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A Plan to Get out of Dodge:
I grew up in a small, rural mid-Missouri town with one flashing-red-light at the four-way stop.  It is the kind of town that people either never leave or leave and never come back.  It was always my goal to do the latter.  My parents were both first-generation college students who worked hard to put themselves through school, and I knew that when I went to college I would be expected to pay for it myself.  Rather than work for minimum wage at the local Dairy Queen, I convinced my parents that I could work instead to build a college application that would pay dividends.  I was valedictorian, I took on school leadership roles, I sought volunteer opportunities in my community, and I took the ACT 5 times until I earned a Bright Flight Scholarship.  My strategy paid off, and by the end of high school I had earned more in scholarship money than I ever could have working at the DQ.  When I began college-shopping, I sought the best school I could afford without going into debt--probably the major factor in my choosing Mizzou. 

My original goal was to go far away from my provincial hometown, and I worried that Columbia was only an hour's drive away.  Once I took the campus tour, however, I realized that Mizzou's size and diversity made it worlds-away in cultural distance from rural Missouri.  Excited about the prospect of moving to a "big" town with stop lights and turn lanes, a mall, chain restaurants, and a Wal-Mart, I became a Tiger and set out to make Mizzou my new hometown. 

A New World:

When I first arrived at Mizzou, I had moments of doubt about choosing a university more than 10 times bigger than my hometown.  My first class had more students than my entire high school!  My assigned roommate was a stranger from a wealthy suburb who described poor people as "people who live in three-bedroom ranch houses."  In a short time, however, I realized how lucky I was to be experiencing college life in a beautiful college town.  I pledged to treat every challenge at Mizzou as an opportunity to learn a larger life lesson, and I embraced my time there as an opportunity to prepare me for life after college.  


The first skill I had to learn at Mizzou was adaptability.  I had to learn to adjust to new people and new surroundings and feign mastery of things that confused me.  For the first time in my life, I was challenged by my classes and teachers.  I encountered lectures, essay tests, and out-of-class reading assignments for the first time.  While many other students had high school experiences that prepared them for college, I had years of catch-up to do just to be academically competitive in my classes.  I had entered Mizzou as a Roberts Scholar, with guaranteed admission to MU's law school, but I wanted to be sure I had the best grades possible so other options would be open to me after graduation.  

In my freshman year, I dedicated myself to learning how to be a college student in the academic sense.  I read all my textbooks cover-to-cover, I took copious notes, and over-studied for every test.  My hard work paid off, and by the end of my freshman year I was confident that I could compete academically at Mizzou.  By the end of my junior year, I was offered early admission into Phi Beta Kappa and their junior scholarship.

I enjoyed the college-challenge of getting top grades that I actually had to work hard to earn, but more importantly I loved that Mizzou offered me the opportunity to think and read and formulate ideas.  I took classes just because they interested me--like art history, child psychology, and the Honor college community service class--and pledged to learn something unexpected every semester.  I kept a journal so I could write creatively outside of writing for class.  I loved being a full-time student, and I miss it to this day.  

If you've not yet embraced the idea that your job as a student is to learn to think for yourself and formulate the opinions and ideas that you will carry into your adult life, you've missed a large purpose of your undergraduate education.  It's not just rhetoric from the administration and faculty--one of your main tasks at Mizzou is to learn to be a life-long learner.  Embrace your college education as an opportunity to think, explore new ideas, and challenge your own thoughts.  Attend political events hosted by the party you think you don't like, make friends that disagree with you, read the books assigned and think about them.  My husband spends much of his free time now engrossed in the books he skimmed his way through in college--he has finally realized that they were assigned in part because they were important to the curriculum, but also because they're a good read!  

Most professors enjoy discussions with students, and if you've not yet taken a seminar class designed around open discussion, consider putting one on your schedule.  Don't be afraid to articulate your thoughts in class.  Participation may seem optional in the classroom, but it will be required of you in the workplace.  Learn to present your ideas on paper and out loud.  Find opportunities to practice being well-spoken and convincing.  These skills will serve you well in a variety of professions, in your every-day life, and especially in job interviews.  Take seriously your role as a student and be sure your professors get to know you.  A great recommendation from a professor may make the difference in your job search or on your graduate school application.

More Than Grades:

Your foremost task as a student is to acquire an education, but much of what you learn in college should occur outside the classroom.  Hopefully by now, you've gotten involved in some way on campus or in the community.  If not, it's never too late to find out what interests you and give back to Mizzou and Columbia.  The various organizations on campus are an important part of the Mizzou experience.  Whether you are Greek or non-Greek, live on campus or off, try to find your "niche" at Mizzou.  

