Families Initiative (HFI) is that the family law bar should “[r]ecali-
brate our understanding of advocacy to emphasize problem solving, teaching, and counseling.”'?
Rather than assuming the parties will be positioned as adversaries, the recommendation suggests that
lawyers and the system should help the parties work together.

B. CALLS FOR CHANGE IN THE EDUCATION OF FUTURE FAMILY LAWYERS

The development of problem-solving representation models has occurred concurrently with calls
for change in the education of future family lawyers. The Family Law Education Reform Project
(FLER) Report led the way.'*> FLER was created to systematically address the gap between the
teaching and practice of family law, which is a unique undertaking in legal education and the first
critical interdisciplinary outside look at the family law curriculum. It is a collaboration between a law
school—Hofstra Law School’s Center for Children, Families and the Law—and AFCC, an interdis-
ciplinary organization of family court professionals that has been a leader in developing family dis-
pute resolution processes outside of the academy.

The premise of FLER is that “in the last quarter century, the process of resolving legal family dis-
putes has, both literally and metaphorically, moved from confrontation toward collaboration and
from the courtroom to the conference room.”'* The FLER Report made significant recommendations
for changes in family law education to include interdisciplinary knowledge and client relationship
skills, in addition to courtroom-based advocacy skills.

The FLER Report focused on family law education. Its recommendations, however, paralleled the
influential recommendations for reform in legal education of the Report of the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching (Carnegie Report).'” The Carnegie Report called on law schools to
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match “the first year’s . . . emphasis on well-honed skills of legal analysis . . . by similarly strong skill in
serving clients and a solid ethical grounding.”'® It recommended that law schools “[o]ffer an integrated
curriculum” that joins instruction in lawyering, professionalism, and legal analysis from the start.'”

Reform in the directions recommended by both the FLER Report and the Carnegie Report is grad-
ually coming to family law education in the form of new clinics, courses, and programs with an inter-
disciplinary, problem-solving emphasis.'® A follow-up report five years after the initial FLER Report
concludes that “significant progress has been made since the inception of the . .. (FLER) project over
five years ago... In the legal profession, not only law schools, but courts and legislatures, have
increasingly recognized that family law, particularly that part of family law that impacts children, is
a highly specialized field that requires different dispute resolution mechanisms, interdisciplinary
teams, and specialized training” in order to be effective.'’

The family law bar has joined in the call to reform family law education. The report from the
recent National Summit of Family Lawyers previously mentioned recommends that “[IJaw school
curricula for students pursuing family law practice should be specialized in recognition of the differ-
ent and interdisciplinary skill set that a family law attorney must possess.”*® Citing the recommenda-
tions of IJAALS’ Educating Tomorrow’s Lawyers Initiative and the FLER Report, the HFI Family
Law Bar Report strongly recommends clinical and experiential education to prepare new family law-
yers to better serve their clients and their children.?'

II. AN INTRODUCTION TO THE RCSDF

A. OVERVIEW

The RCSDF was a university-based clinical project designed to implement and test innovative
ideas in service delivery for separating and divorcing families. The model for the Center was devel-
oped by the IAALS’ HFI as part of its efforts to identify needed changes in the divorce and separa-
tion and parental responsibility processes to improve outcomes for families. The Center provided
services between September 2013 and August 2015. The DU-supported implementation of the model
on campus as a demonstration project, establishing the organization and providing the infrastructure
(physical and human resources) for it to function.

The first center of its kind in the United States, RCSDF provided legal dispute resolution, thera-
peutic, and educational services to separating and divorcing families in a single location outside the
courthouse, providing a nonadversarial alternative to the courts. The services were provided by teams
of DU law, psychology, and social work graduate students (student interns) supervised by a staff of
licensed professionals, thus providing an educational opportunity to train and support future profes-
sionals who wish to work with separating and divorcing families. For needed services that could not
be provided at the Center, RCSDF offered referrals to outside services based on established relation-
ships with other clinical settings.

Center clients did not receive legal representation in the traditional model of each person having
his/her own counsel. Instead, Center parents received legal information from a single source, Center
mediators and legal educators. Mediation proved to be the right primary procedural vehicle for Cen-
ter parents. The lawyer-mediator provides legal education and information to both parents and facili-
tates resolution of their dispute. Either of the parents could also choose to be represented by counsel
outside RCSDF on an unbundled basis. Parents could retain and bring their own attorneys to media-
tion if they wished because there is nothing in the model that precludes it, however, few of the clients
at the Center took that approach.

