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Dean Jennifer L. Mnookin Takes the Helm

a new leader emerges

UCLA School of Law welcomes Jennifer L. Mnookin as the law school’s ninth—and third 
female—dean. A leading evidence scholar and a member of the UCLA Law faculty since 2005, 
she assumed the position in August. She shares her path to the deanship and her goals for 
catalyzing UCLA Law’s forward momentum. Through her leadership, and with her particular 
mix of energy, enthusiasm, charisma, intellect and impressive background and experience, 
UCLA Law is poised for even greater success.  
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A New leader 
emerges 
Dean Jennifer L. Mnookin  
Takes the Helm

Steering the helm of a world-class—and internationally renowned—academic 

institution can require navigating challenging waters. There are students to recruit, 

faculty members to retain and curricula to shape. It is a delicate balancing act, 

requiring leadership from the rare individual who can forge consensus from 

competing interests and catalyze forward momentum. Someone with a particular 

mix of poise, charisma, intellect and skill. Someone with energy, enthusiasm and 

impeccable credentials. Someone like Jennifer Mnookin. 
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BORN FOR THE JOB 
The incoming dean of UCLA School of Law relishes the 
challenge. “I love institutions, and I love getting engaged,” she 
says. “The idea that I get to spend time and energy making an 
already superb institution even better is thrilling to me. My 
job is to take a school that is in a terrific place—with fabulous 
students and faculty members, wonderful and generous 
alumni—and support and advance its excellence, making 
everyone in this community the best version of themselves. 
It’s a tremendously appealing opportunity.”

Mnookin was born for the job. The daughter of a law 
school professor, she understood early on the importance of 
argument and the value of being able to see every side. “I grew 
up in a family where there were always intense discussions 
around the dinner table,” she recalls. “My father was the kind 
of person who would say ‘yes’ to things if we could persuade 
him. He would say, ‘Give me your best argument,’ and that 
was part of the culture I grew up in. I also saw the enormous 
satisfaction he got from teaching and research, and from 
the ability to make contributions to the real world while 
simultaneously engaging in the life of the mind. So I knew 
about this profession in a way I think many kids don’t.”

As a student, Mnookin quickly blazed a trail to distinction, 

first as an undergraduate at Harvard, where she graduated 
magna cum laude, and then at Yale Law School. After two 
years working toward her J.D., she put her legal studies on 
hold to pursue a Ph.D. in the history and social study of 
science and technology at MIT. “I’ve long been interested 
in the intersection of science, technology and the law,” 
Mnookin says. “Throughout my academic career, I’ve 
remained fascinated by questions around how scientific 
notions change our understanding of the world—in 
particular, how those notions have shaped ideas about 
proof and persuasion over time.” Mnookin completed 
her program at MIT through the general exams and then 
returned to Yale for her final year of law school before 
starting to write her dissertation. “At that point, I knew I 
was committed to going down an academic path,” she says.

AN OBVIOUS MVP
It was as a new professor at the University of Virginia 
School of Law that Mnookin first met Elizabeth Magill, a 
faculty colleague who would soon become a close friend. 
“Jennifer is an extraordinary talent, and her potential was 

“ My father was the kind of person 
who would say ... ‘Give me your 
best argument,’ and that was part 
of the culture I grew up in. I also 
saw the enormous satisfaction 
he got from teaching and 
research, and from the ability 
to make contributions to the 
real world while simultaneously 
engaging in the life of the mind. 
So I knew about this profession 
in a way I think many kids don’t.”
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clear from the beginning,” remembers Magill, who today 
serves as dean of Stanford Law School. “She is an MVP-kind 
of colleague because she is capable of having insight into the 
work of an amazingly wide range of scholars and teachers. 
The kind of perspective she has is essential in evaluating 
institutional questions like what opportunities a school 
should pursue and why, which I think will serve her well as 
dean. Jennifer has this mix of sparkling intellect, creativity 
and ability to grasp what drives institutions that made her 
immediately recognizable as someone who could lead.”

Mnookin spent seven years at UVA before feeling the pull 
west. She had grown up in California, and the call that came 
from UCLA Law put the Golden State back in her sights. 
“My husband [UCLA professor Joshua Foa Dienstag] and I 
loved UVA, but Charlottesville—well, in the 18th century, it 
was a pretty happening place,” she laughs. “Seriously, we are, 
at heart, city people. I’m from the Bay Area and didn’t know 
much about Los Angeles. But I took a few trips out here, and 
the more I saw, the more I absolutely loved it.”

