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A Board Member Reflects on Practicing School Law

By Lara Hruska
WWL Publicity VP

“School law? How interesting!
What is that?”

More often than not, when I tell
people my practice area, I'm met with
puzzled interest. Nobody really consid-
ers just how many legal issues take
place within schools, until I explain that
my practice encompasses nearly count-
less areas of law: Employment, labor,
torts, contract, property, disability, fam-
ily, municipal, and Constitutional legal
issues abound within a school law prac-
tice. There is never a dull moment, and
my practice is dedicated to promoting
an institution that I see as nothing less
than the cornerstone of democracy:
public education.

Before law school I was a special
education teacher and social worker in
Harlem, Brooklyn, and post-Katrina
New Orleans. I worked exclusively in
Title I schools where the vast majority
of students were students of color liv-
ing in urban poverty. My colleagues
were the most selfless and dedicated
people I have ever encountered and
together we worked to navigate stu-
dents and families through the seem-
ingly endless issues that low-income
communities encounter daily.

After five years on those frontlines,
I began to experience some very real
compassion fatigue and to think strate-
gically about how to transform my ca-
reer into a more systems-oriented ap-
proach to the issues I was seeing in my
schools. In my role as a founding spe-
cial education director for a charter
school in New Orleans, I worked close-
ly with an attorney who advised our
leadership team on how to handle situ-
ations within our school that at first
glance seemed insurmountable. Her
expert guidance alleviated our intense
anxiety and enabled us to focus on the

critical business of teaching and learn-
ing. Like her, I wanted to be a prob-
lem-solver, freeing educators to do the
work that brought them to teaching in
the first place.
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I went to law school with a very
specific focus in mind: I wanted stu-
dents, teachers, and schools to remain
a central part of my career. At the
University of Washington School of
Law I met professors who, like me,
had come from teaching backgrounds
and introduced me to attorneys whose
practices supported school districts
around the state. As a law student, I
worked in-house with general counsel
for two districts that face many of the
same diversity issues I encountered
helping my disenfranchised students
find agency in their circumstances.
Now I work in a school law practice at
a Seattle firm that does exactly the
work I came to do and supports school
districts around the state. In addition
to the litigation side of our legal prac-
tice, my firm provides trainings to
school districts on issues such as racial
disproportionality in student disci-
pline, promoting diversity in the
workforce, and ensuring that district
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policies and procedures are compliant
with  state and  federal
discrimination law related to sex, gen-
der, race, and ability. We work proac-
tively with district general counsel and
administrators on risk assessment and
pre-litigation matters to prevent issues
on the front-end and promote function-
al and successful schools. I call upon
my past experiences nearly every day in
order to best advise our clients and feel
tremendously grateful to have that con-
tinuity in my vocation.
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I strongly believe that a school is
the most important institution in a com-
munity. Even the most polarized stanc-
es on education reform stem from the
common belief that strong schools are
fundamental to a healthy society. Ilove
that my job as a school lawyer is to
make sure the schools stay strong so
that students from all backgrounds can
learn. 000

Lara Hruska is an Associate at Preg
O’Donnell & Gillet where she practices
school law. Prior to law school she was the
founding special education director for two
post-Katrina charter schools in New Orle-
ans.  She currently serves as the WWL
Publicity VP.
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