
1 
 

 

Transcript of the Oral History Interview with 
 The Honorable Dorothy Nelson 

July 2008 
 

 

(0:00) 

BUHAI: So, Judge Nelson, we’re here to talk about 

CLEPR, The Council on Legal Education for Professional Responsibility.   

 

 

NELSON: Yes.  

 

 

BUHAI: Or something like that.   

 

 

NELSON: Yes. (LAUGHS) 

 

 

BUHAI: So, tell me, what do you first remember about it? 

 

 

NELSON: It was many many years ago and I was a brand new law school Dean and I 

was all set to create new paths of learning for the law students, something 
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that would captivate not only the top twenty percent of the class but to 

involve all law students.  And so we set out at our law center, I hired, our 

faculty hired Prof. Earl Johnson who had been head of OEO Legal 

Services and was very oriented toward legal services and getting students 

involved in that.  And he set up the first dispute resolution center at a law 

school in America.  Then, we hired Gary Bellow and Gary Bellow was 

known for his interest in the clinics and he was the one that saw legal  

(1:00) services and clinical education coming together in an ideal situation.  I had 

a faculty, many of whom were longer tenured and very traditional who 

were very suspicious of the new faculty coming in.  And the only reason I 

ended up as a Dean was that I could talk to both sides.  They went out 

searching for someone and they couldn’t agree with each other.  But, I 

think that with Bill Pincus, who then was the Ford Foundation selected 

him to head CLEPR; he was looking for some smaller schools in which to 

experiment.  He had to give away $10 million in 10 years, and he came to 

USC, he saw our Western Center on Law and Poverty, our Dispute 

Resolution Center, our Law and Gerontology Center and so forth.  And he 

was looking for a faculty that was willing to experiment, because many 

faculties, and some still do, look upon clinical education as something that  

(2:00) should be taught in the law firms.  And of course it’s not taught there, that 

it’s not academic, it’s not scholarly and ‘our law school shouldn’t be 

associated with it.’ But Gary Bellow was really the key in the sense of his 

wisdom, knowledge, and enthusiasm about getting students out of the 
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classroom, and he was working in legal services for awhile and he saw the 

young lawyers who were graduating who didn’t have the foggiest notion 

of what to do in the courtroom.  So, when Bill Pincus came from the Ford 

Foundation, he was looking at us and said, “We have a faculty that’s 

willing to experiment.” I said, “Some.” We had Gary Bellow, who was 

working with Bea Moulton, another one of our faculty, on creating clinical 

materials and I think they’re very outstanding they’re not ‘Where to go in  

(3:00) the Court House, and go to room 302.’ and ‘How do you fill out this 

form?’  But it’s theoretical as well as practical.  And drawing upon the 

students’ substantive knowledge as well as their procedural knowledge.  

So, Bill Pincus looked at our school and gave us a grant.  And then he was 

happy with what was happening, and he put me on the board of CLEPR.  

So I got to look around the country at a number of other law schools, 

many of them small law schools, New Mexico law school was one.  I was 

trying to think of some of the other law schools; I was looking up in my 

old notes where we began to look around the country because the quotes, 

or ‘key’ law schools, the Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Michigan and Chicago 

were not interested.  Not that they weren’t interested in clinical but not for  

(4:00) credit, not to give tenure to faculty and that this experience should be in 

addition to whatever experience the law students had.   

 

 

BUHAI: So, do you remember when or what year you started at CLEPR? 
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NELSON: Well, I became interim Dean in 1967 and it was around that time—and of 

course you’ll have to check my dates because I really can’t remember—

that Bill Pincus came to visit at our school and I believe that he gave us 

our first grant.  It was a small grant and he required, in those times, to 

have your grant matched.  So as a law school Dean, we were already 

engaged in conversations with the administration about how expensive 

clinical education was going to be and if we were to do it, we wanted to do 

it right, we wanted to have supervisors and I could not get the faculty to  

(5:00) vote credit for it unless we did it right.  So when he gave that small grant, 

happily, I was able to find people in the community who were interested 

and I have to say it was the enthusiasm of Gary Bellow that really sold the 

deal.  And our first clinical experience we didn’t have it right on campus; 

it was a farm out kind of experience in legal services around the country.   

