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N
urturing entrepreneurial and exceptional legal profession-
als is fundamental to the University of Colorado Law
School’s (Colorado Law) vision of professionalism. Our

vision requires our soon-to-be lawyers to take seriously their obli-
gation to serve others. It calls on them to use their education to add
value by being creative problem solvers and to serve their commu-
nities. Over the course of the three years of law school, we work
hard—through a variety of curricular and extracurricular efforts—
to develop this sense of professional identity in our students and to
prepare them for the “New Normal” of the legal profession. In this
article, I will explain Colorado Law’s vision of professionalism and
strategy for developing lawyers who will thrive in the New Nor-
mal. 

New Challenges Lead to New Opportunities 
As any prospective student can attest, going to law school is a

big decision. For one, most law students will take on significant
debt. Last year at Colorado Law, for example, 86% of students bor-
rowed funds for their legal education, and the average debt load for
graduates was approximately $100,000. Moreover, the days of large
law firms as a major source of employment are over.1 As explained
by New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, today’s students
live in a “401(k) World” (as opposed to a defined-benefit pension
world);2 there are more opportunities than ever before, but also no
guarantees. In this new professional climate, the onus is on stu-
dents to seek out and grasp opportunities.

The New Normal of the legal services world was a long time
coming, but the Great Recession exposed and amplified the pres-
sures underlying the profession’s departure from the “Old Normal.”
Law firms and in-house law departments were forced to do more
with less, resulting in less entry-level hiring and a dampened ability
to train and mentor young associates. The pressure on legal
employers has in turn compelled today’s students to take initiative
and develop their own professional portfolios to demonstrate what
they can offer. In other words, it is up to them to make the case to

prospective employers that they will immediately and affirmatively
add value.

The New Normal also has intensified the need for law schools
to define what is required to be an effective professional in light of
the changing legal landscape. At Colorado Law, we believe that the
New Normal, with all of its challenges, creates exciting opportuni-
ties for our graduates. This perspective reflects our confidence that
we can and do support our students in developing a robust sense
of professionalism, along with the necessary competencies to
thrive.

The Entrepreneurial Lawyer 
The foundational attitude that we are developing at Colorado

Law is that every law student needs to be an entrepreneur. This
attitude means that each professional is responsible for under-
standing that it is up to himself or herself to “add value”3 to
employers, to institutions, and to communities. It is important that
our students learn how to be an entrepreneur during law school,
because today’s opportunities require individuals to provide imme-
diate value to clients through creative problem-solving. 

Underlying Colorado Law’s entrepreneurial attitude is the belief
that a professional is not owed anything as an entitlement. In the
Old Normal, some law school students believed—and law schools
often indulged the view—that students were entitled to a job (and
a well-paying one at that). Unfortunately, the on-campus inter-
viewing model embraced by law schools often reinforced an entitle -
ment mindset. Many students thought, “I did well in high school,
so was accepted into college; I did well in college, so I was accepted
into law school; and once I do well in law school, I will be hired at a
high salary by a law firm.” For many students, this overly simplistic
approach to their legal careers, which law schools often tacitly em -
braced, was a trap because they never reflected on what type of
lawyer they wanted to be, how they could serve their clients most
effectively, and how they could make a positive impact in the world
around them. 
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Students with an entitlement mentality are unlikely to be entre-
preneurial and effective lawyers. After all, if you expect people to
give you something, you are not focused on maximizing the value
you can provide for others—notably for your client. As a result,
those with an entitlement mentality are destined for an uncom-
fortable reality check, either by not getting the job they thought
they were entitled to or by not thriving in (or not being fulfilled by)
the job they do get. 

A real benefit of the New Normal is that it is at war with an en -
titlement mentality. If there are far fewer positions available
through the on-campus interview process, students are more apt
to be entrepreneurs. Additionally, as a result of the decline in such
positions, law schools have more of an incentive to engender an en -
trepreneurial attitude in their students. Given Colorado Law’s
close relationship with our local entrepreneurship community,4 and
the fact that our students have long taken advantage of opportu-
nities outside BigLaw, we are well situated to be innovators and
leaders in the New Normal.