B. THE RCSDF SERVICE MODEL

Families moved through the program in a series of steps that began with an intake process con-
ducted with potential participants through an online portal.?* The intake provides information about
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demographics, number and ages of children, their current living situation, and parental reasons for
seeking RCSDF services. Next, individual screening interviews allowed for private, in-person inter-
views conducted by a team of one law student and one mental health student (psychology or social
work) interns. The interview provided information into the circumstances and issues facing each
family and individual family member. If the interview raised any concerns about substance use, men-
tal health issues, or family violence, a thorough follow-up assessment was conducted using the Medi-
ator’s Assessment of Safety Issues and Concerns (MASIC).>

Once the intake and screening interview process was completed, the two-student team, guided by
their supervisors, made a decision concerning RCSDEF’s ability to meet the family’s service needs; if
the Center was not deemed appropriate, the family was referred elsewhere. Parents continuing in the
program participated in a joint service planning meeting, after which they engaged in a set of serv-
ices.”* As it is a required component of the process, all parents who engaged in the RCSDF process
participated in at least one mediation and one legal education session. Further, most families partici-
pated in co-parenting coaching, and many also chose to participate in adult individual therapy, family
therapy, or child interview counseling options.

Legal document drafting was another potential service parents could choose to access at the Cen-
ter. Supervised by an experienced attorney-mediator, Center law student interns, mediated and
drafted the documents necessary to present to the court to finalize the divorce of the Center’s client.
Concern that a mediator drafting an agreement is potentially the “unauthorized practice of law”*’
was resolved in collaboration with Colorado professional responsibility regulators who helped pro-
vide training for Center legal interns. The necessary documents to finalize a divorce were filed elec-
tronically with the court.

A required “Permanent Orders Hearing” is the final step in the Colorado divorce process.”® The
judicial decree dissolving the marriage or civil union is typically issued at or after this hearing. Per-
manent Orders Hearings are generally required in uncontested cases where one or both parties are
unrepresented by counsel and there are children involved. The court questions the parties, considers
the agreement, and determines if it is fair and in the best interest of the children before ruling. The
Colorado Court System collaborated with the Center by assigning a senior judge to hold the Perma-
nent Orders Hearings at the Center rather than in the courthouse. Parents who mediated their divorce
through the Center process could thus have it finalized without setting foot in the courthouse. The
content of the Permanent Orders Hearing for Center parents was the same as if the hearing was con-
ducted in the courthouse, but the tone was a bit different. For example, the judge who presided over
the hearings at the Center often complimented the parents for creating an agreement in the best inter-
ests of their children and suggested they return to the Center should future disputes arise. As noted
above, the Permanent Orders were filed electronically with the court.

C. CENTER STUDENTS

RCSDF provided an internship for students in three different graduate schools on the DU campus:
The Sturm College of Law, the Graduate School of Social Work, and the Graduate School of Profes-
sional Psychology. The internship at the Center was comparable to a clinical placement in a law
school or mental health program. Students were recruited through their respective schools: professio-
nals from the Center gave a talk at each school and provided information to students about the pro-
gram. Interested students applied within their own schools, were interviewed and selected based on
subject knowledge and past experience (especially for psychology and social work students), quality
of student performance, maturity, eagerness, and ability to put in the necessary time.

Over the course of two years, eighteen students interned; eleven of those were law students (seven
in the first year and four in the second year). The students were responsible for the delivery of serv-
ices to families participating in Center services. They were trained before they began delivering the
services and were carefully supervised by qualified professionals while delivering them. Based on
lessons learned in the first year regarding the number of families receiving services at RCSDF and
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the students’ needs for a higher workload, RCSDF reduced the total number of student interns in the
second year.

D. TRAINING AND SUPERVISION FOR CENTER STUDENT INTERNS

The first-year student training was a two-week, full-time program prior to RCSDF’s official open-
ing, which took place in a large conference space on campus. Local and national experts were
brought in to participate, observe, and lead various aspects of the training. The first week was dedi-
cated to a variety of short presentations on relevant legal and clinical topics®’ as well as interviewing
role plays with professional actors, and a field trip to Denver District Court to observe divorce and
separation matters on the docket. Students observed cases and spoke extensively with court person-
nel. The second week was dedicated entirely to a forty-hour mediation training.

The second-year student training was a six-day, full-time program followed by a series of shorter
training sessions spanning several weeks. It was facilitated by RCSDF staff and the mediation trainer,
and it took place at the Center. The content was generally the same, though more tailored to RCSDF
based on what had been learned about the program and the population served over the course of the
previous year. Following the initial training, Center students were assigned to families as workload
required. They worked in interdisciplinary teams. Caseloads were kept reasonably low so that stu-
dents could perform their tasks without undue pressure.

Supervision of Center student interns followed the format typical of a law school clinical program.
Students from each professional school were closely supervised by licensed and experienced profes-
sionals from the profession for which they were preparing. Law students were, for example, super-
vised by a well-regarded Colorado divorce lawyer trained and experienced in mediation. Psychology
students and social work students were similarly supervised by Center faculty from their own disci-
plines. Supervisors often held interdisciplinary supervision conferences with teams together. Each
week, a half-day seminar would cover topics that students felt they needed more training on as they
became responsible, under supervision, for cases. Topics included domestic violence, parental alien-
ation, child support, working with accountants or financial planners, and so on.

