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Dwayne Shorter is 20 minutes late for Richard Gambitta’s two-hour civil liberties class. He has an excuse for being late to class—group work for another professor put Shorter behind schedule. His reason is irrelevant.

“You want to be a lawyer, don’t you,” Gambitta asks. “And when the judge says, ‘I want you in court at 10 a.m.’? 

“You’re in contempt, Mr. Shorter.”

Gambitta softens his barked reprimand with a smile, but the message is sent. This is what each student is preparing for at UTSA’s Summer Law School Preparation Academy. Set up in 2002 to emulate the law school experience, the summer academy pushes 
students through two summers of rigorous course work. The academy’s mission is two-fold: get academy graduates admitted to law school and prepare them to excel in law school.

“We give them more assignments than they could possibly handle, and that’s to prepare them to do things efficiently and effectively, and recognize what it’s like not to be able to possibly get everything done and to cope with that,” says Gambitta.

Gambitta expects academy graduates to have sharpened their analytical and critical reading abilities and writing skills. He expects them to have learned how to think. Classes at the academy are taught in the Socratic method: the instructor asks students a series of leading questions to trigger rational thinking and generate new ideas.

In Shorter’s civil liberties class, the Socratic method is employed, and Gambitta is masterful. Twenty minutes after Shorter arrives, the entire class is entangled in a carousel-like discussion with no end in sight. The discussion centers on freedom of religion and separation of church and state. Once-clear answers turn murky as Gambitta adds questions and scenarios, even creating a fictional religion, “Gambitta-ism,” complete with squirrel sacrifices and ganja.

Shorter loves the interaction. “[The academy] made me feel like I’m not getting challenged as much in my normal classes,” says Shorter. “It made those classes more tedious. Just the whole format—the lecture thing—I don’t like just sitting down, listening. I’d rather be engaged.”

Glancing over his shoulder to make sure Gambitta isn’t within earshot, Shorter drops his voice to a whisper and adds, “Everybody said, ‘Oh, it’s going to be hard. His class is really hard.’ I like the way it’s set up.”

Shorter, Gambitta says, is an exceptional student. Only a sophomore, Shorter is in his second summer with the academy, which normally admits juniors and seniors. Outstanding academic credentials and recommendations from other professors gained Shorter early admittance to the program, but it isn’t always about the “cream of the crop” for the academy. 

“We take some chances with students who various professors have faith in although their credentials may not be that stellar,” says Gambitta. “We dip down sometimes in GPA if we think the student has potential.”

Angelita Hernandez-Woodward knew her grades weren’t exactly stellar, but she really wanted to go to the academy. She worked hard to impress her professors, then tried another tactic: she begged.

Her strategy worked, and Hernandez-Woodward, now an academy graduate, plans to attend law school at Penn State, one of 10 law schools to accept her. “With my GPA, I really had no business applying to some of the schools I applied to, or getting into some of the schools I got into,” she says.

But, thanks to the academy, she wrote a great personal essay. And every Friday the academy brought in admissions counselors from different law schools who talked about the process and helped her see it wasn’t just about numbers. More than anything, the academy gave Hernandez-Woodward confidence.

“I expect that while everybody else going into law school is just terrified, I have a really healthy respect for how hard it’s going to be, but I’m not intimidated,” she says.

With its legal and philosophical reasoning courses, logic puzzles, writing classes, guest speakers and heavy workload, the summer academy gives students like Hernandez-Woodward a leg up on the competition. 
It’s an advantage that hasn’t gone unnoticed. 

The academy has taken students from Georgetown, Emory, New Mexico and Texas, but all have had South Texas roots. Lately, students with no local ties are asking for spots. Gambitta says he’s had inquiries from Stanford, Cornell, Penn, Johns Hopkins and Wisconsin. 


“Somehow, it’s spread that the enhanced seminars here and the programs are good for minority admissions into law school,” Gambitta says. And while currently the program is for UTSA students, he hopes someday soon to have the resources to admit students from other universities. To take that next step, the academy would need external funding to help provide things like housing for the students.

“Our mission is to help our students, of course, but we are becoming noted as a pre-law center of excellence. Having students from premier universities clamoring to enroll  at UTSA adds to our prestige and competitive edge—both of which help our students.” 

Already, the academy provides stipends and tuition scholarships to its students to help relieve financial pressures, and past students like Roland Garcia, now in Austin for law school, have donated books back to the 
academy for future students.

While the class rosters are not national yet, the guest speakers Gambitta brings in certainly are. Academy attendees have heard from law professors from faculties as far away as Berkeley and as nearby at St. Mary’s. The same week the Supreme Court handed down a decision allowing local government to seize people’s homes and businesses for private economic development, Gambitta brought in Gerald Torres to discuss the case. Torres is the H.O. Head Centennial Professor in Real Property Law at University of Texas School of Law. The speakers are just one more edge for academy graduates.

“What happens is students develop relationships with professors who come in from law schools,” says Gambitta. “They have a face and a name and a relationship they can follow up with e-mails. [The relationships] give students an advantage over the faceless application.”

It’s an edge Hernandez-Woodward found especially helpful, not hesitating to hound admissions officers during the application process. Beyond getting in law school, Hernandez-Woodward says the academy 
prepared her to take on anything once there.

“I’m not scared because it’s not the unknown anymore,” she says. “I know what it’s like for Dr. Gambitta to say, ‘Ms. Woodward, stand up.’ Then, it’s like machine-gun interrogation. I know what that is. I’ve been there.”

Gambitta loves that his students stand up to in-class interrogations. He loves when they’re able to defend themselves and hammer back every question he poses. “It does get intense,” he says. “That’s part of the beauty of it.”

With Gambitta firing questions, Shorter’s civil liberties class is still looking for answers and justifications in their freedom of religion and separation of church and state cases. Gambitta happily keeps the merry-go-round spinning, while the students look for new arguments to support their decisions. But, after two hours, one has to wonder—there really is no right answer, is there?

“No,” Gambitta says with a grin. “There really isn’t.
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