It was interesting that USC way, way, way back in the twenties established 

the first legal clinic in Los Angeles, and that was part of our history and 

when people in the administration began to get nervous I would draw on 

our history, and show pictures of people with beards and so forth who 

were engaged in our clinic.  And we established legal aid, and actually our 

legal aid was run by the wives of lawyers and wives of law professors who 

oftentimes gave better service than lawyers did.  Because their attitude  
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(6:00) was to solve the problem, they would call social agencies and try to figure 

out instead ‘is this a tort? can I sue on the contract? let’s see how we can 

solve the problem.’ So, that was ’67-’68 then I went on the board of 

CLEPR sometime in that time and then in the next ten years we gave away 

$10 million.  But, the great difficulty was getting schools to give credit 

and also to have adequate supervision of students not just to say ‘Oh, it’s a 

legal aid’ or to some public interest firm, ‘you can have ten of our students 

and they’ll work for you.  And they end up Xeroxing and they end up –

well we didn’t have Xerox in those days, but doing over kinds of stuff 

instead of getting training in how to do proper complaints, how to file 

proper papers, how to prepare, how to plan your case, how to evaluate  

(7:00) what you’ve done all those kinds of thing took heavy supervision.  But 

again, because Gary Bellow was there, he called on some of the most 

outstanding friends of his who did come from the major schools and what 

was the interesting thing about my tenure on CLEPR was that then the big 

five law schools began to ask, and they wanted the money.  I have to 

honestly say, ‘well he’s going to give away two-hundred, two-hundred 

fifty, five-hundred thousand dollars’ any good law school dean would 

figure out a way how to go after that money.  But, when Yale began to 

pick up to give credit and as Dean I ended up hiring from Yale, Judy 

Resnick and Denny Curtis, who came out both of them as clinical  

(8:00) professors.  Judy went on regular tenure-track then Denny did as well.  

But the interesting thing about it is that some of our faculty were very 
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upset.  And I remember one of them--I don’t know if he’s still alive I 

shouldn’t give his name--transferred immediately to Stanford.  The next 

year Stanford adopted a clinical program and with the help of CLEPR and 

he transferred to Yale, where he still is, but then Yale picked up on clinical 

education and attracted some very good people although getting credit for 

the students was a huge huge hurdle that had to be overcome.   

 

 

BUHAI: That’s so interesting.  Tell me more about what you remember about Bill 

Pincus.  

 

 

NELSON: Bill Pincus was one of a kind, and when Bill was on a mission he had had 

a number of other jobs before and had worked for the Ford Foundation, 

but he had a vision of what clinical education should be and he one time  

(9:00) talked about a lawyer-client experience under law school supervision, for 

credit, in a service setting.  Now what we began to do at USC, we thought, 

‘Well, our students need training not just in poverty law.’  They need 

training if you’re taking an evidence course so you could have a clinical 

experience in evidence, a clinical experience in corporations, in securities 

and the like. And I think we were among the first to say, to Bill, and he 

resisted at the very beginning he said no, there was such a great need in 

legal services and he was right about that, and in fact Earl Johnson had 
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written this book and several volume books on access to justice and one of 

the ways was by promoting clinical education in the law schools.  But we 

began to expand it and give clinical experience for credit.  Some of our 

law faculty very bright graduates of major law schools had never met a  

(10:00) judge had never been in a court room and were absolutely terrified.  I got 

to meet a number of them when we took their evidence class down to sit 

though evidence trials and then to talk to the lawyers and talk to the judge 

about the rulings and things.  It wasn’t that they were doing the trials they 

were sitting with the lawyers and with the judge and had an experience 

and it was very good for the faculty as well as for the students.  So, Bill 

Pincus, although his mission was in legal services, when he saw, a faculty 

that was willing to experiment, to make the justice system better, he really 

had a vision of improving the administration of justice in this country.  