FOOD AS METAPHOR
Getting to know UCLA Law was a critical step in sealing the 
deal. “Even as a visitor, it was obvious to me that this was a 
remarkable community with a brilliant and collegial faculty,” 
she says. “It had ideological diversity without divisions. It 
had an incredible student body. It was committed to a public 
mission and to excellence at the same time. It was housed 
within a phenomenal research university. And it was in the 

center of one of the most interesting, vibrant metropolitan 
areas on the planet. That’s not a combination you come across 
every day.”

There was, Mnookin admits, another draw, as well. “I’m 
kind of a foodie,” she says. “At the time, I was reading [Pulitzer 
Prize-winning food writer] Jonathan Gold’s book, Counter 
Intelligence: Where to Eat in the Real Los Angeles, and I was just 
blown away. I mean, the diversity of choice was astonishing: 
There was Chinese food from provinces in China I had never 
heard of; not just Mexican food but also Oaxacan and Jaliscan 
cuisine. He is a marvelous writer, and reading his descriptions, 
I said to my husband, ‘How can we not do this?’”

For Mnookin, the variety of culinary options provided an 
apt metaphor for everything Los Angeles had to offer. “This 
feels like a city in which the 21st century is unfolding,” she 
says. “In its complexity, sometimes it’s chaotic. It’s vibrant and 
alive; it’s important. And it is very exciting to be part of that.”

Today, Mnookin and her family (husband Joshua Foa 
Dienstag, a noted political theorist, daughter Sophia, 16, 
and son Isaac, 12) are convinced Angelenos who delight in 
taking advantage of the region’s abundant cultural resources. 
That they have been able to do so despite two high-powered, 
full-time careers, Mnookin points out, is a testament to the 
partnership she and Joshua have built. “My husband has 
always been 100 percent supportive of my professional life,” 
she says. “We have always shared completely in child care 
and other responsibilities, and our life has been richer for 

“ Jennifer has this mix of sparkling 
intellect, creativity and ability to 
grasp what drives institutions 
that made her immediately 
recognizable as someone who 
could lead.”

    —  ELIZABETH MAGILL 

Dean of Stanford Law School 
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it. When I was considering becoming a candidate for this 
deanship, he was entirely enthusiastic about the prospect. I’m 
really grateful to have a spouse who is so encouraging.”

STANDING APART
Her arrival at UCLA Law in 2005 left a lasting impression on 
her faculty colleagues. “I have never met anyone with Jennifer’s 
level of academic sophistication,” says Michael Schill, former 
UCLA Law dean and current president of the University of 
Oregon. “She knows everything about the enterprise of legal 
scholarship and about how law schools work. She is a visionary. 
And she is an absolute force of nature.” 

Schill got to know Mnookin well after appointing her to 
be his vice dean for faculty and research, a job she executed 
with expert skill and profound sensitivity. He notes that 
Mnookin’s enthusiasm for collaboration and openness to new 
ideas make her uniquely suited to the deanship. “Sometimes, 
faculty members spend their entire lives working within a 
discipline, and they learn how to evaluate work within it, 
but they don’t appreciate good work in others. One of the 
great things about Jennifer is that she is omnivorous in terms 
of her appreciation of other disciplines and styles of legal 
scholarship that aren’t her own. She recognizes academic 
quality better than anyone I know.” Coupling that ability 
with her unstoppable energy, Schill says, is “just what the 
school needs to move it to the next level. There is no one 
better prepared to be a dean of a law school in the United 
States today than Jennifer Mnookin.”

Members of the committee charged with finding a new 
dean reached a similar conclusion. Their national search 
yielded a number of highly qualified candidates, but even in 
a crowded field of competitors, Mnookin stood apart. “From 
the outset, I felt like I had an excellent handle on the qualities 
I thought would make Jennifer an outstanding dean,” says 
Stephen Bainbridge, William D. Warren distinguished 
professor of law. “She is exceptionally well acquainted with 
the school, she is well regarded on the faculty and she is a 
person of extremely sound judgment. I think she is the right 
person to expand UCLA Law’s considerable strengths and to 
address the multiplicity of issues facing us and all today’s top 
law schools.”

