
Through PBSC, law students learn that clients are experts in their own experience. Legal solutions 
are often limited at best. In exposing law students to the systemic barriers faced by clients, PBSC 
helps build the competence of students to serve underrepresented populations. This simply can’t 
be taught in a classroom.

Joanna Birenbaum,  
Lawyer, Ursel Phillips Fellows Hopkinson LLP & Inaugural Director, Pro Bono Students Canada 

As PBSC’s first National Director in 1997-1998, I am proud of what PBSC 
students have been able to achieve over the last 20 years and pleased to 
have an opportunity to reflect on what I value about the program. 

In 1997, after a talk by Justice Brownstone on unrepresented family law 
litigants in his courtroom, a law student walked into my office and asked 
“is there something law students can do?” From that question sprung 
meetings with Ontario Court of Justice judges, communications with 
the Family Lawyers Association in Toronto, and a massive volunteer 
commitment by the family law bar and UofT students to an in-court pilot at 
the 311 Jarvis Court. This was the start, in 1997, of the Family Law Project, 
which has now won many awards and grown exponentially. PBSC offered 
the creative space and institutional support for the seed of that idea to 
grow. All that was needed was one physical office, staffed by one part-
time national director, where a student could ask the question: “what can 
we do?” Over the last 20 years countless ideas have flourished because 
there are PBSC offices in law schools across the country.

By virtue of legal education, law students are, relatively speaking, in a 
position of influence. While some law students identify as members of 
one or more excluded groups, many do not. Working with community 
organizations that serve underserved populations is an essential 
component of law school education. For many people, accessing law 
and legal remedies is often at best a questionable or partial response to a 
problem, and sometimes even risky or disadvantageous.   