One of the ways was through clinical education and one of the ways he 

could have the greatest impact was by encouraging schools, first small 

(11:00) schools, then moving into the larger schools, by giving larger grants, and 

he had quite a charismatic personality.  And you either loved him, or you 

were suspicious that he was like the circus man that’s coming to sell you a 

deal and you take my, you take credit, you do matching money, you do 

supervision, but all of us began to realize that he was right.  He also had us 

experiment, evaluate, change our materials, he was very open to that, but 

what he wanted was a commitment to making the justice system better.  

And if you change your material, change your training, change 
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supervision, at first we said, “Oh well, we can have one clinical faculty 

member for maybe fifteen students.”  Too many.  We went down to ten, 

and he helped support that.  But then we also had to go to the University, 

(12:00) and when I was Dean we were giving the University a huge portion of our 

tuition, put one faculty member in a class of 75 sometimes 150 students 

and then we were going and saying, “No, we need a faculty member in 

charge of ten students at a time.”  But Bill Pincus was very helpful with 

my University President, who was Dr. Toppin.  Norman Toppin was a 

straight talking man and if he felt something had merit he would listen.  

And Mr. Pincus, “You got to give the Dean the money she needs!” for this 

program, because it will put USC on the map as improving the 

administration of justice.  So, I think he was very important.  I mean he, 

Bill Pincus, Gary Bellow, two key people in clinical education and then lo 

and behold one day Gary told me that the dean of the Harvard Law School 

was coming to visit, to observe what Gary was doing and I thought, “Oh, 

(13:00) Dear.” He visited for a weekend, offered, when Gary got tenure at our 

school it was by one vote.  I had to campaign for a whole year, they said 

he’s a wonderful clinician but we’re an academic institution and clinical is 

not scholarly.  Well, finally Gary was such an engaging fellow, by one 

vote.  Al Sacks offered him tenure straight out, ten assistants, double his 

salary.  And I told Gary, “You’ve got to go.”  He was very very nice about 

it.  But not only did Gary go he took Bea Moulton, who had been working 
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with him on all of these experimental materials and revising them.  It was 

a big blow to me as Dean, but we, by that time, the reputation of the 

(14:00) school for doing interesting and creative things, and we had some very 

very good clinical people, but most of the clinical people were non-

tenured.  But the students got credit, the students were supervised, we did 

raise matching funds and then when Mr. Pincus and CLEPR’s money ran 

out we were well-enough established so that the University knew that this 

was part of our curriculum and had to be supportive.   

 

 

BUHAI: And that leads me to the question of what do you think, you know, was 

there a lasting impact from CLEPR? 

 

 

NELSON: CLEPR, well, I don’t think clinical education would have gotten off the 

ground this soon.  Now just recently, I noticed that Stanford is requiring 

every freshman to have a clinical experience, I mean this is sort of unheard 

of.  Now, one of my former students is Dean of Dayton Law School and 

the minute she became Dean, every student has to have a clinical 

experience in their first year.  But the fact that Stanford, in his or her first  

(15:00) year, Stanford is doing it is, it’s a leadership school as Harvard was, and as 

Harvard was making it respectable, even Gary Bellows was getting sort of 

“Well I’ve done it here I want to get out and do more, I don’t have enough 
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support here that’s when he began doing a lot of work with Northeastern.  

We would have Gary back for our seminars and working to encourage our 

own faculty clinicians and then when we brought Judy Resnick and Larry 

Curtis, her husband, he Denny Curtis, he took over the clinical program.  

He was a devotee of Gary Bellows.  And he did a wonderful job, in 

attracting the appropriate faculty and in selling the program to the faculty 

more and the administration.   

 

 

BUHAI: But, this sounds like you think that CLEPR really was one of (PAUSE) a 

major catalyst.   