By my sophomore year at Mizzou, I found my "niche" in residential life, where I worked as a Community Advisor (C.A.).  Working as a C.A. was one of the most rewarding things I did as an undergraduate.  In my five semesters as a C.A., I loved living and working with "my girls."  As a C.A., I got hands-on experience in learning to listen, learning creative ways to mediate conflicts, and learning to deal with a variety of personalities.  These are skills I use everyday in the workplace and in my family life.  I would encourage you to seek opportunities on campus that will teach you similar skills.  If you haven't yet learned interact with people completely unlike you, now is the time to practice this skill.  

Your time as an undergraduate should also be used to try-out jobs that you think you might enjoy.  While I always thought I was bound for law school, I sought internships and activities that exposed me to other career choices.  These opportunities helped build a resume for seeking post-graduate options and gave me a better idea of what I did and did not want to do after graduation.

I spent one summer doing an unpaid internship in the constituent services office of Missouri's U.S. Senators, which also included work on a Senate campaign.  I quickly realized that dirty, partisan campaigning was not for me--I think it's the kind of thing you either love or hate, but it's good to test it out before deciding.  Later, I was lucky enough to attend and intern for a public policy-based Leadership Academy hosted by the Institute for Women in Public Life at UMSL.  Through the Institute, I was introduced to a state representative who offered me a legislative internship at the State Capitol.  This legislative internship was a terrific experience, and one I think the Political Science Department should do more to encourage.  While these unpaid internships were a financial sacrifice, they can more than pay for themselves through networking and experience.  When I later went to law school, many of my classmates were former interns I had first met at the Capitol.  When I went on job interviews, many interviewers wanted to compare their own experiences as legislative interns. 

Thanks to my internships, by my senior year I had the chance to take a paid position with ASUM, the student lobbying group for the UM System.  I loved working with ASUM, in part because it offered great hands-on policy & lobbying practice, but mostly because it gave me the chance to work with and learn from other college students who were interested in the political process.  

Regardless of whether you plan to job-seek after graduation or head to graduate school, you want to have an undergraduate resume that shows you did more in college than just go to class and graduate.  If you haven't yet tried an internship or job related to the career that you think you want, try to find one before you graduate.

Don't Forget the Real-Life Skills:

Life at Mizzou should be treated as a training ground for real life, and you should seek out experiences that offer real-world skills.  In addition to teaching you to think like a scholar, Mizzou should be teaching you independence, problem-solving, and patience.  This is the time in your life when you need to be thinking about financial independence and practicing all those mundane "adult" things you'll have to do after you graduate:  keep organized files; balance your checkbook; do your own taxes; buy your own insurance; decide on health care benefits; negotiate car repairs; save a house down-payment; fund a wedding; plan for retirement; and all the other things that they don't teach in a classroom, but should.  

What To Do Post-Mizzou?


Hopefully you're approaching graduation armed with a stellar academic record and a great resume of activities and work experiences, and some practiced real-life skills.   Now what?  It's a serious question that deserves serious thought.  Looking back, I wish I'd given more thought to what I really wanted to do after graduation.  If I had it to do over again, I would not have gone to law school.  Of course, had I not, then all things thereafter would have turned out differently too.  I probably wouldn't be married to my husband and I definitely wouldn't be working at the Missouri Supreme Court.  It's hard to look back and wonder "what if," and that's why I urge you to take a great deal of time to think about these things during your senior year.

When I was an undergrad, I always felt that college life was busy and stressful and I had no spare time between studying and working and having a personal life.  I didn't appreciate then that a day would come when I had a job and a marriage and a house payment, none of which offer the chance to set your own schedule, ignore your daily obligations just because you feel like it, or change your career path with little consequence.  You have more time now than you will ever have again to really think about what you want out of life.  This is your opportunity to figure yourself out.  When you're a child, people ask you what you want to be when you grow up, and they think your response is cute regardless of your answer.  As you approach graduation, people will ask the same question, but they're terrified you're going to say that you don't want to grow up or you haven't really thought about it.  Somewhere between the next test and the next party and your next big date, take time to really think about what your life goals, your career goals, and where you want to be in 5 or 10 years.  Think big, but also realistically.  Develop ideas, but also develop plans!

My Road To Law School:

I chose to be a political science major because I thought it would help prepare me for law school, where I always thought I would end up after college.  As I went through college, however, I found myself more drawn more to public policy than I was to law school.  I also thought I might want to teach someday and thought I might want to pursue a Ph.D.  In the end, however, I convinced myself I couldn't abandon my old goal of going to law school.  

When I told my family I was considering not going to law school, they all asked incredulously, "Well what else can you do with a poli sci degree?!"  I had visions of serving coffee in the legislature for $18,000 a year and law school looked like a better alternative!  The mentors that I had made through my internship experiences helped convince me that law school was a great option.  I remember hearing:  "A law degree will never hurt you!"; "You can do anything you want with a law degree!."  

