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Not Your Grandfather’s Summer Gig
Retooled programs emphasize hands-on experience over wining, dining

By MARIE P. GRADY

When you come right down to it, Wal-
ter Menjivar considers himself one of 

the fortunate ones. At a time when some law 
firms have jettisoned summer associate pro-
grams altogether, he got valuable experience 
at Day Pitney.

But this isn’t just any summer associate 
program. In contrast to a bygone era, when 
top law students expected to spend much of 
their time being wined and dined, Day Pit-
ney gives those in its summer apprenticeship 
program intensive, hands-on training in ev-
erything from transactions and litigation to 
community service. 

 “What I appreciated about the program 
is the level of involvement,” Menjivar said, 
as he finished a complex legal brief on his 
last day. “There was no busy work. I feel 
very fortunate.”

Day Pitney, a 350-attorney firm with of-
fices in Connecticut, Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, New York and Washington, D.C., 
is among several prominent firms in Con-
necticut to retain summer hiring programs 
even as others put theirs on hold during the 
belt-tightening of the recession. More firms 
nationwide also are studying alternative 
models to traditional programs that recruit 
law students after just one year of study.

Other firms with programs this year in-
clude Pullman & Comley, Murtha Cullina 
and Cohen and Wolf. Robinson & Cole is 
not offering a program in Connecticut this 
year but has one in its Rhode Island loca-
tion that it is considering replicating here.

Like law firms themselves, many of the 
programs are leaner than they were in the 
past. They are also more focused on pro-
ducing new hires who can better serve 
client needs. Day Pitney has four summer 

apprentices in its 
Hartford program 
and four in New 
Jersey; Murtha 
Cullina has three 
based in Hartford; 
and Pullman & 
Comley and Co-
hen and Wolfe 
have two each. 

Peter Wilson 
Jr., an attorney 
who is director 
of Diversity and 
Legal Recruiting 
for Day Pitney, 
said the appren-
ticeship program 
was re-tooled a 
few years ago to a 
more structured model based on four pil-
lars of learning. Students, working with 
an experienced partner and associate, get 
extensive hands-on training during four-
week modules dedicated to transactions 
and litigation work. Other segments focus 
on the firm’s values, including pro bono 
work, as well as client development and law 
firm management and economics.

“To me, it’s a more realistic look at what 
the life of a junior associate is in our firm,” 
Wilson said. “I look for leaders and indi-
viduals who are going to be team players 
and understand the importance of being a 
team player.”

Lee Hoffman, who co-chairs a recruit-
ing team at 80-attorney Pullman & Com-
ley, said his firm remains committed to the 
summer associate program because it’s the 
best way to judge whether a law student will 
ultimately be a good fit with client needs 
and the law firm’s values. “There is some-
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From left, Claire Howard, Emily Kagan, Sabila Kadiruzzaman and 
Walter Menjivar rolled up their sleeves in a summer apprentice-
ship program in Day Pitney’s Hartford office. The firm has a four-
pillared program designed to emulate the real working world.

Walter Menjivar, a student at the Univer-
sity of Connecticut School of Law, confers 
with Day Pitney partner Charlsa “Sandy” 
Broadus. The firm’s summer program of-
fered intensive training to students in 
transactions and litigation.

G
ar

y 
Le

w
is



CONNECTICUT LAW TRIBUNE 2JULY 25, 2011

times a disconnect between being a good 
law student and being a good lawyer,” said 
Hoffman, a partner at the firm.

Hoffman said some firms are filling 
openings with lateral hires of young lawyers 
trained at other firms. “My fear is, where 
are you getting those associates from?” 

The two students in Pullman & Comley’s 
program get hands-on experience in the 
Hartford and Bridgeport offices in a struc-
tured program where associate level work is 
assigned through one partner and students 
are mentored by young associates.

Out Every Night
Elizabeth Stewart, managing partner of 

Murtha Cullina, said the programs of today 
are a far cry from the type fellow classmates 
took part in before her graduation from law 
school in 1986.

“I knew people at school who went to 
firms in Atlanta and Houston where they 
went out every night; but we  traditionally 
have tried to introduce our people to what 
it would really be like to work here,” Stewart 
said via e-mail while traveling for business.

Stewart, whose 115-attorney firm has 
four Connecticut and two Massachusetts 
offices, still recalls the lasting benefits of her 
summer experiences as a law student.

 “During my summers in law school, I 
did research for the Senate Foreign Rela-

tions Committee, worked for the Antitrust 
Division of the U.S. Department of Justice, 
and spent one-half summer at Murtha,” 
Stewart said. “The federal government did 
not have a budget for social programs, so 
we played on the softball teams and went 
out with the other legal interns. The work 
experience was top notch because I got to 
research things like whether it was legal to 
mine the Nicaraguan harbors.”

The Murtha program was much bigger 
when she was a summer associate, she said, 
and perhaps more social. “But we still did 
lots of research projects, and I got to tag 
along to two trials, which is pretty good for 
only six weeks.”

Brian T. Smith, director of marketing 
and business development at Robinson & 
Cole, said the 225-attorney firm is using 
a hiatus from its summer program to im-
prove it and align it with client needs. One 
possible model is the Rhode Island effort, 
which is focused on diversity and currently 
involves a summer fellowship for one mi-
nority student. 

“The challenge that all law firms face 
is balancing the desire on the part of 
the clients with the value and the needs 
of the firm,” Smith said. “The one thing 
about the legal profession right now is 
it’s definitely in a state of transition.” 
All of the firms interviewed say that the 

summer programs are still being used to 
create a diverse pool of young associates. 
More than 50 percent of the students in 
the programs are women or minorities. All 
included some social events and pro bono 
projects as well.

With job opportunities still scarce for 
law students, the competition for the pro-
grams can be intense.  For every few stu-
dents chosen, firms like Pullman & Comley 
may get résumés from more than 400, said 
Hoffman.

Data from the National Association for 
Law Placement shows that summer pro-
grams and resulting job offers nationwide 
rebounded somewhat in 2010 from deep 
cuts in 2008 and 2009. The offer rate from 
summer programs for entry-level associate 
positions rose to 87 percent after plunging 
to 69 percent in 2009.  Some law firms are 
still deferring associate start dates but at a 
lower rate for 2010 graduates than that ex-
perienced by the Class of 2009.

For Menjivar, a student at the University 
of  Connecticut School of Law, the benefits 
of such programs go both ways. “I’m part 
of a very talented class at UConn. The cli-
ents demand a lot for what they pay. If you 
haven’t trained the next generation, you’re 
not going to have the same level of legal 
work product.” n


