
Each week at a Kalihi health clinic Dina Shek, a 2006 
graduate of the Richardson Law School, meets with 
immigrant families who face daunting legal challenges. 
With little English, and little understanding of Hawai‘i 
bureaucracy, these families struggle with everything from 
rental crises, to immigration concerns, to guardianship 
issues with hanai children. 

“Sometimes it just helps if a lawyer is there with 
them,” says Shek. “Many times there have been errors or 
overcharges and often all it takes is a meeting with someone 
like the building manager.”

Encouraged by Dean Avi Soifer, five years ago Shek 
formed the Medical-Legal Partnership for Children 
in Hawai‘i, applying a concept she first heard about at 
Richardson. To date the 
partnership has provided 
free legal help to more than 
400 clients of the Kōkua 
Kalihi Valley Comprehensive 
Family Services, o�ering 
a constellation of critically 
important help to some 
of Hawai‘i’s most vulnerable families. It also o�ers the 
opportunity for law students to work directly with clients 
and learn practical skills in context.

This is just one example of the vast amount of outreach 
being done by students, graduates, and faculty of the Law 
School to sustain the community. It’s work that Hawai‘i 
Supreme Court Chief Justice Mark Recktenwald calls 
“hugely important” — and that he says makes the Law School 
a “vital partner” in addressing community needs.

“This outreach helps define this Law School,” says 
Recktenwald. “It connects the Law School to the community 
in an important way and makes it an integral part of our 
community because of the huge unmet need for legal 
services.”

The pro bono service done by the Law School grows 
organically, beginning with a commitment by the students 
themselves, and furthered by an equally strong vision among 
the faculty, alumni, and bar and bench leaders. In 1991 
students made a unique request, asking for an additional 
graduation requirement of 60 pro bono hours of community 
service. In the more than two decades since, over 100,000 
hours of free legal help has been spread throughout the 
community, aimed primarily at those most in need. 

“We were one of the first law schools in the nation to 
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Clinics, free legal service are among the many ways Richardson serves the community 
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have a mandatory pro bono program,” says Prof. James 
Pietsch. “Interestingly it was founded by some of the same 
students who started in our Elder Law program and clinic 
that began at the Legal Aid Society in 1981 and transitioned 
to the Law School in 1989.” 

The Elder Law program itself has a striking track record, 
having served at least 10,000 clients since moving to the Law 
School 24 years ago. “From the beginning we were providing 
direct legal services to 300 clients a year and now it averages 
around 400 clients,” says Pietsch. “We spend a lot of time 
now with caregivers trying to make the lives of seniors 
better, including ensuring they’re protected from abuse, 
neglect, and exploitation.”

Outreach doesn’t stop there. Students also engage in 
many extra-curricular 
community programs. 
In the past year alone, 
for example, the multi-
disciplinary Child Welfare 
Clinic planned a slam poetry 
event for homeless youth, 
contributed to a runaway 

prevention curriculum for foster youth, piloted an after-
school art and music program for Micronesian students, 
developed a presentation to educate high school teachers 
about teen partner violence, and developed a resource 
website for families in the juvenile justice system.

 “This was one of the things I hoped for in coming to law 
school,” says Ashley Labasan ’12, of the Child Welfare clinic 
she participated in. “I came here not just to learn the law, but 
to learn to be an advocate.” 

There’s still much more, including outreach to high-
schoolers in the Law and Justice Academies at Farrington 
and Roosevelt High Schools, free Street Law clinics, and 
free tax clinics for families in need. Prof. Calvin Pang ’85 
has spearheaded assistance by the faculty at the River of 
Life Mission in Chinatown, and retired Assoc. Dean Laurie 
Tochiki ’80 has helped transform Hawai‘i’s child protection 
system by co-founding EPIC ‘Ohana and the Family Court’s 
“Kids First” program. The Law School has also launched the 
Hawai‘i Innocence Project as part of a national movement 
to free wrongly convicted prisoners using advanced DNA 
evidence.

“We’ll do pro bono our whole lives,” reflects student 
Keani Rawlins-Fernandez ’15. “The whole reason is to serve 
our community.”
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“This outreach ... connects the 
Law School to the community.”

–chief justice mark recktenwald
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 From left, Randy Compton ’12, Post-
JD Law Fellow with the Medical Legal 
Partnership for Children, with Chuukese 
interpretor and Kokua Kalihi Valley early 
childhood specialist Sihla Jain, and MLPC 
Hawai‘i founder Dina Shek ’06.
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