III. STUDENT LEARNING AT THE CENTER

A. THE CENTER EVALUATION PLAN

TAALS developed a comprehensive evaluation of the Center’s functioning in anticipation of pos-
sible replication at other Centers and graduate schools nationwide, and this was an integral part of
the plan for the Center. Indeed, the evaluation plan considers family demographics, process time-
lines, service utilization rates, parent feedback on the process, parent and child well-being measures,
staff feedback, and partner organization feedback—in addition to student outcomes, which are the
subject of this article. In 2016, IAALS published a report chronicling the findings from the Center’s
two-year experience with providing services to families in transition under an interdisciplinary
service-delivery model using graduate students from law as well as social work and psychology.?®
Below are the results related to student learning, which were provided by student self-report and
RCSDF staff/supervisor reflection.

B. THE QUALITY OF SERVICE PROVIDED BY THE STUDENT TEAMS

The evaluation establishes that students delivered competent services to separating and divorcing
families. Those results were published in detail in an earlier article.* Overall, eighty-two to eighty-
seven percent of parents rated the impact of the Center on their family, selves, or children as positive.
The highest ratings parents gave were based on their perceptions that participation at the Center:
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e Kept their children’s interests protected,
e Maintained concern for their children, and
e Resulted in fewer co-parenting problems.

The process was highly efficient:

e An average of four months was spent resolving the legal conflicts.
e The average time spent to divorce was five months overall (including involvement in
services).>”

These results were coupled with statistically significant increases in parent and child well-being.*'
The students provided high-quality services despite having to learn a body of unfamiliar law, new
skills such as mediation and drafting, and how to work with a new group of professionals in a short,
intense training program.

The positive psychosocial and satisfaction outcomes obtained for family members suggest that
when faculty resources are committed to students who are carefully trained, the students can compe-
tently provide services. Many professionals argue that family cases are not optimal training grounds
for students because the amount of management and life experience needed to handle the case makes
them a poor fit for students. These results should allay fears that law students and mental health grad-
uate students are too young or inexperienced to deliver high-quality services to parents and children
in reorganizing families, when carefully supervised. While the RCSDF model required considerable
mentoring, in our experience it was no more than typically provided in law school-based clinics. Yet
it offered a high level of exposure to families of varying socioeconomic levels and the many issues
that cooccur in family cases pertaining to division and redistribution of economic assets with high
client satisfaction outcomes.

C. DATA COLLECTION ON STUDENT LEARNING?*

At three different points in the process—before training, after training, and after the internship—
RCSDF student interns were asked to provide a self-assessment on the following:**

e Level of comfort in their ability to successfully accomplish certain professional tasks
(1 = very uncomfortable; 2 = somewhat uncomfortable; 3 = unsure; 4 = somewhat comfort-
able; 5 = very comfortable).

e Level of knowledge in relevant substantive topics (1 =no knowledge; 2 = very limited
knowledge; 3 = basic knowledge; 4 = intermediate knowledge; 5 = advanced knowledge).

e Level of truth of certain statements regarding attitude and belief (1 = mostly false;
2 = somewhat false; 3 = unsure; 4 = somewhat true; 5 = mostly true).

Both after the training and after the internship, the students also were asked to provide a self-
assessment on their level of preparedness with respect to topics relating to work with separating and
divorcing families (1 = mostly unprepared; 2 = somewhat unprepared; 3 = not sure; 4 = somewhat
prepared; 5 = mostly prepared).

For all data collection points, students were assigned a unique research identification number,
which remained confidential and the same throughout the internship. No information for the research
was shared with the interns’ program faculty. This approach created the opportunity for students to
provide candid self-evaluations anonymously as well as the ability for us to track individual student
progress.

For all disciplines combined, the internship experience is reported as having an effect on those
items with an average difference—between any of the three periods of self-assessment—of at least
one point on the five-point scale (twenty percent) reaching statistical significance.** We recognize



Pruett et al/LAW STUDENTS ON INTERDISCIPLINARY TEAMS 107

that this is a high standard, as even a ten-percent increase is often considered substantive in the social
sciences. So the following summary offers a conservative estimate in order to highlight the areas in
which students gained the most knowledge or expertise. For reporting on each discipline separately,
differences of at least one point are again used to denote important change (without analysis for sta-
tistical significance) due to the low number of students in each group. In addition to the scored scale
items, students were asked open-ended questions about their learning and the experience in general.
Summaries of responses are presented in narrative form.

Finally, the staff was asked about their experience with the student interns. The executive director
as well as a legal, social work, and psychology supervisor each provided feedback. These are aggre-
gated and reported together as they were very similar in content and perspective.