 

 

(16:00) 

NELSON: Major catalyst.  I think it would have happened ultimately, because even 

in my own course I, when I became dean I kept my seminar, but I had 

done a research project at USC, instead I was offered a job for $250, no 

$350 a month in O’Melveny in nineteen fifty (Trails Off) $250 a month at 

USC but my masters.  And it was to interview every judge in the county, 

to be in every courtroom in the county, and, with under professor 

Holbrook and two other researches, we propose thirty-three bills to the 

legislature: there should be a Court Executive Officer, we should improve 

the jury system, and all of this.  So, that’s how I got asked to teach, and 

that became my seminar.  But in my own seminar, and what Mr. Pincus 
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liked, I required my students to have a field trip every week.  I took them, 

started them in the drunk tank.  They went down observed, read all about 

drunk tanks, observed, interviewed the judge, interviewed some of the  

(17:00) clients in jail, would write field trip reports, and I took them all the way up 

to the supreme, state supreme court.  Then I started in the federal court and 

on my research project I had worked as a reporter for Justice Tom Clark 

and on a project he had, Joint Committee for the Administration of Justice, 

and I called him at the end of my first teaching experience and said 

“Would you come and talk to my class by any chance?”  “Well, honey, 

anything you want.”  And I came down and told the Dean Justice Tom 

Clark was going to come and meet with my class he said, “No, he’s not.  

He’s going to meet with the whole school.”  But, because I felt students 

needed to be out of the classroom, and they each were assigned a project 

to improve the administration of justice in that court.  And Mr. Pincus 

liked the fact that our students were being taught not just how to win a 

case, but to take a look at the justice system and see what its defects were 

and how we could improve it.  And one quick example, one student was  

(18:00) assigned to the traffic court.  He went and took a survey and found that 

ninety percent of the people thought the judge got the money.  In those 

days it was ten dollars or two days; a cashier was next to the judge and 

they paid and left the room.  Well that student and that judge agreed to 

paint a yellow line out the door, a cashier was down the hall.  Took a 

survey again and only thirty percent of the people thought the judge was 
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getting the money.  But more people go though the court system of the 

traffic court than any other place, their perception of the fairness, et cetera.  

Those are the kinds of things that Mr. Pincus and I used to talk about.  So 

in clinical, getting our students out in the field, feeling very comfortable in 

talking to clients, not jumping ‘will you tell me do you have a contract 

action or a tort action,’ listening to the client and trying to decide what is 

the best process to follow.  Should we file an unlawful detainer, should we  

(19:00) file a complaint, should we do all of these things.  And to bring them 

closer, Mr. Pincus had a very philosophical tone about law students and 

lawyers should be more compassionate more caring more service oriented 

no matter what they did.  And he found some willing listeners, and he 

promoted that, in some schools I think because he carried the pocketbook.  

He came in and said, “Have you thought about...” and the schools I don’t 

think would have thought about it yet.  Not that they would have 

ultimately have figured out that like doctors, it is unbelievable that our law 

students could go out and the large majority, not as in some of the larger 

law schools going into teaching, but a huge percentage going out and 

representing people and not having the foggiest notion what the first step 

was.   

 

 

(20:00) 
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BUHAI: It is so interesting to me that, a lot of what you’re talking about is still, are 

still issues that we talk about today in clinical legal education thirty years 

later.   

 

 

NELSON: You’re absolutely right.  And Mr. Pincus was at the forefront, Gary 

Bellow was at the forefront, there was another law school, Clint 

Bamberger, who was very… You go to the Association of American Law 

Schools meeting there was sort of a group of us that was always getting 

together and saying what’s new and what can we do and Gary had 

influenced us all.  David Binder, at UCLA, was another one who very 

early on, having gone to UCLA and then teaching at USC, my feeling was 

we all live in the same community, let’s help each other.  And I was 

(PAUSE) I knew my fellow law school Deans better than I knew  

(21:00) some of my own faculty, because even during the Kent State/Cambodia 

days and so forth the students wanted relevancy “Relevancy.” That’s 

where the students then began to understand that they needed clinical 

education.  And when we started affirmative action programs the 

affirmative action students wanted to take courses like Poverty Law and 

Legal Aide and so forth.  When they went out into the clinic they came 

back and they wanted to take advanced courses in con law and contracts 

and criminal law because they realized they needed this substantive 

knowledge to represent their client, they didn’t just go out and represent 
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quote “the poor.”  So, I think Mr. Pincus had a huge impact in that respect 

as well.   

