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Despite COVID-19, summer clerkship
program enjoys another successful year
By Ron Cichowicz

The ACBA’s Summer Clerkship Program (SCP) launched
its 2020 effort with an eye toward building on the success of
the previous year when it took additional steps to enhance
this initiative for first-year diverse law students. SCP was
launched in 2005 with a primary goal to provide a challenging
and enriching employment experience at Pittsburgh-area
participating law firms, corporate legal departments, government
agencies and nonprofits for students from area law schools.
The objective of the SCP from the start, according to

Alysia Keating, ACBA Director of Diversity and Gender
Equality, was to help first-year diverse law students improve
their marketability and competitive advantage for critical
second-year summer positions. The program also aims to
encourage the students to consider staying in Pittsburgh
after graduation, thereby contributing to the region’s overall
diversity. 
Enhancements to the program made last year included

the expansion of the pool of eligible students beyond EEOC
racial and ethnic classifications to include three new categories
for students who self-identify as Middle Eastern and North
African; LGBT+; or a person with a disability as defined
under the Americans with Disabilities Act. 
The changes were welcomed, and the SCP had another

strong year, with high satisfaction ratings from employers
and students alike.
With the program again well-received in 2019, the SCP

looked forward to another successful effort in 2020. A “Meet
and Greet” reception was held with participating employers
on January 14. Thirty-two employers participated this year
and student applications, due January 17, surpassed the
previous year, 65 to 63. Twenty-two applicants were from
Pitt, 17 from Duquesne, 15 from Penn State, 10 from West
Virginia and 1 from the University of Minnesota.
The employers included 17 law firms, 9 corporate legal

departments and 6 government/other. Ten of the employers
are new in 2020. Nine declined to participate this year, in
most part because they invited their 2019 clerk to return
this summer. 
Following the interview process in February and by the

end of that month, 35 students accepted offers and the
program was off and running. Then the COVID-19 pandemic
hit, bringing much of the country to a standstill. There was
no way to predict what sort of impact it might have on the
Summer Clerkship Program.
Fortunately, it was minimal.

“To our surprise, only four employers couldn’t participate,”
said Keating. “And we expect they will consider returning
next year. It is amazing that so many of our employers
remained committed to our program and to providing an
opportunity to these first-year law students despite the
uncertainty.” 
As a result, five students did lose their summer clerkships

through the program; fortunately, however, those five were
able to accept positions outside the program and all were
still invited to participate in the SCP virtual summer
programming events.
The program did need to adjust a bit to accommodate the

pandemic. Keating said most of the clerkships started later
than usual and almost all have been conducted remotely,
with only a few students reporting to the office in-person
from the beginning; some smaller firms started remotely but
later had the students come to the office.
“All the employers adapted quickly to the remote

environment and were still able to provide the students
substantive work and meaningful mentoring and feedback,”
Keating said. She also shared a conversation with a student
who said one of the perks of being a clerk during the
pandemic was that he attended both a virtual deposition and
a virtual mediation.
“For the students, the one aspect that has been a little

hard is the lack of networking, which comes naturally when
working in an office and attending ACBA events,” she said.
To help provide this missing benefit, the SCP offered

virtual programs. These included an SCP Orientation, Pride
Trivia Night, SCP Happy Hour, a program on “Networking in
These Uncertain Times,” Lunches with Judges, SCP Virtual
Trivia Night and Career Sampler programs with local attorneys.
Additionally, the ACBA offered free student membership to
the students in the program for 2020-21. 
“For second-year law students, the connection and

networking opportunities available through the ACBA will
be invaluable,” Keating said.
John Lewis, partner at Metz Lewis Brodman Must

O’Keefe, is a first-time employer who adjusted well to the
pandemic-forced changes. His clerk is Alexia Porche, a
graduate of North Allegheny High School and Allegheny
College who is pursuing a law degree at Duquesne University.
“As soon as we knew COVID would force our office to

close, we had to let Alexia know and to communicate with
her regularly,” Lewis said. “When it later became clear we
could onboard her, for the first couple of weeks she worked
remotely. This was a little difficult, but we managed to give



her some assignments and have her participate in Microsoft
Teams calls.”
Beginning in June, Porche was able to report to the office

and experienced seven weeks of an in-person internship.
Lewis said that about 75 percent of the firm’s lawyers
continued to work remotely, which meant Porche didn’t have
the chance to meet them.
“Although it is always better to have new employees in a

setting where you can meet and interact with everyone,”
Lewis said, “not being able to meet all of our attorneys
in-person actually uniquely improved her experience. We
created smaller teams that gave Alexia more day-to-day
attention than would be typical.”   
Porche, who said her interest in law began years ago and

was sparked by such heroes as Supreme Court Justice
Thurgood Marshall, agreed that the SCP provided her with
valuable experience.
“It went very smoothly,” she said. “Everyone at the law

firm was so friendly and eager to teach me. I got to do a lot
of hands-on work. I got to go to court in another county and
file my first lawsuit.”
Lewis said another adjustment the firm made for Porche

was to let her focus on specific areas of interest rather than
have her spend a little time with many attorneys. 
“We thought this might better focus her education and

experience,” he said. “Because of our experience this year,
in the future we will likely assign the clerks to one or two
practice groups rather than floating them throughout the
firm.”
“I spent my time mostly in the corporate section and also

litigation and banking,” she said. “It was awesome. I don’t
know if that would have been typical for a first-year student.
I got to work on projects at an intimate level. I would definitely
recommend this program to others.”
Lewis said he would recommend both the program and

Porche.
“She (Porche) is a highly qualified law student who will

have an incredible career,” he said. 
Lewis said his firm plans to commit to the Summer

Clerkship Program next year.
“I think Alysia and the bar association do a fantastic job in

how they prepare the firms and students for the program and
how they match them,” he said. “We found it to be a valuable
program for us and for the student.” n

Summer Clerkship Program applications are accepted from
students at the University of Pittsburgh School of Law, Duquesne
University School of Law, West Virginia University College of
Law and Penn State Law. Applications also are accepted from
students at other schools who have legitimate connections to
Pittsburgh. The ACBA is currently seeking additional employers
for the 2021 program. Student applications for the 2021 program
will be due in January. More information can be found at
www.ACBA.org or by contacting Alysia Keating at
akeating@acba.org. 


