MOCK TRIAL TEAM
at Wisconsin Schoolfor the
Clinical Professor Michele
La Vignes student team wins a
first-place and points the way
to a future when the profession
will not lack deaf lawyers.
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(Above) Sara Collins uses a large repertoire of communicative expressions
as she makes her points. (Top right) Michele LaVigne always enjoys a
"teachable moment." (Bottom right) Toby Stennes argues so rapidly in
American Sign Language that his hand is blurred in the photograph.
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ichele LaVigne will
never forget the scene
when her mock-trial
team from the Wisconsin School
for the Deaf (WSD) won first
place in the State Bar regional
competition in February 2004.
"I'm quite certain nobody
(except ourselves) expected us to
win," recalls LaVigne, a clinical
professor at the Law School's
Remington Center. ''After Round
Two we started to think, 'Holy
cow! We could win this!' Then we
hit a tough third round and figured
maybe we'd come in third. When
the winnet was announced, the
place was up for grabs. It really
was the stuff of movies."
LaVigne relishes the memory
of being called in with all the
other coaches to check the score
sheets before the winners were
announced publicly. "I flip something over and see that we've won
all rounds; we had four Ws, but I
didn't reallyknow what that meant."
Someone explained the significance of the four Ws to LaVigne,
who then had to keep the news a
secret from her team.
"I have no poker face," she
says. "I had to find in my heart a

Deaf A Win- Win Project
poker face. I said to [assisrant
coach] Chris Hanewicz, 'Could I
talk to you out in the hall?' "
"They announced third
runner-up, then second. People
were thinking maybe we'd be
fourth. When they announced that
WSD was the first-place winner,
there was a roar."
This was the first time a team
of deaf students participated in the
state competition, and only the
second time in rhe nation.
After their spectacular achievement at the regional in Janesville,
the team went on to compete in
the state tournament in Madison
in March, winning sixth place our
of fifteen.
For her work with the WSD
team (six years and counting),
LaVigne received the Gordon
Sinykin Award for Excellence in
Law-Related Education from the
Wisconsin Bar Foundation.
LaVigne can trace the beginnings of this joyful success and of
her interest in working with deaf
students back to her childhood,
when she rode the school bus with
children from a neighboring school
for the deaf In later years as a
public defender, before she joined
the staff of the Law School's
Remington Center in 1988, she
had another significant encounter.
"The county was trying to take
kids away from deaf parents, and
I thought, 'Something major is

wrong here.' I read the file - and
rook over the case. That was twenty
years ago, and here I still am."
Working on that first case
introduced LaVigne to experts on
issues of deafness. Later, when she
had two deaflaw students in her

Law School Trial Advocacy class
(Jose Irizarry '95 and Jane Coffey
'98) and she noted that there was,
and still is, only one deaf lawyer in
Wisconsin, the idea of a mock trial
team began to take shape.
The mock-trial program began
in 1999 as a part of civics class at
WSD. LaVigne drove to Delavan
every Wednesday to watch how
WSD teachers communicated with
their students. She began a mocktrial project that culminated in the
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students' trying a
case with the
help of LaVigne,
five law students,
two staff interpreters from
WSD, and a real
judge: Judge
Richard Brown
'71 of the
Wisconsin Court
of Appeals, himself deaf, who
became the team's regular presiding
judge and one of its biggest supporters. "I had no idea if we'd get past
that first year," LaVigne says. "Bur
what happened was that a new
teacher came in - Chris Woodfill,
a graduate of Gallaudet University,
with a master's degree in international relations from George
Washington University. He got
hold of me and said, ''I'd like to see
if we can make this work."
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LaVigne also decided to contribute funding to hire professional
legal interpreters, since staff interpreters from WSD were not familiar with legal terminology. "It really
made a difference," she says.
Another important contribution
was that of Chris Hanewicz '99,
who was one of the original law
students to work on the program
and went on to become LaVigne's
co-teacher. Hanewicz graduated
and went to work for Foley &
Lardner, and the firm made a
generous contribution to pay for
interpreters. When Hanewicz took
a new position, with Heller
Ehrman White and McAuliffe, his
new firm also made a major contribution to pay for legal interpreters,
and Heller Ehrman has continued
to provide annual funding. "They
have been unbelievably generous,"
LaVigne says.
This year, interpreters were
paid for by Heller Ehrman, WSD,
and the State Bar.

Throughout the competition,
the team also received "great comments" from competition judges,
particularly Dane County Circuit
Judges William Foust '78 and
David Flanagan '74, LaVigne says.
"They really stepped up to the
plate, appreciated these kids' talents,
and weren't condescending or
patronizing. "
"In terms of making it go, it
really did take a village," LaVigne
says.
Part of the village is the Law
School's Remington Center and its
supportive attitude toward her
work at WSD. "The Remington
Center is a place that says, 'You
want to do a mock-trial program at
the WSD? Go ahead and do it,' "
says LaVigne.
When she is not working with
the WSD students, LaVigne is
busy directing the Remington
Center's Public Defender Project,
as well as teaching Trial Advocacy.
She also teaches at trial-practice