D. RESULTS

Table 1 shows the self-assessment areas in which the aggregate group of students reported on their
knowledge gains from before to after training. Results are shown separately for Year One, Year
Two, and both years combined. The Year One students’ self-assessment showed reportable increases
in eight areas (out of nineteen) as a result of the training. The Year Two students experienced gains
in all the same areas as Year One, except for knowledge of parenting plans. However, Year Two
added gains in knowledge of the Colorado Dispute Resolution Act and knowledge of the Code of
Professional Responsibility/Conduct (ten out of nineteen areas with increase).

1. Feeling Prepared to Provide Center Services

In addition, Year Two students indicated feeling more prepared to work with separating and
divorcing families. Examining the results within disciplines, Table 2 includes items for which there
was a one point or greater change (i.e., where students of a particular discipline differed from the
trends shown above for the entire RCSDF intern groups). Because the sample size was quite small,
the results are shown without regard to statistical significance.

Overall, the training was effective in specific areas of knowledge as well as in comfort performing
tasks. In contrast, the training by itself did not advance attitudes about working with separating and
divorcing families in an interdisciplinary setting. While it might be beneficial to try to generate
enthusiasm for the program and convey the important nature of the work as part of the training, this
type of attitude proved changeable only upon direct experience.

The students also were asked to list the competencies/skills that most improved as a result of the
training. Although there were differences in the approach to training between the first and second
years, the students’ reports of the competencies/skills that improved during the training were virtually
indistinguishable from one year to the next. A majority of students expressed that the training
improved mediation skills. Students also indicated that the training improved clinical skills such as
interviewing (both children and adults), conducting intakes with clients, listening, and communicat-
ing. Students reported having improved knowledge of divorce law, as well as skills that cut across
disciplines such as issue spotting, preparing parenting plans, and reframing. These data are largely
consistent with the students’ responses on the quantitative scale items.

2. Growth and Development During the Internship as a Whole

Because most learning is expected to come from the internship rather than simply from the train-
ing, students were also assessed from pretraining to the end of the internship in Year One, shown in
Table 3, during which it was hoped that skills and attitudes would indicate growth and development.

The skill areas that changed positively over the course of the internship show increasing sensitiv-
ity to clients (e.g., comfort responding to clients and adapting to their changing circumstances), com-
fort working in interdisciplinary teams, and knowledge and comfort on the tasks that constitute
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Table 2
Outcomes with +1 Increase After Training Program by Discipline

Pretraining Mean Posttraining Mean Difference in Means

Law MSW  PsyD  Law MSW  PsyD  Law MSW  PsyD
n=9" =8 (=6 (=3 (=8 (m=6 (=5 (=8 (=06

Comfort Items

Listen in a professional context 4.00 4.25 4.33 4.56 5.00 483 +0.56 +0.75 +0.50

Respond to clients professionally 333 3.88 4.00 4.11 4.50 467 +0.78 +0.63 +0.67

Problem-solve in a professional 3.89 3.63 4.17 4.22 4.25 4.67 +033 +0.63 +0.50
context

Work as a team with professionals 3.89 3.38 3.83 422 4.63 4.67 +033 +125 +0.83
from other disciplines

Adapt your recommendations to a 3.38 3.63 4.00 4.38 4.13 467 +1.00 +0.50 +0.67
client’s changing circumstances

Negotiate agreements 3.44 2.75 333 3.78 3.63 383 +033 +0.88 +0.50

Draft professional documents in 3.44 2.25 3.67 3.78 3.25 417  +033 +1.00 +0.50
your field

Preparation Items

I am excited to be training for work 4.89 4.75 4.83 5.00 4.75 450 +0.11 +0.00 —0.33
in the area of separation and
divorce.

I feel prepared in my knowledge 4.11 3.00 3.83 4.67 4.13 433  +0.56 +1.13  +0.50
and skills to work with separating
and divorcing families.

I believe there are many benefits to 5.00 4.88 4.83 5.00 4.88 4.83 +0.00 +0.00 +0.00
be gained by working with
students and professionals from
disciplines other than the one I
am studying.

I believe I will benefit from net- 5.00 4.75 4.67 5.00 4.88 4.67 +0.00 +0.13 +0.00
working with professionals in my
local community.

I want to work with separating and 4.44 3.63 3.67 4.56 3.38 333  +0.11 —025 -—0.33
divorcing families after
graduation.

family law cases. The same areas of knowledge and comfort were assessed by individual discipline,
summarized in Table 4.

These items show that students honed their knowledge and skills in areas relevant to their specific
disciplines. Law students improved the most in areas with lower initial scores, while mental health
students improved in areas with higher initial scores. However, the degree of change was similar
across disciplines, relative to where they started. Psychology students reported change in more areas
than did the other disciplines. This is discussed further below.

The following observations about general trends can also be made from the data. Knowledge of
family dynamics did not increase with the two-week training but tended to increase over the whole
experience. However, expressed excitement for training to work in separation and divorce went
down over the course of the training and even more so over the course of the experience. In addition,
students felt less prepared in the areas of crisis management and family violence. It may be that the
internship served as a reality check for students, both about their interests and about how much they
know and are prepared to do divorce-related work.

