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GOAL program 
allows Creighton 
law students to 
immerse themselves 
in semester-long 
externships in 
Washington, D.C.

Think back to your years at 
Creighton School of Law. You surely recall studying 
long and hard in the law library, making good friends, 
listening to professors, writing course outlines and 
surviving troublesome exams.

Current Creighton law students accumulate these 
same experiences, but some take away even more 
by participating in Creighton’s Government and 
Leadership (GOAL) program, earning both a Juris 
Doctor and a Master of Science in Government and 
Leadership in three years.

Since 2009, the GOAL program has prepared law 
students for leadership positions with government 
entities and organizations. The learning experience 
is both theoretical and practical: Students develop 
a sophisticated construct of the role of lawyers in 
government settings and apply what they learn 
across an array of enterprises. By the time GOAL 
students receive their degrees, they have an in-depth 
appreciation of a host of issues and challenges that 
confront government attorneys.
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initiatives, including healthcare and tax reform. After 
leaving Capitol Hill, Sims worked for a top-tier lobbying 
firm, representing clients such as the American Hospital 
Association and CVS Caremark. Through her advocacy work, 
she remains closely connected to the power centers of the 
federal government and last year began her own boutique 
firm, Chamber Hill Strategies, which represents clients such as 
GlaxoSmithKline, Blue Cross Blue Shield Association and the 
American Academy of Adoption Attorneys.

Sims’ dedication to the GOAL program comes from her 
own experience and an appreciation for 
the value of what this semester can offer 
students.

“What struck me most, coming from 
Omaha to Washington, was the value of 
things that can’t be taught in a classroom,” 
Sims said. “While I am forever grateful 
for the education I received at Creighton, 
it wasn’t until I had been in D.C. for 
a few years that I realized how much I 
didn’t know about a career in the federal 
government.

“In today’s job climate it is more 
important than ever to give students 
opportunities to set themselves apart 
and to get real-life experience that can 
help drive a career. I believe that GOAL 
provides Creighton students with an 
invaluable mix of career-driven legal 
experience, professional subtleties that 
can’t be taught from a book and exposure 
to the inner-workings of our nation’s 
capital,” Sims said.

GOAL students have worked at 
numerous D.C. entities and organizations, 
including the Department of Justice, 

Senate Finance Committee, Senate Banking Committee, 
Senate Agriculture Committee, Department of Energy, 
Department of Agriculture, Department of the Treasury, Peace 
Corps and National Mediation Service. In the coming year, a 
Creighton extern will work with the Department of State.

Jenn Piatt, MS’12, JD’12, did her externship with the 
National Indian Gaming Commission, a federal agency 

responsible for the regulation of gaming activities conducted 
on Indian lands. Piatt, now a practicing attorney (immigration 
law) with the Silva Law Office in Omaha, recently filed and 
briefed an asylum appeal to the Eighth Circuit Court of 
Appeals where she was admitted, a rarity for a first-year law 
school graduate.

Piatt found the GOAL experience to be invaluable, working 
at the National Indian Gaming Commission during the height 
of its regulatory review process. As a law student, she drafted 
and edited rules (which are now law), consolidated public 
comments and formatted the newly minted rules in order to 

Earning both degrees takes initiative and motivation. In 
addition to the full array of law course offerings, GOAL 

students must take courses in government law, and they must 
case study regulatory programs in specific subject areas. They 
also are expected to master the refinements of administrative 
process no later than the second year of law school.

Why the time restriction? GOAL students spend the first 
semester of their third year of law school in Washington, 
D.C., immersed in semester-long, full-time externships with 
federal agencies, congressional committees or in the offices of 
members of Congress.

In these venues, student externs 
attend hearings and conferences, join in 
strategy sessions and accompany federal 
government attorneys to formal and 
informal meetings. They research law, 
prepare memoranda, draft federal rules 
and otherwise become fully engaged 
partners in the day-to-day professional 
lives of their externship hosts. The 
GOAL program provides an intense 
exposure — from the inside out — of 
how government works.

While in the nation’s capital, 
Creighton third-year law students 
also take two academic courses to 
complement and enhance their practical 
experiences. One examines issues of 
leadership and features a selection of 
speakers in top leadership positions 
throughout D.C. The other is a 
semester-long examination of specific 
ethical issues encountered by attorneys 
in public service.

