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COMMENT

I write in response to
the call for a state-spon-
sored law school by
Rashmi Rangan and
James Angus, “Time for
state-sponsored law
school in Delaware,”
(Oct. 12). 

The authors make a number of im-
portant points with which we whole-
heartedly agree: the recognition that
law schools can serve as incubators for
social justice and that state support of a
law school can, in their words, stamp
the state’s “imprimatur on the ideal of
service to the public and can instill in
students aspiring to careers in law a
sense of civic duty and the nobility in
helping others.” 

We also agree law school clinics can
promote lawyering skills when students
learn to help people navigate through
the legal system. Educational programs
like these can and do strengthen our
communities every day.

Indeed, Widener Law Delaware, the
only law school in the state, is commit-
ted to the kind of civic engagement
which the authors call for: our four
clinics serve veterans, promote the
environment, protect victims of domes-
tic violence, and represent indigent
criminal defendants.

In the past year alone, we have rep-
resented hundreds of clients through-
out the state. Just last week, our veter-
ans’ clinic helped a schizophrenic veter-
an recover hundreds of thousands of
dollars in back benefits that had been
wrongfully denied him. 

Indeed, it is work like this that
earned the Veterans’ Clinic the Gover-
nor’s Outstanding Volunteer Award –
and that earned our Wills for Heroes
program the same honor last year. This
kind of engagement helps the people of
Delaware, while it infuses the legal
profession here with the value of ser-
vice for the public good.

We also agree that the cost of educa-
tion is a growing challenge throughout
the nation, although the per credit cost
of legal education at Widener Law Dela-

ware is less than that of graduate pro-
grams at the University of Delaware.
Indeed, the important point is that
there is no necessary correlation be-
tween state support of a school and the
value that school brings to the state.

Widener alumni and adjuncts serve
throughout Delaware state govern-
ment, and sit on the state’s courts. Ap-
proximately half of the Delaware bar
graduated from this Law School. One
candidate for the Attorney General’s
Office is a Widener graduate. There is
no doubt that, after almost 45 years in
Wilmington, Widener lawyers speak for
Delaware.

The only question is: What should
the relationship be between Widener
and the state of Delaware? There are
many options, and alternative ap-
proaches should be considered. New
York and Massachusetts support pri-
vate universities through their land-
grant status. In Pennsylvania, Drexel
receives public funding for its medical
school. 

These are examples of state support
for private institutions to help them
carry out their public missions. Dela-
ware could provide similar support for
Widener in the kind of public-private
partnership that is becoming increas-
ingly common in higher education. 

Widener Law Delaware shares the
goals and values the authors espouse.
We welcome opportunities to further
develop programs to enhance legal
education, the legal profession, and our
communities throughout the state. We
look forward to working in greater
partnership with Delaware to promote
the public good throughout the state.

Erin Daly is Interim Dean of Widener Law School.
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There is no way to
hear Brittany Maynard’s
voice without being deep-
ly touched. Tragically
blindsided by brain can-
cer and a terminal diag-
nosis, Brittany has
bravely decided to live
large, to turn her terrible

personal fate into a public story.
She has grabbed hold of the narra-

tive written in her MRI and trans-
formed her role from victim to crusad-
er. The world now knows how she
moved to Oregon where a doctor could
prescribe the life-ending pills that sit in
her purse. This runner and mountain
climber talks about the emotional
“comfort” the pills provide as she de-
cides to pre-empt fate and declare vic-
tory over the dread of suffering.

Still, I’ve been uncomfortable watch-
ing this story go viral. In part, I fear
that Brittany has become the latest
pop-up tragedy. One week an ice bucket
challenge for ALS, the next week a
29-year-old promising to pick her own
death date for doctor-assisted suicide.

Such stories are often ranked by the
numbers. Nearly 8 million “hits” for
Brittany’s video. Thousands of “likes.”
Dozens of television bookers fighting
for her as their “get.” A death watch set
up in the cool media glare of hot public
attention.

But more importantly, the story of
Brittany Maynard has momentarily
turned a growing conversation about
end-of-life care back into another battle
over the contentious issue of assisted
suicide. This is precisely the sort of
debate we are famous for as a country
— one that so often favors heat over
light, the greatest controversy for the
least effect.

Brittany’s decision to control the
ending of her own life is the story of
one in 500. Literally. Even in Oregon,
where doctor-assisted suicide has been
legal the longest, only one of every 500
people who die has chosen it. Why, I
have wondered, should we continually
engage our energies and our anger over
a debate that affects 0.2 percent? What
about the 99.8?

It has become so common to rush to
the barricades, to head to the poles of
every debate that we have forgotten
what we agree on. Especially when it
comes to the hard choices at the end of
life.

If “one” seeks comfort in the pills in
the purse or in the medicine cabinet,
499 want assurance they will die in a

very different kind of comfort. If “one”
needs to go to the trenches or the court
to have his wishes respected at the end
of life, 499 need to depend on their
families and their care providers. If we
see partisans fighting bitterly over
ballot measures on legalizing doctor-
assisted suicide, we see the majority of
people agreeing that we need to change
the way we are dying.

Last fall, The Conversation Project,
which I helped found, did a survey
showing that about 90 percent of Amer-
icans think it’s important to have con-
versations about how they want to live
at the end of their days. This an ex-
traordinary figure; 90 percent of Amer-
icans don’t agree on anything. But only
about 30 percent have actually had
those conversations. Isn’t this where we
should begin?

A recent Institute of Medicine report
on dying in America describes a health
care system dismally failing us at the
end. Too many people are not dying in
the way they would choose. Too many
survivors are left guilty, depressed and
wondering whether they did the right
thing. If assisted suicide were legal in
every state, it would barely make a
dent in that hard reality.

I know there are times when the best
medicine may not relieve suffering.
Brittany may be such a rare case. I
fully respect her choice. But it is dan-
gerous to think we can change a system
by focusing on the “one.”

Change will come only when we
close the gap, when our wishes are
expressed and respected. I keep think-
ing about what Brittany said about life
near the end. “Seize the day. What’s
important to you? What do you care
about? What matters? Pursue that.”

If all the people who watched her
video want to do something that truly
matters, start a conversation at the
kitchen table with the people you love,
people you may have to speak for. Find
our Conversation Starter Kit –
www.theconversationproject.org – if it
helps you begin, but do begin. Talk
about what matters to you at the end of
life. Choose someone who will speak for
you if you can’t speak for yourself.
Have that conversation.

I am reminded of something else
Britney said. “The thoughts that go
through your mind when you find out
you have so little time is everything
that you need to say to everyone that
you love.” Don’t let the moment pass.

Ellen Goodman’s email address is
ellengoodman1@me.com.

Conversations about the end
of life need to be started
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