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What can we do when the government acts unconstitutionally, or refuses to follow the law? One 
tool we have as lawyers is to sue. But unsurprisingly, a web of judicial doctrines has developed 
to make lawsuits against the government extremely difficult to win.  

This is an introductory 2-credit seminar for students who want to learn how to navigate these 
doctrines and file successful civil rights cases as an advocacy tool. During this course, we will 
study substantive and practice-oriented issues, as well as some of the strategic and ethical 
considerations faced by lawyers working in the field.  In order to ground the course in real-world 
issues, we will use a recent or on-going civil rights lawsuit as a case study. Students will also 
engage in four in-class simulations.    

Course Requirements: 

 Constitutional law is a prerequisite.  
 Students will participate in four simulation exercises (client interview, oral argument, 

deposition, and media interview). 
 During non-simulation weeks, students are expected to participate in class discussions.  
 The final grade will be based on performance on four simulation exercises (20% each) 

and in-class participation (20%).   

Reading Materials: 

 Students are not required to purchase reading materials.  Materials will be e-mailed to 
students in advance of each class.   

Course Syllabus: 

Introduction 
 

1. Overview of civil rights law and advocacy 
a. Introduction to impact litigation and movement lawyering 
b. Discussion of key cases impacting the rights of Texans 

 
2. Sources of civil rights law 

a. Substantive civil rights protections   
b. Section 1983 and Bivens  
c. Other enforcement mechanisms 
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Unit One: Case Investigation  
 

3. Substantive Law: Is there a case? 
a. Article III standing in civil rights cases 
b. Class certification requirements 

 
4. Practice Tips: Interview goals and techniques 

a. Investigating civil rights claims 
b. Role of clients in impact litigation 
c. Trauma-informed interview practices 
d. Taking declarations 

 
5. Simulation: Client interview and declaration draft 

 
Unit Two: Surviving the Motion to Dismiss 

 
6. Substantive Law: How do I craft my pleading? 

a. Narrative and audience 
b. Immunities 
c. Governmental liability 
d. Additional hurdles 

 
7. Practice Tips: Effective oral argument in civil rights cases   

a. Preparation  
b. Showing that the sky will not fall 
c. Informing yourself as an advocate 
d. Tone 

 
8. Simulation: Oral argument  

 
Unit Three: Building the Case Through Discovery 

 
9. Substantive Law: How do I map out my case? 

a. Facial versus as-applied 
b. Damages versus injunctive relief 
c. Claims chart  

 
10. Practice Tips: Depositions in civil rights cases 

a. Taking a deposition: preparing yourself 
b. Defending a deposition: preparing your client 
c. Questioning techniques 

  
11. Simulation: Deposition  
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Unit Four: Leveraging Your Case for Non-Litigation Advocacy 
 
12. Substantive Law: Emergency Relief  

a. Temporary restraining orders 
b. Habeas petitions 

 
13. Practice Tips: Non-Litigation Advocacy 

a. Building a campaign and narrative 
b. Moving your audience to care 
c. Persuading those in power 
d. How (and why) to not to speak like a “lawyer” 
e. Tips for media interview 

 
14. Simulation: Media interview 

 
 

 


