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LAW
YERS SPEAK: 

How I’m
 Making

a Difference 

Wondering what will make your heart sing 
in retirement? These lawyers are fguring 
that out for themselves. 

Last issue, we featured an article—8 Steps 
to Repurposing the Retiring Lawyer in 
You—to give you a road map for fnding 

purpose in your retirement. 
Of course, one way to fnd purpose is to 

give back. So in this issue, we continue on 
that mission by featuring the frst-person ac-
counts of fve lawyers—some retired, some 
still working toward retirement—who’ve 
found greater purpose and meaning in their 
lives by helping others. 

We admire these fve lawyers for their com-
mitment to improving others’ lives, and we’re 
hoping their experiences will help you fnd 
the best way to give back yourself. 
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HOW WE’RE CREATING AN 
EDUCATIONAL MOVEMENT 

This is no sleepy essay contest. An Ohio lawyer 
says his 6,000-student contest is a challenge, but 
one he’s so happy he took on. 

BY ALEX GERTSBURG 

Imagine a conversation that goes something like this: 
“Let’s do a social experiment where we challenge a 

bunch of local high school students to solve one im-
portant problem they’re dealing with.” 

“Might be interesting. Keep going.” 
“What if you told them they had to do it in a one-

page, single-spaced essay? It would exercise both parts of 
their brain—the problem-solving, logical left side and the 
creative, persuasive right side.” 

“I’m listening. How many students?” 
“6,000 in seven high schools.” 
“That’s impossible! Who’s going to read all those essays?” 
“Business owners. Professionals. Lawyers. Judges. 

Members of Congress. Real business leaders, the same 
ones who are going to employ these kids in a few years.” 

“But you’d need hundreds of them. And what will the 
students get?” 

“The students develop real-life problem-solving and 
communication skills, get an evaluation by profession-
als instead of their teachers, along with awards they can 
put on their resume—and oh, yeah, more than $36,000 
in cash and laptop computers distributed to the winning 
students and their schools.” 

“Wow. Where are you getting all that money?” 
“From that same business community.” 
“I’m in! Sign me up.” 

THAT REALLY HAPPENED, IN SO MANY WORDS 
That’s the conversation that has evolved over the last 
three years, ever since my frm and the Chagrin Valley 
Chamber of Commerce joined up to start the We Solve 
Problems Essay Contest in 2015. That’s when it really 
clicked for me that both skill sets—problem-solving 
and communicating—are necessary to succeed in the 
business world. 

But it wasn’t until law school that I remember re-
ally studying and honing those skills. Before then, 
schools and colleges in large part compartmentalized 
those skills in discrete classes like English and math. 
That light-bulb going off was the genesis of the contest 
three years ago. 

It’s been a wild ride. 
These days, I still enjoy practicing law and man-

aging my frm, but the most meaningful and fulfll-
ing thing I do is running the non-proft we formed 
to operate this essay contest. This year, seven high 
schools and up to 6,000 students will participate in 
the contest. 

REVEALING STUDENTS’ UNTAPPED IDEAS 
That frst year, we chose the problem for the students 
to solve. It was the scourge of cyberbullying, and it was 
a real problem, causing anxiety, depression, and even 
suicides as kids anonymously harassed, cyberstalked, or 
shamed their peers on Facebook or email. 

We raised $10,000 that year from business own-
ers and had 130 volunteer judges. They read essays in 
three rounds, with the fnal round judged by Cleveland 
Cavaliers CEO Len Komoroski and serial entrepreneur 
Jeff Hoffman. That frst year, we had only two schools 
and 1,300 students involved. 

The next year, we repeated the contest but nearly 
doubled its size to four schools and more than 2,000 
students. We chose texting and driving as the problem 
for the students to solve, had 180 judges, and gave 
away $13,000. 

This year, we’re asking the students to choose their 
own problem to solve, and we’ve nearly doubled the 
size again, going to seven schools and nearly 6,000 
eligible students. We’ve already exceeded last year’s 
judge and sponsor levels. Students submitted essays on 
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February 21, and the winners will be announced at an 
awards reception on May 3. 

WE’VE SOLVED OUR OWN GROWING PAINS 
The contest hasn’t been without its challenges. But 
we’ve overcome all of them (so far) with the help of a 
rock-star advisory board. Each year, we have to gather 
large numbers of judges and sponsors. Social media and 
local media have been great engines for this outreach. 

As we grow, we also have to keep innovating and 
scaling to manage the increasing numbers of judges, 
students, and faculty. We’ve learned to leverage tech-
nology for that, including software that checks for 
plagiarism and that makes submitting and grading 
essays easy. 

Time commitment is defnitely an issue—I spend 
anywhere from 1 to 10 hours a week on this, de-
pending on how close we are to key events like the 
submission deadline or the awards reception. It’s a 
labor of love, though. Also, the board divides that 
labor well, and other folks are always happy to 
volunteer. 

There have been unexpected positive consequences 
from this contest. We’ve met incredible people along 
the way—judges, sponsors, students, teachers, and 
the media. Judges have also begun mentoring rela-
tionships with students; Jeff Hoffman still corre-
sponds with fnalists from the last two years. 

Above all, we’ve received amazing support and 
feedback about this new paradigm for student edu-
cation—direct, constructive interaction between 
high school students and business leaders specifcally 
about these two critical skills they need in business. 

I don’t have any plans to retire yet, but to lawyers 
thinking about giving back now or during retirement, 
I’ve learned a little something: Don’t be afraid to try 
something nobody’s ever done. Also, do what you 
love and what matters to you. Then keep doing it year 
after year because it only improves with repetition. 

“And,” he concluded only-half-tongue-in-cheek, 
“here’s a super-easy way to give back and contribute: 
Sign up to be a judge in our contest or donate prize 
money to the winning students.” (Just go to www. 
gertsburglaw.com/essay to do that. You’ll love it!) E 

ALEX GERTSBURG is the founder of The Gertsburg Law Firm 
in Chagrin Falls, Ohio, where he practices business law, and 
CoverMySix, which offers legal audits identifying and ad-
dressing the six areas most likely to cause companies legal 
exposure. 

LEAVING THE BENCH TO MAKE A 
BIGGER DIFFERENCE 

A former judge has completed a decade of 
following his heart when it comes to pro bono. 
And he’s got a lot of fuel left in his tank. 

BY STUART SHIFFMAN 

Early in 2008, at the age of 59, I decided I’d retire 
from a 23-year judicial career. It wasn’t an easy 
decision because I enjoyed the job. But the daily 

grind was beginning to wear on me, and I believed I 
had more to offer my profession and my community. 

Retirement was actually not the correct word for 
my future because, as I told friends and family, what 
I really wanted to do was reload. I still had suffcient 
idealism to believe I could contribute to that effort. 

I knew I’d undertake pro bono service where I was 
needed, but I wanted to make some difference. 

For me, pro bono meant more than providing free 
legal services. I also wanted to continue in my pro-
fessional capacity in areas of the law that while not 
strictly pro bono made a contribution to the law. 

SO MANY OPPORTUNITIES 
Lawyers are often faced with diffculty when asked to 
work pro bono. Just as in fee cases, the potential out-
come doesn’t justify the work required. Those needing 
services often don’t even know where to turn to request 
help. And the many worthy organizations that attempt 
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