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by Dean Mark C. Niles 

he popular culture image 
of the quintessential harsh 

Socratic law professor, Professor 
Kingsfield from The Paper Chase, 
is still vividly remembered almost 

40 years after its release. Even current law 
students, most of them born in the late 
1980s, can recall images of the first scene of 
the film when the contracts professor calls 
on an unprepared student and proceeds to 
humiliate him, all in the name of a rigorous 
legal education (closing the scene by offer-
ing the student a dime to call his mother so 
she can take him home from law school). 

Less often remembered is a central plot 
point involving a student who is strug-
gling in school and is reaching out to his 
colleagues for help. While sympathetic, 
his friends ultimately leave him to his own 
devices, motivated to a great extent by the 
kind of “sink or swim” attitude fostered by 
the faculty. The struggling student is a bit 
older than his colleagues and is married 
with a small child, giving rise to both dis-
tractions and additional responsibilities 
that the other students are not faced with. 
One day, the protagonist has a shock of 
conscience and goes to check on the strug-
gling friend, only to be met at the apart-
ment door by his wife and the tragic news 
that her husband has attempted suicide.

One important message that this dra-
matic story conveys is the important role 
that colleagues and friends play both in law 
school and in the professional world after 
graduation and the influence that faculty 
and staff and the example that they set can 
have on how students interact. When fac-
ulty and staff place students in positions 
of conflict and unnecessary competition, 
they convey the message that this is the 
natural and approved state of affairs in the 
profession for which they are training. But 
when faculty members encourage students 
to work together and support each other 
and to share in each other’s successes, stu-
dents will conclude that the inherently “ad-

versarial” profession of legal practice need 
not be nasty and constantly embattled.

The foundations for civility in the legal 
profession, along with the other building 
blocks of legal education, are built in law 
school. Most students enter law school 
with little or no experience with lawyers 
or the legal profession. From their first 
moments in law school, they are shown 
examples of the appropriate ways to treat 
their colleagues and of the appropriate 
ways that they should be treated. 

Law students’ first instructors in civility 
are, not surprisingly, their professors. If fac-
ulty treat students with respect and foster 
cooperation and consensus as opposed to 

fear, mistrust, and antagonism, students are 
placed squarely on the road to developing 
as respectful and civil legal professionals. 
But if professors seek to fulfill their role as 
challenging and demanding educators by 
creating an atmosphere of competition and 
embarrassment by way of a harsh version 
of the “Socratic” method inside and outside 
the classroom, the professional develop-
ment of students can be severely hampered.

It is critically important that faculty and 
staff create this positive atmosphere in law 
school because of the important role that 
students play in their own education and 
that of their colleagues. Students learn at 
least as much from each other as they learn 
from their law professors during their three 
years. And much of what is most important 
to civility in the profession — cooperation, 
courtesy, consensus-building, and respect 
for others — is learned (or not) outside fac-
ulty classes and office hours.

As deans, we must work to ensure that 
law school provides an atmosphere that 
fosters the kind of civility that is essential 
for the effective function of the legal profes-
sion and for the promotion of justice.

I have been both impressed and proud 

to see the great atmosphere of civility that 
is present at Seattle University School of 
Law during my first year as dean. Faculty 
and staff have a great affection and regard 
for their students, and treat them with 
great respect and patience. Our students 
have a cooperative attitude that is particu-
larly laudable in these challenging times 
in the profession. 

I have been touched by the number of 
stories of selfless and exceptional acts of 
kindness and support between students 
during the past academic year, including 
sharing notes, loaning money to replace 
lost or broken laptops, and even one in-
cident where a student who was going 

through a particularly diffi-
cult time came home to find 
groceries in his apartment 
and a note from some col-
leagues who were concerned 
and wanted to make sure he 
was all right. I feel lucky to 
be at a school that attracts 
students of this caliber, and I 
am confident that the atmo-
sphere created by faculty and 
staff serves to reinforce these 
instincts.

The first and best hope for 
civility in the legal profession is the right 
kind of legal education. Seattle University 
School of Law is committed to helping to 
build the foundation for a strong, healthy, 
and civil legal practice in Washington 
state and beyond.  
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