As I was pondering law school versus graduate school, law school seemed to win out at every turn.  Getting a J.D. would take 3 years, getting a Ph.D. would probably take 7 years.  If I stuck around Mizzou for law school I could have automatic admission via my Roberts Scholarship and enough scholarship money to pay half my law school tuition.  I had no idea where I might end up if I chose graduate school.  While I might get paid to be a graduate student, graduate school would likely require a move far from Missouri, all my family, and the person I expected I would eventually marry.  In the end, law school won out.  I graduated with my Poli Sci degree in May 2000 and started law school the following fall.  

What Is the Deal with Law School?

I would like to say I chose Mizzou Law because it's a great value for a great education, but I didn't.  Choosing Mizzou for law school was probably one of the least thought-out decisions I've ever made.  Once I was too far in debt to back out, I realized that I had chosen it for the wrong reasons--it was an easy choice given that I was enamored with college life at Mizzou and I was seriously dating somebody that was staying in Columbia.  

If I could rethink my decision to go to law school, I would first undo my old thought that without law school I had a worthless and unmarketable degree.  Next, I would have done more to fully explore the other options that interested me.  Most importantly, I would think long and hard about whether I really wanted to be a practicing attorney.  

If you choose law school--at Mizzou or anywhere else--chose it knowing that you want to be a lawyer.  Don't incur tens of thousands of dollars of debt just because you vaguely think you want to be an attorney.  For all the talk that law school offers a great general post-graduate education that transfers to business or politics or a variety of other careers, it is at its heart a system that trains practicing attorneys. 

I wish I'd done more to investigate what law school entailed.  Truthfully, I never took the official law school tour or sat in on a class before I went.  I should have.  Different law schools structure their curriculums differently, and I should have done more to investigate what type of legal education best suited my interests.  

I was shocked to find that I loathed law school.  It is jolting to go from a liberal arts program that stresses education for the sake of learning, to a law school atmosphere that feels very much like a vocational school.  I had enjoyed studying political science because there was often open discussion and more than one right answer, and I was frustrated by law school's hide-the-ball Socratic Method and the quest to find that one right answer that would earn points on the final exam.  Except for policy-based classes like education law and local government law, or constitutional law-centered classes that reminded me of my happy days as a poli sci major, or the practical skills courses like trial practice and Criminal Prosecution Clinic, I could barely make myself attend class during law school.  Despite this, I did relatively well in law school.  I was fortunate enough to earn a spot on the Missouri Law Review and enjoyed serving as president of the Women's Law Association, a position that taught me valuable charity fundraising skills that have proved useful in my work and community life.

Don't take my distaste for law school too much to heart.  I'm not trying to dissuade you from law school or even Mizzou Law, but I simply want you to do more research than I did before you decide to go.  Ultimately, I'm glad I went and I'm happy that I'm now a licensed attorney. 

Where I Am Now:

When I began law school, I planned to try to join big firm in St. Louis and figured I'd suffer the long work hours so I could make big money to pay off my student loans.  As I went through school, however, I realized that my heart was in government service, not corporate law.  Moreover, I began to think about how long hours at the office would impact my future family life.

I went through the dance of interviewing with the major firms in St. Louis, but discovered that it wasn't right for me after I asked a female attorney about work-family balance and she replied angrily, "I'm tired of women of your generation thinking you can have it all!"  For this and other reasons, I decided to start my law career by as a law clerk for Judge Mary Russell at the Missouri Court of Appeals in St. Louis.  Judge Russell was my mentor during law school and clerking for her after graduation seemed like the right fit for me:  it's a government job, so I'm not getting rich, but I have great hours that enable me to spend a lot of time with my husband and family; it's an intellectual job--I spend my days researching and writing, which I like to think suits that part of me that wanted to be a college professor; it's a feel-good job--I get to search for the right answer and do the right  thing without having to advocate for a particular position; and it's a job with built-in mentoring--I get one-on-one training and advice from a very dynamic and successful boss.

As I began the second year of my clerkship, Judge Russell was appointed to the Missouri Supreme Court, and I was lucky enough to transfer with her.  I have a wonderful and supportive husband (incidentally not the guy I stuck around Mizzou for!) who was nice enough to quit his job and move with me to Jefferson City.    

People called us crazy when we moved back to "small town" Missouri, but this is still a metropolis compared to our hometowns and we've enjoyed settling in to our new community.  We bought our first house, something we could never had done so soon if we had stayed in St. Louis, and my husband is now teaching at the middle school near our home.  Rather than the hectic, late nights at the office I once imagined, I have a rewarding and challenging job that I can leave at 5:00 and truly have balance between my work-life and my home-life.  

Sometimes I envy my law school friends who are off working frantically on what I call "the hamster wheel of real lawyering," and I wonder if life should be more hectic and surprising, or if I was a fool to pass up money for the sake of time.  For the most part, though, I'm content in my new provincial life.  I'm not where I thought I’d end up when I was planning and wondering about my future as a college student, but with the perspective of the years that have passed, I've learned one of life's most important lessons—embrace the unexpected.
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