
During the summers, I work as a paralegal for a litigation law firm in Last

week, I had the honor of working on my first trial. I spent the whole weekend before the trial

preparing exhibits, organizing depositions, and conducting jury research for 'voir dire'. On

Monday, I got to experience my first trial. It was amazing: the debate between the lawyers about

what constitutes public policy, the psychology that goes into jury selection, the art of questioning

hostile witnesses, etc. During jury selection the defense attorney said something that really struck

me. He said that "being a juror or an officer of the court is the greatest honor and duty that we

can provide for society. The decisions you fthe jurors] make will have profound effects on the

defendant and plaintiff s lives. A fair and just hial is the best way to insure a fair and just

society." I had never thought of the law and the role of lawyers in this way; I know that I am

interested in the law. I know that I want to help other people. But this new perspective helped me

articulate why the law is so important to me.

"A fair and just trial is the best way to insure a fair and just society". There a lot of

factors that contribute to "a fair and just trial": an unbiased jury, the collection of evidence, etc.

However, one of the most important factors is good defense. The trial l worked on was civil, not

criminal, so public defenders are not provided. In the civil trial I worked on, at most the

defendant would have to pay money to the plaintiff. But the consequences of a poor defense in

criminal case are more significant; an innocent person could be wrongly convicted because of the

incompetence of their defense attorney, resulting in fines, imprisonment, and in extreme

cases--death.

Ultimately, it the responsibility of attorneys to insure a'ofair and just society" by

representing their clients to the best of their ability. However, the ability of public defenders to



prepare a proper defense can be hampered by a lack ofresources and an excessive number of

cases. In2004, the Bar Association's Committee on Legal Aid and Indigent Defendants reported

that many public defenders have significantly more cases than the 150 cases recommended by

the National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards. For example, "in Rhode

Island, public defender felony caseloads surpass national standards by 35-40% and misdemeanor

caseloads exceed national standards by I50% (2004,484)." Even the best public defender

cannot prepare an adequate defense for each of their clients, if they do not have enough time or

resources.

The lack of support for public defenders is aggravated by the low-income nature of their

clients. Public defenders represent clients who are indigent, meaning they represent clients who

cannot afford an attorney. However, the excessive caseload and lack of financial support for

public defenders, often means that these clients are receiving an inadequate defense. Ultimately,

this results in a system where the wealthy, those who can afford to pay for an attorney, receive a

better defense than the poor. In no way is this the "fair and just" system that our founding fathers

provided for in the bill of rights.

The role of public defenders is paramount in ensuring an equal and unbiased legal

system. A lack of resources, excessive caseloads, and economic disparities in clients are a few of

the challenges public defenders face; but, these challenges highlight the importance of students

and lawyers pursuing a career in public service. They are also are some of the reasons that I want

to become a public defender. Assisting with a trial was inspiring. It helped me realized that I

want to help "insure a fair and just societ¡/" by representing clients that have no other recourse.
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