Students were asked to identify three competencies/skills that improved as a result of the intern-
ship. Almost every student noted that mediation skills improved over the course of the internship.
Many students indicated that interdisciplinary or teamwork skills improved, an aspect that was not
mentioned in relation to the training and was probably only appreciated after experiencing the work
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Table 3
Student Experience in the Internship as Overall Sample (Pre, Post, and Pre-to-Post Change Mean
Scores)

Pretraining Postinternship  Difference in
Mean (n=13)*°  Mean (n=13) Means (p value)

Comfort Items

Listen in a professional context 3.92 4.85 +0.92 (0.068)
Respond to clients professionally 3.62 4.77 +1.15 (0.021)
Problem-solve in a professional context 3.77 4.54 +0.77 (0.147)
Work as a team with professionals from other disciplines 3.54 4.92 +1.38 (0.009)
Adapt your recommendations to a client’s changing circumstances 3.67 4.83 +1.17 (0.019)
Negotiate agreements 3.08 4.08 +1.00 (0.004)
Draft professional documents in your field 2.92 431 +1.38 (0.003)
Knowledge Items
The Uniform Dissolution Act 1.69 3.54 +1.85 (0.000)
The Colorado Dispute Resolution Act 1.62 3.23 +1.62 (0.000)
Parenting plans 2.54 431 +1.77 (0.000)
Counseling 3.15 3.85 +0.69 (0.006)
Maintenance and alimony 2.15 3.46 +1.31 (0.003)
Financial planning postseparation 2.00 3.08 +1.08 (0.009)
Child support 2.46 3.46 +1.00 (0.006)
Common law marriage 2.38 3.08 +0.69 (0.056)
Retirement and pension issues 1.92 2.46 +0.54 (0.068)
Self-represented litigants 1.92 331 +1.38 (0.000)
Domestic violence 3.38 3.77 +0.38 (0.096
Mandatory disclosure requirements 331 4.00 +0.69 (0.013)
Code of professional responsibility/conduct 3.92 431 +0.38 (0.096)
Family dynamics 3.62 4.15 +0.54 (0.028)
Child development 3.54 3.92 +0.38 (0.054)
Interviewing adults 3.69 4.38 +0.69 (0.006)
Interviewing children 3.31 3.62 +0.31 (0.392)
Ethical practice 4.00 4.46 +0.46 (0.027)
Early neutral evaluation 1.85 2.62 +0.77 (0.035)
Mediation 2.46 3.85 +1.38 (0.001)
Preparedness Items
I am excited to be training for work in the area of separation and 5.00 4.69 —0.31 (0.040)
divorce.
I feel prepared in my knowledge and skills to work with 4.00 4.54 +0.54 (0.047)
separating and divorcing families.
I believe there are many benefits to be gained by working with 5.00 5.00 0.00 (1.000)

students and professionals from disciplines other than the one I
am studying.

I believe I will benefit from networking with professionals in my 5.00 4.54 —0.46 (0.053)
local community.

I want to work with separating and divorcing families after 4.15 4.00 —0.15 (0.549)
graduation.

environment. Students also tended to describe clinical and therapeutic skills, specifically: interview-
ing, family dynamics and communicating with clients. With respect to legal skills, some students
mentioned parenting plans and legal drafting. A few students described improved case management
abilities.

An interesting sidebar is that incorporating the three disciplines together showed how differently
each discipline evaluated their growth in knowledge and comfort as a result of training. As noted
above, the psychologists endorsed many more areas of change than the attorneys or the social work-
ers (who endorsed only one area). One interpretation of this is that the psychologists had the most to
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Table 4
Student Experience in the Internship by Discipline (Pre, Post, and Pre-to-Post Change Mean
Scores)

Pre-training Mean Post internship Mean Difference in Means

Law MSW  PsyD  Law MSW  PsyD  Law MSW  PsyD
m=9" (=35 (=3 (=35 =5 m=3 n=35 (n=5) (=3

