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November’s Student Spotlight: Billy Peard

By DANA CHRISTENSEN

People

place
emphasis on the summer between

great  strategic
IL and 2L year. Law students
hope to land a summer associate
position, clerkship, or take summer
courses with influential professors.
Billy Peard, a 2013 JD candidate,
went back to the fields to pick
blueberries, this time in North
Carolina. Make no mistake, this
was not an organic farming learning
exchange program or an easy
summer vacation, but what he saw
as a chance to continue working
alongside the migrant workers he
hopes to serve in his legal career.
“Empathy is a characteristic that
doesn’t get talked about in law
school,” Billy observed after a
year in law school, knowing it was
up to him to continue “walking
the walk in order to talk the talk”
of a people’s lawyer. He started
working with migrant workers the
summer before, after calling a few
phone numbers found by zooming
in on a New York Times slideshow
photo of a North Carolina storefront
full of job advertisements on the
topic (“you don’t find these jobs on
Craigslist,” he says wryly). Billy
proved successful in picking up a
Central American Spanish accent
while living in Nicaragua earlier
that summer, as the recruiters on
the other end had no idea he was
not a native Spanish speaker. By
the time he landed the job, however,
blueberry season was over in North
Carolina, so he went to Western
Michigan, instead.

Growing up in a predominately
white suburb of Tuscan, Arizona,
there was little incentive to study
Spanish for Billy and his peers
except to take the classes offered in
high school in order to boost their
transcripts for college admissions.
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It was only after leaving the
Southwest to study at Warren
Wilson College in Swannanoa,
North Carolina that Billy developed
an interest in the immigrant
populations that contribute so much
to the American economy and
culture, yet were largely invisible
during his upbringing. Realizing
he would have to become serious
about learning Spanish, he enrolled
in the Middlebury Language
School, not knowing at that point
that he would end up in Vermont
three years later. Billy graduated
college and moved to Washington,
DC in order to be the scheduler
for a former congressman at his
current thinktank that Billy will
honestly call a lobbying firm with
a non-profit status. His real desire
was to travel and work alongside
immigrants.  Through word of
mouth, he left his job to go to a
language school in a small village
in Nicaragua, where he ended up
staying for several months, dating
a local girl, and enjoying the small
town atmosphere that he compares
to South Royalton.

The same curiosity about other
places, or more accurately, the
people who live there has led Billy
to know more about the people of
South Royalton beyond VLS than
most law students, not only because
he likes to hang out at the Chelsea
Station café (“it is like Cheers,
everyone knows your name”), but
also due to his involvement in the
local Lions Club chapter, where
the members told him that he is the
only law student to have ever come
to a meeting, and is the youngest
attendant by at least a generation
or two. Billy recognizes that his
preferred activities outside of
basic law school demands may
not constitute as resume builders,
but sees them as inseparable to the
reason why he went to law school,
to help people. “Where ever I
go, I am interested in meeting
the people in the community and
hearing their stories, sharing mine,

and figuring out what the issues
are, not necessarily political, but
life issues.” Billy’s philosophy of
reaching out extends not only into
his personal and professional life,
but also his creative ventures. An
admirer of participant journalism,
Billy wants to write about his
experiences by embracing the
style’s basic premise—that human
nature prevents the writer/observer
from ever being truly divorced
from the subject, therefore the
relationship should be embraced
and explored. Billy cites to George
Orwell’s journalism, especially
The Road to Wigan Pier, as his
inspiration, but admits that he will
have to make more time between
law school and his other interests
to pursue writing more seriously.

Billy is a strong proponent of
VLS students, supported by the
administration, becoming more
engaged in the larger South
Royalton community, seeing much
to be mutually gained by learning to
foster interconnections, as they can
be applied to advocacy, large and
small movement building, or just
being a good neighbor. To anyone
who may be skeptical of this
assertion, look to this: during this
past summer picking blueberries,
with the new perspective of
working with different people in a
different state, and one year of law
school behind him, Billy was able
to dive further into the legal issues
impacting migrant farmworkers,
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first hand.  Specifically, Billy
saw how employers broke the
law that, among other abuses,
cheated workers out of their wages
(including his own), tactics he sees
as useful in knowing how to collect
evidence as an attorney. “Law
school may be great at teaching you
the laws, but if you can’t get them
enforced, what good are they?”
Billy asks, striving to go beyond
being just a well-intentioned
lawyer, to one who knows how the
law is affecting his clients by trying
to experience it for himself.

Of course, the types of insight
Billy continues to pursue need not
have only altruistic purposes. Just
recently, as part of the 2L summer
internship scramble, Billy got in
touch with a legal services attorney
involved with Immokalee tomato
workers in Florida. Billy needed
only to talk about his summer
work experience—outside of the
law office or court chambers—to
earn the respect and interest of his
potential supervisor, who did not
even request to see his resume. For
Billy, becoming a people’s lawyer
means being there right now with
those he wishes to serve throughout
his career. This ethic is a natural
extension of someone who values
his community, no matter where he
finds himself.