Additionally, students enjoy regular 
seminar sessions on practical aspects of 
preparing for a career in Washington. These seminars cover 
topics such as maximizing networking opportunities, the value 
of nuanced communication, and even proper attire, all with 
the underlying goal of cultivating a successful Washington 
career. Finally, externs gather on a weekly basis to compare 
notes and reflect on the variety of experiences they are 
encountering.

Much of the richness of the externship experience is due 
to Michaela Sims, JD’96, who has extensive experience 

in the internal workings of the federal government. Sims serves 
as Creighton law school’s Washington, D.C.-based director 
of externships. In this role, she assists students with securing 
placements and coordinates academics, programming and 
much more.

A longtime resident of D.C., Sims served for 10 years as 
legislative director and senior counsel for former Nebraska 
Sens. Bob Kerrey and Ben Nelson. These positions placed her 
in a central role in the development of numerous national 

Michaela Sims, JD’96, directs the 
law school’s externship program in 

Washington, D.C. Sims has extensive 
experience in the internal workings of 

the federal government.
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comply with notice and comment requirements.
“I participated in Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 

reviews, learned FOIA exemptions and became acquainted with 
the Department of Justice division responsible for litigating 
on behalf of our agency. I can’t imagine an experience to better 
prepare me for the practical realities of a law career,” Piatt said.

Today, as an immigration attorney, Piatt works with 
regulations, statutes and administrative law on a daily basis.

“I developed a foundation in administrative law during 
my GOAL semester, which helped me refine my legal and 
analytical skills, made me a more effective advocate and helped 
my resume shine in this competitive environment,” Piatt said.

GOAL opened yet another door for Piatt. Having expressed 
an interest in political work, she secured a position working 
with former U.S. Sen. and former Nebraska Gov. Bob Kerrey’s 
2012 senate campaign. A valuable asset to the team, Piatt 
served as Kerrey’s mock adversary as he prepared for televised 
debates.

Bob Heieck, MS’13, JD’13, spent his time in the nation’s 
capital working with the Department of Energy (DOE). Like 
Piatt, Heieck extols the value of the externship experience. 
While with DOE, he worked on a variety of frontline 
issues, and extensively on a nepotism controversy within 
the department, in which a senior staffer allegedly violated 
nepotism rules by arranging internship opportunities for 
his children, an action that could be unethical under federal 
governmental standards.

Kylie Whitaker, MS’13, JD’13, externed at the Senate 
Banking Committee, which processed numerous controversial 
items due to recently passed legislation.

“I attended meetings with several senators, congressmen, 
heads of agencies and even presidents and CEOs of some of 
the largest companies in the world,” Whitaker said. “I sat on 
the dais behind the senators for committee hearings, attended 
daily briefings, symposiums, lectures and staff meetings and 
was even invited to sit in on calls with leading scholars, experts, 

economists and various other brilliant minds in the financial 
world.”

Of course there were plenty of hands-on experiences, too. 
“I did lots of detailed legal research and worked with the 

press office to publicize the committee’s work. The experience 
will help set me apart from the competition in a way unlike 
anything on campus could have,” Whitaker said.

While in Washington, GOAL students learn even during 
off hours. As a group, they visit both senators from 

Nebraska, and for networking purposes, attend Creighton 
law school’s alumni gathering, typically held at the offices of a 
prominent D.C. law firm. The students also meet peers from 
around the country and the world. 

As aptly described by Whitaker, the experience “was thrilling 
and exhausting at the same time while providing me with real-
life opportunities deeper than a legal text could offer.”

As the GOAL program moves into its fourth year, the 
School of Law continues to be excited about the program 
and the value it offers students. It is one way the law school 
strives to meet its mission-based obligation to help Creighton 
law students become skilled, ethical and knowledgeable 
professionals.

About the author: Eric Pearson, J.D., LL.M., is associate dean 
and professor of law at Creighton University. He was assistant 
attorney general, Department of Environmental Resources, for 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania from 1972-76; attorney 
for the Office of General Counsel, United States Environmental 
Protection Agency, from 1977-79; and associate chief counsel for 
the President’s Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island 
from 1979-80. He joined the School of Law faculty in 1980 
and teaches Administrative Law, Environmental and Natural 
Resources Law, and Property.

Pictured with Eric Pearson, 
J.D., LL.M., associate dean and 
professor of law, are participants 
in last year’s GOAL program, left to 
right: Katherine Wilson, MS’13 (will 
finish her law studies in December); 
Kylie Whitaker, MS’13, JD’13; 
Robert Heieck, MS’13, JD’13; 
Jamie Hermanson, MS’13, JD’13; 
and Kristin Kooima, MS’13, JD’13.
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