We at Colorado Law are working hard to be more entrepre-
neurial and to find ways to raise the value of a law school educa-
tion and hold or lower the cost. Notably, we have held our tuition
flat over the last two years, are increasing scholarship support, and
are enhancing our curriculum in important ways. (In dollar terms,
we are at $31,500 for in-state tuition and fees, whereas many other
law schools are in the low $40,000 or even low $50,000 range.5)
Over the last two years, we have continued to ask ourselves how
we are enabling our students to develop the range of competencies
they need to thrive in the New Normal—including analytical and

critical thinking; writing abilities (including an enhanced upper-
level program); domain-specific skills (for example, accounting and
finance, and technological issues related to information privacy);
practical skills (through our nine clinics and a range of practicums);
and professional skills (such as working effectively in teams and
communicating effectively with clients and colleagues).

The “Give Before You Get” Mentality
The demands of the New Normal and the focus on creating

value reinforce the core precept of the profession’s ethic of service.
In his May 2013 president’s message, CBA President Mark Fogg
encouraged law school grads to have a “bent toward community
service” and to prioritize “being a giver.”6 Notably, by helping  others,
lawyers can develop meaningful relationships, spur greater levels of
civic engagement, and create stronger community bonds, all of
which improve lawyers’ physical and emotional well-being. As
acclaimed author Robert Putnam found in a recent study, commu-
nity engagement can help individuals live longer and better,7 and
helps produce more effective, satisfied, and successful lawyers.

Being a giver and adopting an ethic of service is closely related
to what Brad Feld, my friend and fellow professor in Colorado
Law’s Philosophy of Entrepreneurship class, calls “give before you
get.”8 The idea is that serving others is something that should be
done, both as an end in itself—you will feel better for it—and
because it will, either directly or indirectly, end up coming back to
help you. Since I became Dean of Colorado Law, there is nothing
that warms my heart more than hearing about how one student
got a job because another student helped him or her make a key
connection. That type of generosity pays it forward in powerful
ways. 

To appreciate the dynamics of “giving before you get,” and for
an example of how we are innovating our offerings, consider the
experience of the nearly thirty law students—most of them first-
year students—who volunteered their time to help low-income
Hispanic farmers in the San Luis Valley as part of the Acequia
Project.9 Employing the entrepreneurial initiative that we encour-
age (which has equal applicability to public service as to startup
companies), the students leapt at this opportunity with great
enthusiasm. By so doing, they not only served a group in need, but
also received top-flight mentoring from some of our state’s best
water lawyers and land conservation lawyers. This effort, led by our
Schaden Chair for Experiential Learning Sarah Krakoff, captures
the give-before-you-get principle and provides an instructive
example of how Colorado Law is experimenting with new
approaches to provide hands-on training to our students, develop-
ing a new generation of leaders, and building partnerships between
law schools and the bar to confront the New Normal.

Conclusion
At Colorado Law, we believe that fostering professionalism is a

major component of what we can do to enable our students to be
effective lawyers and to enjoy satisfying careers. As we see it, the
two key touchstones of being an effective legal professional are (1)
to be an entrepreneur, and (2) to be a giver. These touchstones
challenge an entitlement mindset by calling on our students to
accept personal responsibility for taking control of their own
careers and embracing professional norms focused on service to
others.
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As the New Normal continues to reshape the legal profession,
the discussion about what professionalism means, and whether and
how it creates effective lawyers, also will continue. At Colorado
Law, we are committed to leading this discussion so we can con-
tinue developing professionals who are devoted to helping others
through creative problem solving and who are equipped to thrive
in the New Normal. Our goal is not only to develop professional-
ism among our students, but also to work with the broader legal
and business communities to understand and adapt to an ever-
changing social and economic environment.
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