Comfort Items

Listen in a professional context 4.00 4.00 3.67 4.60 5.00 500 +0.60 +1.00 +1.33
Respond to clients professionally 3.40 3.80 3.67 4.60 4.80 5.00 +120 +1.00 +1.33
Problem-solve in a professional 4.00 3.60 3.67 4.60 4.40 4.67 +0.60 +0.80 +1.00
context
Work as a team with professionals 3.80 3.40 333 5.00 4.80 5.00 +120 +1.40 +1.67
from other disciplines
Adapt your recommendations to a 4.25 3.40 3.33 5.00 4.80 4.67 +0.75 +1.40 +1.33
client’s changing circumstances
Negotiate agreements 3.80 2.60 2.67 4.20 4.00 400 +040 +1.40 +1.33
Draft professional documents in 3.60 2.00 3.33 4.20 4.20 4.67 +0.60 +220 +1.33
your field
Knowledge Items
The Uniform Dissolution Act 2.60 1.00 1.33 4.20 3.40 267 +1.60 +240 +1.33
The Colorado Dispute 2.40 1.00 1.33 3.40 3.20 3.00 +1.00 +220 +1.67
Resolution Act
Parenting plans 3.00 2.40 2.00 4.40 4.20 433  +140 +1.80 +2.33
Counseling 2.20 3.80 3.67 2.80 4.20 500 +0.60 +040 +1.33
Maintenance and alimony 2.60 2.00 1.67 4.00 3.20 3.00 +140 +1.20 +1.33
Financial planning postseparation 2.20 2.00 1.67 3.80 2.80 233 +1.60 +0.80 +0.67
Child support 3.00 2.20 2.00 4.00 3.40 2.67 +1.00 +120 +0.67
Common law marriage 2.80 2.00 233 3.80 2.80 233 +1.00 +0.80 +0.00
Retirement and pension issues 2.20 1.80 1.67 2.80 2.20 233  +0.60 +0.40 +0.67
Self-represented litigants 2.60 1.40 1.67 3.80 3.20 2,67 +120 +1.80 +1.00
Domestic violence 2.80 3.80 3.67 2.80 4.20 4.67 +0.00 +0.40 +1.00
Mandatory disclosure requirements 2.60 3.40 433 3.80 3.80 467 +120 +0.40 +0.33

Code of professional responsibility/ 3.80 4.00 4.00 3.80 4.40 5.00 +0.00 +0.40 +1.00
conduct

Family dynamics 2.80 4.00 433 3.60 4.40 4.67 +0.80 +0.40 +0.33
Child development 2.60 4.00 433 2.80 4.60 4.67 +020 +0.60 +0.33
Interviewing adults 3.00 3.80 4.67 3.80 4.60 5.00 +0.80 +0.80 +0.33
Interviewing children 2.80 3.60 3.67 2.20 4.40 4.67 —0.60 +080 +1.00
Ethical practice 4.00 4.20 3.67 4.20 4.60 4.67 +020 +0.40 +1.00
Early neutral evaluation 1.20 2.40 2.00 3.00 2.60 200 +1.80 +0.20 +0.00
Mediation 2.80 2.20 233 4.20 3.60 3.67 +140 +140 +1.33

Preparedness Items

I am excited to be training for work 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 4.40 4.67 +0.00 —0.60 —0.33
in the area of separation and
divorce.

I feel prepared in my knowledge 4.00 3.60 4.67 4.60 4.20 5.00 +0.60 +0.60 +0.33
and skills to work with separating
and divorcing families.

I believe there are many benefits to 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 +0.00 +0.00 +0.00
be gained by working with
students and professionals from
disciplines other than the one I
am studying.

I believe I will benefit from net- 5.00 5.00 5.00 4.40 4.60 4.67 +-0.60 —0.40 —0.33
working with professionals in my
local community.

I want to work with separating and 4.60 3.80 4.00 4.60 3.40 4.00 +0.00 —0.40 +0.00
divorcing families after
graduation.
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learn. That was not our experience in training them or listening to feedback from supervisors. In fact,
the psychologists entered the training with broader and deeper understanding of many areas of sepa-
ration and divorce as well as interviewing skills. It seemed, instead, that they approached the training
with an open mind and an eagerness to increase their learning that appeared less defensive than stu-
dents in the other two professions. Thus, combining the three groups in training may have had the
unexpected benefit of including a discipline more comfortable with the content area and dynamics of
difficult family cases, as well as interdisciplinary collaboration, leading to deeper learning among the
law interns as well. While it is speculative, it is consistent with supervisor reports and our own obser-
vations during training.

3. Most Positive and Least Positive Aspects of the Internship

Students were asked to identify the three most positive and the three least positive aspects of the
internship. The most positive aspects identified mirrored responses to the most improved skills, as
mediation and working on an interdisciplinary team were most commonly reported. Many students
also described the hands-on experience with real families going through a divorce, working with the
supervisors, and working with the other interns as positive aspects.

Aspects students identified as the least positive included a low and unpredictable workload, disor-
ganization at the newly emerging Center, and issues with case management. Several students cor-
rectly noted that these issues were likely attributable to RCSDF being a new organization and still
figuring out what would work best. Additionally, a theme was internal conflict between some stu-
dents and one particular supervisor. More generally, though, several students reported that effective
communication between supervisors and students was at times lacking. In addition, students noted
awareness of a hierarchy between supervisors and students that led to students not feeling included
in decision-making processes.

