
Copyright © 2016 Law Bulletin Publishing Company. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission from Law Bulletin Publishing Company.

Volume 162, No. 148

CHICAGOLAWBULLETIN.COM FRIDAY, JULY 29, 2016

®

Serving Chicago’s legal community for 161 years

New law dean
at NIU not tied

to the classroom

BY LAU R E N P. DU N CA N
Law Bulletin staff writer

The value of hands-on, real life
learning experiences as a
part of a legal education isn’t

lost on the new dean at Northern
Illinois University College of Law.

Just ask him about his favorite
course to teach.

Eric Dannenmaier stepped into
the role of dean at NIU’s law school
last month after having worked at
Indiana University McKinney
School of Law in Indianapolis the
past nine years.

While at the Indiana school,
where he served in administrative
and teaching positions, he led a
course that didn’t take place in a
classroom, behind a computer or
anywhere near a law library.

Rather, his students learned
about issues relating to river law
while in canoes paddling down a
r i ve r.

That focus on taking learning
outside the classroom is one of the
priorities Dannenmaier said he has
brought with him to his new po-
sition.

NIU’s existing offering of ex-
periential learning opportunities in
which students work in clinics, ex-
ternships or in the field, is one of
the attributes that makes the law
school unique, Dannenmaier said.

While the American Bar As-
sociation now requires law stu-
dents to satisfy a certain number
of credit hours in experiential
courses, Dannenmaier said NIU’
began advocating for learning out-
side the classroom long before the
national emphasis on experiential
l e a r n i n g.

Some of the school’s offerings
include courses through its legal
clinics in Rockford and Aurora as
well as at the main campus in
D e K a l b.
“NIU has had those courses

available for more than a decade,”
Dannenmaier said. “We can give
students an opportunity to actually
practice law with real clients under
supervised settings with professors
so they can start using what they’ve
been learning in the classroom in a
managed environment.”
“What our accreditor now man-

dates is something that Northern
law has provided for the past
decade, so this law school was
ahead of the curve in terms of
providing that kind of educational
o p p o r t u n i ty,” he said.

Dannenmaier brings with him to
the position a long list of his own
experiences. Last fall, he was in-
volved in researching environmen-
tal law at Washington University
School of Law in St. Louis.

From 2007 until this summer, he
served as the director of IU McK-
i n n ey ’s J.D. graduate programs and
founded the environmental, energy
and natural resources law program
at the school.

His other academic experience
includes roles at Tulane University
School of Law in New Orleans,
where he was the director of the
Tulane Institute for Environmental
Law & Policy, and he was a faculty
member at the University of Cal-
gary in Canada.

From 1996 to 2001, Dannenmaier
was the director of the U.S. Agency
for International Development
while he was a professor at Amer-
ican University’s Washington Col-

lege of Law in Washington, D.C.
Before he began taking on aca-

demic and administrative roles,
Da n n e n m a i e r ’s professional expe-
rience included work as an en-
vironmental attorney at Bryan,
Cave LLP in Washington and as a
litigation attorney in the Boston
offices of McDermott, Will &
Emery LLP and the since-shut-
tered Herrick & Smith.

He graduated from Boston Uni-
versity School of Law in 1984 and
went on to earn his master in law
from Oxford University, as well as
master in law and doctor of the
science of law from Columbia Uni-
versity School of Law in New
Yo rk .

Currently, he is also on the Joint
Public Advisory Committee of the
North American Commission for
Environmental Cooperation, a post
he was appointed to by President
Barack Obama. His tenure started
in 2014. He also serves on other
boards across the country involv-
ing environmental law and policy.

After having been involved in the
educational side of law for several
years, Dannenmaier said he pur-
sued the position of dean at NIU
because it seemed like a natural
fit.
“For me, it was about the op-

portunity to contribute to an ed-
ucational enterprise, to contribute
to a law school that’s done an
excellent job of educating students
to become lawyers, practicing in
the public interest, practicing in a
number of fields of law that ad-
vance important social goals,” Dan -
nenmaier said.

In addition to its focus on ex-
periential learning, Dannenmaier

cited the college’s reputation for
sending its graduates on to work in
public service as one of the ways
NIU College of Law differentiates
itself from other schools. About 35
percent of the college’s 2015 grad-
uating class went out to work in
government and public interest
jobs, according to employment da-
ta reported to the ABA.
“NIU has a history of producing

graduates who practice in the pub-
lic interest, criminal prosecutors
and defenders, government offi-
cials, judges and lawyers who, in
whatever field, whether it be real
estate, personal injury, victims’
rights or corporate law, lawyers
who bring a sense of ethics and
excellence to their work,” he said. “I
made a deliberate choice to come
here because of its history and
ability to offer students an excellent
e d u c at i o n .”

A few recent examples of some
successful alums who represent
the school’s commitment to ser-
vice, Dannenmaier said, include
Vincent F. Cornelius, who in June
was sworn in as the first black
president of the Illinois State Bar
Association in its 140-year history,
and Clayton Kawski, who was ap-
pointed earlier this month by Wis-
consin Gov. Scott Walker to serve
as a Dane County Circuit Court
j u d ge.
“It is a community that cares

deeply about and stays connected
with the school because they care
deeply about and stay connected
with how law is interpreted, how
i t’s taught and how it’s employed to
serve society,” Dannenmaier said
about the school’s alumni.
“W h at’s really gratifying about

alumni relations is meeting people
who are successful and passionate
about law and its importance to
society and who recognize the rel-
evance of their experience for the
next generation of lawyers.”

Dannenmaier said he plans to
focus on all of the qualities he sees
as strong points for NIU, including
its alumni base, experiential learn-
ing focus and other new oppor-
tunities including enhancing its in-
terdisciplinary offerings, as he set-
tles into his new role.
“We ’re going to build on that

foundation and continue to grow.
Northern is a law school on the rise
and my privilege, my job, is to
support that continued growth,”
Dannenmaier said.

l d u n c a n @ l b p c .c o m

Veteran of several law schools, Dannenmaier sees
value of experiential learning for his law students
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