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Common Law,  
Common Ground: 
LLM Program Trains Foreign Lawyers in U.S. System

In other parts of the world 
where written code drives 
the judiciary, lawyers are 
taking a keen interest in 
the American system of 
case-driven common law.

Prompted by the European Union, Amer-
ican and continental European legal 
models are beginning to intermingle—
and that has foreign-trained attorneys 
looking for opportunities to enhance 
their knowledge of the U.S. system.

For the past 10 years, the Pitt School 
of Law has helped them accomplish 
this through its Master of Laws (LLM) 
Program for Foreign Law Graduates, a 
yearlong program that provides foreign 
lawyers who have obtained their law 
degree outside the United States with 
an opportunity to learn processes that, 
for many, vary significantly from their 
prior work experiences.

“Lots of them come from civil law coun-
tries, where they don’t have adversarial 

procedures,” says Vivian Curran,  
program director at Pitt’s Center for 
International Legal Education and  
a School of Law professor.

By contrast, common law—which the 
United States inherited from England—
is established from court decisions. 

The clash between the two is a hall-
mark of this era and one reason why 
Pitt’s LLM degree is so prized overseas.

“The thing that I find most exciting is 
to see in the course of this year how 
the students come to us feeling that 
our whole legal system is crazy, they 
can’t figure out how we could set it 
up this way, and they’re so critical 
because it strikes them as wrong,” says 
Curran. But by the end of the program, 
“They really absorb the common-law 
system. It’s just a wonderful experience 
to see that transition.” 

Movers and Shakers
By design, the program accepts rela-
tively few students—generally only  
15 each year—to ensure greater  

individualized attention. Students 
benefit from inclusion in the entire 
law school community, but with the 
advantage of a separate small com-
munity of global scholars dealing with 
common experiences. The classes are 
the same as those an American law 
school student would take, although  
a few are tailored specifically for  
international scholars. 

In addition, LLM students complete 
internships after earning their degrees 
and can choose from a variety of 
American law experiences, from work-
ing with private firms or corporations 
to clerking with judges.

Students’ interests vary as well,  
Curran says. The diversity of interests 
includes U.S. intellectual property law, 
international and comparative law, 
and family law. Increasingly, the  
program is becoming marketable over-
seas because it helps lawyers contrib-
ute to better commerce and business 
practices by becoming fluent enough 
to handle transactions in English.
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“The U.S. LLM degree is extremely 
valued in other countries because the 
entire world is adopting U.S. business 
practices,” Curran says. “As the world 
globalizes, one of the things that  
happens is many business transactions 
are not involving Americans,” yet the 
two countries communicate in English 
because it is becoming a more universal 
business language.

Often, students hail from new democra-
cies or other governments in transition 
—countries whose legal and political 
landscape is “messy,” says Curran. 

Students from opposing factions in the 
Bosnian conflict have found themselves 
side by side in the classroom, a conti-
nent away from the war that separated 
their cultures and caused their families 
to suffer. 

“They got along beautifully and are 
truly planning to do something to try 
to have exchanges continue at home,” 
says Curran. “They’re really moved over 
the possibility of seeing each other as 
individuals.” 

Several countries from the former Soviet 
bloc have sent students to Pitt through 
university partnerships established  
by Professor Ronald Brand, who has 
nurtured the LLM program since its  
inception. When they complete their 
degrees and return home, “These  
students do tend to be the people  
who will be movers and shakers in  
their countries,” Curran says.

Evelyn Kamau, a 2002 graduate of the 
program, finished internships at the 
Center for Constitutional Rights in  
New York and the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda. Now in New Delhi, 
India, she is East Africa’s project officer 
for the Commonwealth Human Rights 
Initiative.

Daniil Fedorchuk, who earned his  
LLM from Pitt in 2001, is an associ-
ate professor on the law faculty of 
Donetsk National Technical University 
in Ukraine. He recently completed  
an internship with the World Trade  
Organization in Geneva, Switzerland.

One of Fedorchuk’s post-Pittsburgh 
fellowships was with the John Smith 
Memorial Trust, which seeks to educate 
people from former Soviet republics in 
British models of democracy. 

“Daniil was one of our deepest thinkers 
and most dedicated students—not just 
dedicated to studies, but to law and 
democracy,” Curran says. “I feel he will 
be making tremendous contributions to 
his students and country.” 

‘A Sense of Mission’
Because interaction with U.S. lawyers 
is integral to understanding U.S. law, 
the program allows students to study 
the U.S. legal system and institutions 
along with American students who are 
enrolled in the University’s Juris Doctor 
(JD) program. This permits students to 
participate in the full social and intel-
lectual life of the law school, thereby 
also enhancing the education of their 
American classmates and establishing 
relationships that extend beyond the 
classroom. Some foreign law students 

can describe the fall of entire govern-
ments from firsthand experience;  
others explain trial systems that barely 
resemble the American legal tradition. 

Two Serbian students put a New York 
City blackout in perspective when they 
compared it to the multiple bombings 
they had endured in their homeland.

“They lived through the history of our 
time,” says Curran. “It would be like 
talking to our founding fathers. You 
can imagine the kind of exchanges 
people had when the legal system in 
our country was gaining a foothold.”

For Curran, one of the most exciting 
aspects of the program is the opportu-
nity to influence the evolution of law 
worldwide. When students graduate and 
return home, many, like Fedorchuk and 
Kamau, will take their Pitt experiences 
to the table as they leverage change.

Part of the LLM program’s unspoken 
objective is to fuel these nascent lead-
ers with the sense of purpose they will 
need to achieve their goals.

“You really see them at the point when 
their country is in the formative stage. 
They know it, and they are part of it,” 
says Curran. “They are going home with 
a sense of mission.” 

Students 
benefit from 
inclusion  
in the entire 
law school 
community, 
but with the 
advantage  
of a separate 
small commu-
nity of global 
scholars 
dealing with 
common  
experiences.
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The LLM Class of 2005 on the annual trip to Washington D.C., March 4–7