 

 

BUHAI: Sounds like you think there was some impact about what was going on 

socially in the world.   

 

 

NELSON: Absolutely.  And it affected the faculty as well, because the students 

became (PAUSES, LAUGHS).  I remember my law students, the law 

students, the students of the school of dentistry, the students from the  

(22:00) school of architecture, after the Kent State/Cambodia planned a march to 

the downtown Post Office with black armbands, peaceful.  And Gary 

Bellow was very responsible in those days with, he’d stay up all night with 

students and so would some of the clinical, they wanted to burn the 

school, they wanted to do all of the, we didn’t have one incident at our 

school except that march.  And that march affected our trustees who saw 

law students, dental students, architecture, the deans of dentistry and 

architecture were fired.  I was called in by the President saying “Dorothy 

dearie, you’ve done a good job, aren’t you tired of being Dean?”  and I 

was so furious I went home and I wrote a long letter which later was 

published in the Journal of Legal Education saying I was not doing a good 

job, but my faculty were behind me, my alumni were behind me and so  
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(23:00) forth.  And it was funny, after that time Ken Norris, was Chairman of the 

Board of Trustees, said, “Dean Nelson, I want to spend two weeks in your 

school, observing you and what your faculty are doing.”  I said be my 

guest.  At the end of two weeks he put me on the Board of Directors for 

Southern California Edison, and from that point on I had no problem with 

the Trustees.  They linked clinical education faculty, because they were 

the ones working closely with the students who were most concerned, with 

disruptions in the University.  And they were absolutely wrong about that 

because it was just the opposite of that.  So all of that tension was going 

on, that had to do with, plus when we voted Gary Bellow tenure I had to 

go defend it with the central university, all of those things came into play 

at that time.  But after ups and downs it worked itself out, and when Gary  

(24:00) was hired by Harvard it was a great benefit to me as Dean of USC, look 

here is one of the major law schools in the country, they have hired him 

away from us to do what he’s doing at USC.  And that was very, very 

helpful with the faculty by the way who had opposed clinical education, 

had opposed credit, and had opposed tenure.   

 

 

BUHAI: And they must see that Harvard wants him so he must be doing something 

right.   
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NELSON: That’s right and unfortunately as you know in the law school world as 

Harvard goes so goes the world, so some key law schools go.  So 

everybody and a lot of your faculty are aspiring to be on those faculties.  

And a lot of the SC faculty were hired by Harvard and were hired by Yale.  

Some of them returned; they spent several years and then came back to 

USC because of the dynamic atmosphere, the atmosphere was, ‘we need  

(25:00) change, let’s experiment; we want our students to do well.’  The alums 

were concerned with how we did on the Bar.  And we had a couple of bad 

years and then I began sending around Bar questions to some of the 

faculty and saying, “Look, if you’re not going to cover these subjects tell 

your students that you aren’t covering these subjects and that if they’re 

going to take the bar exam they better take them.”  And went through 

some criticism for that.  But, you know that comes with anything, if you 

try anything new and we weren’t always right about the decisions that we 

made, but we experimented, and we evaluated, we improved, and we 

attracted some wonderful, wonderful faculty who related to the students 

and, more importantly, related to the community.  SC was thought of as an 

island out there, very rich kids and uncaring people, when our students 

were out in the community working in legal services the attitude towards  

(26:00) USC, and Dr. Koping noticed it, and when he wrote a book about his 

tenure at SC and he recommended, he came under great criticism for 

hiring the first woman Law School Dean, from one big law firm 

downtown.  But that when we went on to say, that what the law school did 
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for the community relations for USC was to be commended and the fact 

that he saw that I gave him a great deal of credit.   

 

BUHAI: And it’s certainly true that USC had continued to be a leader now in 

Clinical Education so, they started and they really kept it going.   

