
Associate Dean Gerald Thain instructs undergraduate students.

TIMOTHY R. VERHOFF

For the past two years, Law
School Associate Dean Ger-
ald Thain and seven other
law school professors have
been teaching law to stu-
dents who have never even
taken the LSATexam.

The class, Law in Action,
is an innovative approach
that involves law professors
volunteering to teach under-
graduates. The three-credit
course, run through the
Department of Sociology, is
offered to about 65 students
each year. The class consists
of seven two-week mod-
ules. Topics include the
impact of tax policy on
American society, legal reg-
ulation of commercial
advertising, legal responses
to employment discrimina-
tion, controlling conduct
through criminal justice, the
role of the jury in the adminis-
tration of criminal law, consti-
tutional structure and the separation of
powers, and Watergate.

According to Thain, several members
of the law faculty had been discussing
ways to further undergraduate education
when Law School Professor Frank
Tuerkheimer came up with the idea.
"Frank thought up the idea and generated
our enthusiasm. We talked to others on
the law faculty to see if there was enough

interest. Then we got in touch with Jack
Ladinsky," Thain noted.

Ladinsky, who has an appointment as
a professor of law as well as a professor
of sociology, took up the tasks of coordi-
nator and liaison between the UW-Law
School and the University.

"We originally talked about a variety of
options," Ladinsky said. "One option was
to offer a seminar for undergraduates in
civil rights law. We wanted to get started

quickly, and there was no single faculty
member who could commit to teaching
the course for a whole semester." After
much debating, the group came up with
the current format.

Although both Thain and Ladinsky
admit that many of the students enrolled
in the class are prospective law students,
Thain insists that helping students get a
jump on law school is not the fundamen-
tal aim of the course. "There are people
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who are interested in getting a leg up and
seeing what law school is like by taking
the course, but we try to emphasize from
the beginning that the goal of the course
is to provide a basic understanding of law
in operation. It is designed like a course
such as Physics for Poets."

However, this class and most law class-
es do have one thing in common: empha-
sis on student participation. "There is an
effort to get the class involved. We try to
get the students to raise their hands and
participate. But if they don't, we have a
seating chart, and we call on them," Thain
said.

Whether the course is designed for
prospective law students or not, the gen-
eral response has been overwhelming.
Many students described it as one of the
best they had taken at UW. "I've had kids
come into my office and ask if we are
going to offer the class again. I've already
seen follow-up consequences of the
course. Some of the students who take the
class during their junior year pick one of
the course's themes as the topic of their
senior thesis," Ladinsky reported.

But Law in Action has not been with-
out problems. Some students cite the lack
of depth in each topic as a concern. But
Ladinsky says that the faculty is doing the
best they can. "We are aware of the stu-
dent concerns and recommendations. We
are faced with the difficulty of making that
operative. We could decrease the number
of topics and increase the amount of time,

but my guess is that even if we added a
week, the students would still recommend
more depth. We have a format that works.
It reduces pressure on any single faculty
member, and it exposes students to a vari-
ety of topics."

Thain noted a second problem as well.
"You have to avoid getting overly techni-
cal," he said. But he agreed that the
instructors usually try to get down to the
basics. "The emphasis is on policy issues.
We try to explain how a process becomes
involved in determining policy. For exam-
ple, what is the difference between crimi-
nal prosecution for false advertising or
having disputes resolved by private litiga-
tion as opposed to an administrative
process."

For many undergraduates, taking a
course taught by law professors can be, to
say the least, intimidating. But according
to Ladinsky much of the student anxiety
has virtually disappeared since the first
time the class was offered. "The grapevine
effect has taken some of that edge off.
These kids know from other students that
this course is not intimidating. It's
enjoyable."

So, what do the students think of their
professors? "My general sense is that the
students idolize the faculty," Ladinsky
said. "Even topics that are really deadly,
like tax, are made alive. I think part of it is
that just being able to take a Law School-
type course makes them feel so special
that their attention is grabbed," he

continued.
Law professors who have taught this

course, in addition to Thain and
Tuerkheimer, are Chuck Irish, Larry
Church, Herman Goldstein, Carin Clauss,
Steve Herzberg and Arlen Christenson.

Law in Action will be offered at UW
again during the spring semester. The
course will run as it has before, with a
few exceptions. Due to conflicts, some of
the faculty will not return to the line-up
again this year. However, others will take
their place and new topics will be
arranged.

One thing Ladinsky would like to work
on this year is cutting some of the red
tape that has hindered the course in the
past. "It is my hope that we can solve
some of the administrative problems that
plagued us the first two offerings. There
are dilemmas by virtue of the separation
of professional schools like law from the
undergraduate curriculum. The first time
we offered it, I ran into endless problems
just listing it in the timetable," he said.

Law in Action is a rare course at UW. It
offers undergrads a chance to taste
instruction at the post graduate level. And
it allows professional school professors a
chance to enhance undergraduate educa-
tion. And both Thain and Ladinsky are
aiming to keep it thundering down the
right track. "I consider this a wonderful
opportunity for the university to bring this
kind of teaching to undergraduates,"
Ladinsky said. "It really works."
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