4. Staff Views on Student Training and Growth and Development

a. Pre-Casework Training. The supervisors and executive director agreed that the second-year
training was a vast improvement over the first-year training. The consensus was that, because so
much was up in the air operationally prior to RCSDF’s opening, the first student training was con-
stricted in several respects. First, because RCSDF did not yet know who Center clients would be,
policies and solid definitions of RCSDF services were not yet established and thus could not be pro-
vided to students. Also, the first-year training lacked smooth integration of the various topics, as it
was not yet clear which ones would be most relevant to students’ internship experience. The shared
feeling of the supervisors and the executive director was that the first-year students left the training
crammed full of information and uneasy about how to digest it.

The second-year training was a much more positive experience for all involved. Conducting the
training at the Center with the supervisors completely involved (rather than participating primarily as
trainees themselves, as was the case in the first year) fostered a more intimate, authoritative and yet
supportive atmosphere. As a result, the training was more cohesive and helped the students better
understand the respective staff roles. In addition, after a year of experience working with the families
and providing services, the second-year training was presented with more concrete expectations of
what it would be like to work at RCSDF.

The supervisors and executive director acknowledged continued room for improvement. Specifi-
cally, there was agreement that the training has not hit the right balance of instructional and hands-on
content, though there was disagreement on the direction to take to achieve such a balance. The super-
visors expressed the need for more practice and role-playing scenarios as well as additional fact pat-
terns (moving from straightforward to more complicated scenarios as students become more
comfortable). However, the executive director expressed the need for more instructional content.
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While these experiential and instructional elements are not incompatible, fitting them in during the
time available for training presents an ongoing dilemma.

b. Working as a Team. The executive director noted that the supervisors worked very well with
each other and with most of the students over the first year. There was the sentiment, though, that
there could be improvement in the way the director and the supervisors worked together as a leader-
ship team to foster a community atmosphere and a commitment to the organization as a whole rather
than to individual students and families. The executive director also suggested that the supervisors
might spend more time interacting with students as a group rather than individually. The supervisors
agreed that having an open line of communication with their respective students was invaluable. One
supervisor noted that, because RCSDF is unique in that the supervisors do not have caseloads of their
own, they are able to be fully available to the students. The supervisors agreed that having weekly
meetings with their students to debrief on cases was very helpful and allowed everyone to stay on
the same page in terms of each family’s progress through the program. One concern, however, was
that communicating across the entire team could be challenging, as the students were rarely all at the
Center at the same time. With respect to selecting students for the internship positions going forward,
supervisors identified a few key qualities. Students who have life experience, initiative, flexibility,
genuine interest in the subject matter, and interest in the interdisciplinary work are the ideal
candidates.

c. The Value of an Interdisciplinary Model. There was agreement among the supervisors and
executive director that the interdisciplinary aspect of RCSDF worked very well for students. The
families benefited from holistic assistance, while students were able to learn needed skills relevant to
their own discipline as well as to gain understanding of and respect for other disciplines. The two-
student teams worked well because the students could share case management responsibilities while
working closely with a student of another discipline.

There were, however, some issues that arose as a result of the relatively low volume of families in
the first year. Namely, there was some tension between the psychology and social work students
about case assignments and being able to satisfy the clinical hour requirements of their respective
schools. The executive director also commented that there is a need to develop some distinct policies
and procedures for each student group: for example, a leave policy with makeup requirements appro-
priate to the school.

IV. LESSONS LEARNED AND LOOKING AHEAD

Implementing student internships at RCSDF was certainly not without its challenges. Primarily
due to issues surrounding financial sustainability of the model, after two years of operations, the deci-
sion was made to shift the RCSDF model to a community-based setting and change the name to the
Center for Out-of-Court Divorce (COCD). Students continue to have the opportunity for a robust
experiential learning internship and play an integral role at COCD as service providers; however, the
primary service providers are now professionally licensed staff, and the new model allows for only a
few student interns per term. A depth experience has thus been exchanged for a breadth experience,
by staying focused on the interdisciplinary and hands-on aspects of the model, which made for the
richest learning opportunities.

The Center experience with law student learning suggests that if law schools want to be in the
forefront of education for family law practice they should move in an interdisciplinary, problem-
solving direction. We observed that the direction of reform advocated by the FLER and Carnegie
Reports and the recent calls for reform of the family bar are both feasible and desirable. Students can
be the engine rather than the caboose of these trends.

First, interdisciplinary experience is increasingly required for lawyers to effectively work with
mental health colleagues to provide integrated services and expertise. Lawyers and ADR legal
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professionals draw upon psychological theory, research, assessment and evaluation to help them
sort out individual mental health issues, and family dynamics that complicate case settlement and
finality. Having a better idea of what kinds of knowledge and skills mental health colleagues
have and how these can best be utilized by the lawyer can only enhance the lawyer’s practice
and help provide better services to parents and children. Interdisciplinary training fosters respect
for and understanding of how the mental health disciplines work with families, their ethical obli-
gations, and knowledge that is likely to lead to better collaboration. It fosters understanding of
how mental health colleagues can support an attorney’s representation and the family’s satisfac-
tion with the process, as well as individual and collective outcomes that support successful family
reorganization. But like any relationship between persons with different orientation, goals, and
values, being exposed to each other during training rather than later in practice encourages stron-
ger relationships based on mutual respect.