 

NELSON: They kept it going and kept it going and financed it.  One day at a football 

luncheon is where we entertained all our big donors.  I was put next to a 

sweet little man must have been about eighty-five.  He had gone to SC  

(27:00) Law School, “Well Dean, he said, how are you doing?” and I said, “Well, 

one of my problems is we’re moving into clinical education.”  “What’s 

that?” I explained, “Having the students go out and actually work under 

supervision and representing clients, learning how to interview them, how 

to plan their cases.” “Well that makes sense to me, that’s what doctors do 

isn’t it?” and I said yes.  The next morning on my desk was a check for a 

million dollars for clinical education from that little man from Long 

Beach.  Now our development office had all sorts of proposals to 

foundations, we spent weeks bringing people out to the school having 

them speak with the faculty.  So, you get lucky every now and again.  And 

I was quite lucky.  But it was because we saw the vision, Bill Pincus 

helped bring the vision, I think we even improved on his vision to expand 

it throughout other areas in our curriculum but I did, I do, think that he 

was the starter.   

(28:00) 
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BUHAI: Now you stayed on the CLEPR Board for the whole time you were Dean 

or… 

 

NELSON: I was on the CLEPR Board, I believe, from ’68 to ’78.  I came on the court 

in ’80.  The CLEPR Board ended, if I recall, but you’ll have to check on 

those dates because I’m not sure I’m right.   

 

BUHAI: You are, because it was a ten year sort of process.  

 

NELSON: Exactly.  

 

BUHAI: How did you, did you help to decide which schools to give the money to?  

 

NELSON: Well quickly I recused myself when money was given to USC.  But a 

good deal of money was given to SC at the very beginning because Bill 

Pincus picked us out as one of three schools.  But we would visit schools, 

we would talk to faculty, we would talk to students, we would talk to 

community people, it was really sort of fun.  It was a real education, and 

we started our program. New Mexico was an outstanding school.  I  

(29:00) think it was Iowa, I mean the schools that you didn’t hear a lot about.  And 

you realize that they had some outstanding people in these schools and 

they didn’t always get the very, very best students, but I found that the top 

students in any school match the top students at any other school.  And 
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where it begins to diminish is in the lower half.  But I gained respect for 

those schools and we actually recruited some people at SC and after going 

around and talking to them and meeting with them.   

 

 

BUHAI: Well that must have been really a lot of fun and really educational from 

the Dean’s perspective.  

 

 

NELSON: It was really.  You have to do a lot of things as Dean that you’d just as 

soon not do, one of them was raise money.  But that was one of the 

highlights of my experience as Dean.  Because I was associating with 

people who cared about the system, who cared about people, who cared  

(30:00) about their problems who saw that the justice system was breaking down, 

not doing what it should be doing and there was an opportunity to get 

some of the very best minds in the country focusing on what can we do 

about it.  ‘What can we do about access to justice?’ ‘What can we do 

about judges who are not well trained?’ ‘What can we do about faculties 

who do not…’  The students come in very idealistic, they’re going to 

change the world, and by the time they leave they want to go with a big 

law firm and how much money you’re going to make and et cetera, et 

cetera. They sort of clamped down on that idealism and the clinical 

faculty, for the most part, were very idealistic people.  And, let’s do this to 
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go into public interest firms led students to realize that their job was to 

improve the system, which is what I cared a lot about from the very time I  

(31:00) decided to go to law school.  I used to have a, in eleventh grade a boys 

club “The Gorillas” in the Culver-Palms YMCA and they were 

underprivileged kids.  They need health care; their family needed… Every 

time I’d go in there they’d say, “The law says this, the law says that.”  

And I had thought of being a social worker and I came home and said to 

my family, “I’m going to be a lawyer. I want to have the power to make 

change.”  And some of that idealism in so many law schools this was 

ground out of the law students.  Clinical education, in my opinion, brought 

it back.  So that was a real joy.   

 

 

BUHAI: I completely agree.  And I can’t think of a better way to end.   

(31:45) 