Members of the Wisconsin School for the Deaf Team that won first place in the 2004 Janesville
regionals of the State Bar Mock Trial Competition are: Front row, from left: Sara Collins, William
Jennison, Matthew Goeb, Terrance Stennes. Back row, from left: Law School staffer Lonnie
Bentil, Brian Nehls, Eric Waters, Toby Stennes.
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institutes around the country.
LaVigne credits her WSD
work with changing the way she
teaches all her courses. "I think
teaching those kids has really, really
taught me a lot about teaching in
generaL" she says. "I'm more
inclined to present visuals. I
demonstrate concepts rather than
simply talking about them. I call it
'finding the movie.' "
Her work with the WSD team
led to her article "An Interpreter
Isn't Enough: Deafness, Language
and Due Process," co-authored with
McCay Vernon and published in the
Wisconsin Law Review in 2003.
LaVigne's interest has also led
her to study American Sign
Language. She has conversational
skills, she says, but is not fluent;
she can communicate one-on-one
with her WSD students, but when
she is working with the group and
talking about law or trial advocacy,
she uses an interpreter.
LaVigne has recently begun a
study with Jack Spear, a Madison
psychologist who is deaf, on the
special needs of hard-of-hearing
people (as opposed to those who are
deaf). "Hearing loss is seven times
more prevalent among inmates in
prison and juvenile facilities than in
society at large," LaVigne says.
"Hearing loss of any kind affects
your language acquisition, your
ability to comprehend how the
world operates. The hard-of-hearing
get clobbered; they are often severely disadvantaged but are overlooked
because they look hearing."
When LaVigne was presented
with the Wisconsin Bar Foundation's
Gordon Sinykin Award in May,
every one of the WSD team members attended the award ceremony at
Monona Terrace. In her acceptance
speech, signed by interpreters,
LaVigne thanked her WSD students
from the bottom of her heart
"for being the best teachers I've
ever had.".

MOCK TRIAL TEAM AT WSD

Q & A: Rachel Arfa and Dan Millikin
Two first-year students who are deaf share their view of UW Law.
Daniel P. Millikin
Hometown: Philadelphia
B.S., Psychology
Rochester Institute of Technology

Rachel M. Arfa
Hometown: Chicago
B.A., American Culture
University of Michigan
Editor's
Note: When
Michele
LaVigne was
interviewed
for this issue,
she recommended that the Gargoyle
contact two first-year law students
who are deaf to ask about their
experience in law school. Both
Rachel Arfa and Dan Millikin were
happy to reply bye-mail. Here are
excerpts from their responses.

GARGOYLE: Michele says you love
it here! Is that still true?

RACHEL: I have wanted to attend
law school for so long, and it is
such an accomplishment to finally
be here. Wisconsin is truly a
unique place to be. I love the
cooperative environment, meeting
classmates from all walks of life,
and learning from top-notch professors. I also greatly appreciate the
school's extraordinary commitment to providing outstanding
support services, which makes all
the difference in providing equal
access in my education.

DAN: There is no city like
Madison, for sure! I see Madison
as a lively, small cosmopolitan city
full of culture, arts, food and people with accessible paths to a variety of places. The scenic views in
and around Madison are completely gorgeous.

DAN: I worked
in Washington,
D.C., for the
past three years
at the U.S.

provides to someone who is
deaf or hard of hearing?
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Department of
Labor and met a UW Law alum-

the UW Law School?

has a large deaf and hard-ofhearing population, with at least
1,200 or more deaf or hard-of-

nus, Jose Irizarry. I became captivated with the idea of becoming
an attorney someday. He encouraged me to look at several law
schools, especially his alma mater!

then. It is a completely different
scenario here for sure, but I find it

I am enjoying every moment of
my time here. [Editor's Note: Dan

quite rewarding that I have opportunities to meet new and fantastic

also won first place in this year's
Race [udicata.]

people and to get to know them
personally.

RACHEL: I was attracted to

RACHEL: I went to University of
Michigan for my undergraduate
education, and at both Michigan
and Wisconsin, I am just amazed
by the level of commitment to
providing high quality support
services. It is a greater contrast to
the rest of my education, where
from kindergarten all the way
through twelfth grade, I struggled
and fought against school systems
that had their own idea of what
equal access in the classroom
meant. I fought to preserve my
right to be a student, and to have
access to my own teachers, a
freedom that most other students
don't even think twice about. As a

Wisconsin for so many reasons. I
find that I learn best by doing,
and love the school's commitment
to its clinical programs. Having a
professor on the faculty like
Michele LaVigne was also a huge
factor to me - she is a trailblazer
in digging through the legal system
and exposing areas of inequities of
access for the deaf and hard-ofhearing population, and it is truly
a privilege to be able to attend
school here and learn from her.
She also provides incredible
support: as a deaf person, it means
so much to be able to talk to her,
as she understands what my daily
life is like, and what it means to
not rely on hearing with my ears
to communicate and navigate
through my daily life.

GARGOYLE: Does UW Law School
GARGOYLE: What attracted you to

DAN: Rochester Institute of
Technology, my alma mater,

contrast with your undergraduate
institution in the experience it

hearing students. So I had more
interaction with deaf students back

result, I am greatly appreciative of
every class I attend, and every
lecture/workshop that I attend
that has real-time captioning provided. I have to admit that I am
still loyal to the Wolverines, but
don't tell my law school classmates!
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