Second, experience like that provided at the Center gives young family lawyers a leg up over
those who are limited to traditional case law education without clinical experience. Clinical experi-
ence improves a student’s capacity to assess whether the field is a good fit for their interests and
skills. Real-world experience can also make the difference when a new lawyer searches for a job or
clients in a crowded market. Family law has moved increasingly toward an integration of ADR mod-
els and techniques, and there is a need for training that is not traditionally obtained in law school—
such as recognition of substance use and abuse, mental health, and domestic violence problems.
Without such experience and training, new family lawyers cannot successfully compete in a field
where paraprofessionals, mental health professionals, and retired legal professionals (e.g., in forms
of arbitrators or special masters) increasingly claim a share of the client market and lawyers are less
often sought or retained by clients.*!

We recognize that the training provided through the RCSDF model is costly in terms of fac-
ulty and administrative resources. In effect, it is the Mercedes Benz model of family law legal
education that is not always possible. There are, however, less costly educational models that
can serve as a bridge between the traditional casebook and training students at an interdisciplin-
ary clinical site. The models and examples of courses generated by the FLER Project provide
one source for inspiration. Another possibility is a three-credit course that is interdisciplinary
and includes observing and role playing about real cases. Another is a week-long course that
covers all the material with simulations and role plays. Finally, another is an externship that
incorporates more shadowing and less actual responsibility, thereby decreasing the amount of
supervision needed. These are scaled back approaches to the experiential training we are
espousing, but they offer possible models that could be implemented with less financial or fac-
ulty resources.

The positive Center experience brings into focus the significant risks of not changing the
direction of education for our future family law attorneys toward interdisciplinary collaboration
and problem solving. One is that lawyers will not be able to deliver high-quality service to
parents and children in reorganizing families. Another is the risk that lawyers will become
increasingly obsolete because they are not prepared with the legal or interpersonal and interpro-
fessional skills that are salient in current family law practice. This would be a serious loss.
Families are entering the legal system in record numbers. They are increasingly diverse; the
issues they raise are complex, and their resolution requires the attention of interdisciplinary per-
spectives. Unmarried parents, same-sex couples, reproductive technology, and legal recognition
of multiple parentages engender family conflict and clients in those situations have important
needs for legal information, guidance, and intervention, as do more traditional reorganizing
families. Family law is a changing field, and it is a growing one. Legal education has a chance
to provide the best educational training and opportunities for future family lawyers to partici-
pate effectively while contributing to the betterment of society. We cannot turn away from the
challenge. The Center’s experience with student learning demonstrates that it can be met.
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APPENDIX A

SERVICE PATHWAY THROUGH RCSDF

Individual
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Service
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Service
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Permanent
Orders
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Intake Form, Individual joint Service therapeutic mediation, a support following
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individual and Interview to to discuss oChildren may have  heanngwasheldat  For those families,
family determine family RCSDF's also received age-  the RCSDF RCSDF continued
demographic needs and suggested service appropriate ) facility. 1o provide needed
information. appropriatenessof  plan. Service plans  sprvices, such as legal and

RCSDF services. were tailored individual counseling
specifically to counseling and SEIVICes.
meet the needs of support groups.
individual
families.

APPENDIX B
TYPES OF SERVICES AT RCSDF
LEGAL EDUCATION

Informational session provided by a law student intern on what to expect in the legal system
when separating/divorcing, including information about how to draft legal documents (e.g., com-
plete forms) and navigate the court system. There was no charge for this service, but it was man-
datory for families who did not have a court initial status conference.

LEGAL DRAFTING

Legal interns drafted documents with and for families, to support their completion of agree-
ments and parenting plans.

CHILD INTERVIEWING

Session in which a mental health intern assessed the child’s view about the family’s situation,
determined how the child was coping with the transition, and supported the child in expressing
concerns. There was no charge for this service, and feedback was provided to the parents.

CO-PARENTING COACHING

Session(s) designed to provide assistance and support toward effective co-parenting, which may
include feedback to both parents regarding the child interview(s) and the development of a parent-
ing plan.
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ADULT INDIVIDUAL COUNSELING

One-on-one therapy session(s) with a neutral mental health intern to work on individual emo-
tional and mental health issues related to the transition process.

CHILD COUNSELING

Therapy session(s) with the child provided by a mental health intern to work on emotional and
mental health issues related to the transition process. Generally, these were individual sessions;
however, some sessions included two or more siblings.

TRANSITION SUPPORT GROUP

Gender-specific group sessions designed to provide an opportunity for parents to meet and sup-
port other parents going through the separation/divorce process.
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