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Tech law students get hands-on experience in indigent law clinic 
BY CORY CHANDLER 
AVALANCHE-JOURNAL 

They handle the cases that 
no one wants. Well, no one but 
Texas Tech law students, that is. 

The eight students who advo
cate for indigent criminal case 
defendants through Tech's 
Criminal Justice Clinic get 
hands-on practice in a real
world laboratory, learning how 
to handle cases involving mis
demeanors, felonies and juve
nile offenses. 

"The students have found it 
to be an invaluable tool for 
them," said School of Law Dean 
Walter Huffman. 

Their clients, at the same 
time, get representation that 

professor Larry Cunningham 
said is equal or better than they 
might get from a private attor
ney. 

Sure, they are students. But 
they may handle two cases dur
ing the course of their yearlong 
stint in the clinic. 

"The idea is, the students 
work a small number of cases 
under . close supervision," 
Cunningham said. "They are 
able to put a tremendous 
amount of work into the cases." 

A criminal defense attorney 
probably could not provide that 
kind of attention. 

The freshman program is 
one of four clinics at Tech's 
School of Law. 

The law school established 

the clinic in 2004 as a way to 
educate students about crimi
nal defense practice and assist 
criminal defense attorneys 
while providing advocacy for 
indigent West,Texans who have 
been accused of a crime. These 
are often the cases that 
lawyers do not want, Huffman 
noted. 

Cunningham has arranged a 
system where state district 
judges and criminal attorneys 
bring cases they think the stu
dents should tackle. 

So far, the eight third-year 
students - accepted into the 
clinic by application or invita
tion - have handled cases from 
Lamesa to Amarillo. 

They receive credit hours for 

their work. Meanwhile, they 
practice cases under the super
vision of Cunningham, a former 
prosecutor, and "do real things 
for real people," as Huffman 
put it. 

The students are fully 
responsible for their cases, 
from intake through disposi
tion, involving crimes like 
fraud, drugs and burglary. 

In one case, Cunningham 
said, the clinic is serving as co
counsel for the appeal of a 
woman charged with delivering 
a controlled substance to a 
fetus after she took drugs while 
she was pregnant. This is the 
first time a case like this has 
been tried in Texas, Huffman 
noted. 

"(The clinic) spans a variety 
of criminal cases," Huffman 
said. 

Back in the "Middle Ages" 
when he attended Tech, 
Huffman joked - he got his law 
degree in 1977 - the law school 
didn't have clinics. Fledgling 
lawyers saw their first client 
when they became licensed. 

Instead, the clinic teaches 
practical skills, he said. 
Students know how to talk to 
clients and deal with the time 
pressure involved in a·case. 

"It's a really good experi
ence and I hope at some time 
that we can expand our clinics," 
Huffman said. 

The Texas Criminal Defense 
Lawyers Association and its 

Lubbock chapter have opted to 
dedicate proceeds from a chari
ty event slated for this weekend 
to the clinic. 

The LCDLA will mark its 
25th anniversary at the Friday 
evening fund-raiser and a free 
continuing education seminar 
to take place at the School of 
Law Friday and Saturday. 

The money raised will pro
vide scholarships and pay 
expenses like supplies and trav
el for the clinic. 

"We think we do important 
work, and we'd like to see oth
ers do it," said Lubbock crimi
nal defense attorney Patrick 
Metze. 
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