Alexandria Ruiz, a student ambassador to the committee and 
a member of the class of 2016, concurs. “From my perspective, 

students were looking for someone with a vision for the future 
and the moxie to make tough decisions for UCLA Law’s 
continued success in a way that involved all of the school’s 
stakeholders,” she says. “Jennifer was a stellar candidate because 
of her deep institutional knowledge and clear commitment to 
our school. Most importantly, her genuine interest in student 
success was clear at all stages of the process. And, as someone 
who has served in the school’s administration previously, she 
has an insider’s view that will enable her to get things moving 
from the beginning of her tenure.”

Mnookin herself points to administrative experience as 
a key asset she brings to the table. “I really like the internal 
side of institution building,” she says. “I did two stints as vice 
dean for two different deans (she also served as vice dean for 
external appointments and intellectual life under Dean Rachel 
F. Moran). And I learned a great deal from them. I think those 
positions helped prepare me in a really crucial way.”

“ Jennifer was a stellar candidate 
because of her deep institutional 
knowledge and clear commitment 
to our school. Most importantly, 
her genuine interest in student 
success was clear at all stages of 
the process. And, as someone 
who has served in the school’s 
administration previously, she has 
an insider’s view that will enable 
her to get things moving from the 
beginning of her tenure.”

   —  ALEXANDRIA RUIZ ’16 

SBA President
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PASSION FOR PEOPLE
Having already been in the trenches gives Mnookin a 
significant advantage as she surveys the broader landscape, 
says Ann Carlson, Shirley Shapiro professor of  environmental 
law and faculty co-director of the Emmett Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment. “Jennifer knows a 
lot about UCLA Law—from the finances to the culture to 
the staff. She was one of the principal architects of our recent 
curricular reform. And she has already proven herself to 
be an effective leader.” These things, Carlson observes, are 
complemented by two other vital factors: Her passion for 
people and for the law school, in equal measure. “Jennifer 
truly loves UCLA Law, and she’s this whirling dervish of 
energy who gets recharged by spending time with people, 
whether they are staff members, students, faculty members, 
alumni or donors. Her capacity to reach across constituencies 
is pretty astounding.”

That capacity extends to Mnookin’s relationships and 
collaborations with leading scholars, jurists and practitioners 
in the field. Judge Harry Edwards of the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the D.C. Circuit remembers what first struck him 

about her: “I had known of Jennifer by reputation only when 
I first met her in conjunction with my work as co-chair of the 
National Academy of Sciences’ Committee on Identifying the 
Needs of the Forensic Science Community. She was one of 
the first experts to testify before the committee, and she was 
stunningly good—brilliantly framing the legal, theoretical 
and practical issues before us and capturing the nuances 
in short order and with great clarity.” Edwards notes that 
Mnookin’s scholarship has been influential in bridging theory 
and practice in the world of forensic science and that she 
ranks “among that special breed of scholars who can think 
deeply, wrestle with tough questions and then address hard 
issues in a manner that is both compelling and illuminating 
to others.” Yet, he continues, her contributions to the debates 
on the efficacy of forensic disciplines are only part of the 
package. “What I admire about Jennifer is her quick mind, 
good sense of humor, generous spirit and clarity of thought,” 
he says. “I also like it that, although she is incredibly talented, 
she is not in the least bit pretentious or haughty in her 
dealings with others.”
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“I guess what it comes down to is that I like people,” 
Mnookin laughs. “I’m an extrovert, and I really enjoy getting 
to know them. The opportunity to connect and share ideas 
with people—with our devoted alumni, our students, my 
colleagues and the broader communities—is just a delight 
to me.” The feeling is clearly reciprocal: Last year, Mnookin 
won UCLA Law’s coveted Rutter Award for Excellence in 
Teaching, a sign of how highly she is esteemed by students 
and faculty colleagues alike.

Mnookin’s interest in people has always been an essential 
aspect of her character. Before heading to law school, she 
spent the better part of the year retracing Hernán Cortés’ 
journey of conquest, researching his route and using history 
as a lens to explore modern Mexico. A key animating impulse 
for the trip, she says, was a thirst for learning what makes 
people tick. “My traveling companion and I sometimes found 
ourselves in villages so small they had no facilities for travelers 
of any kind. In one town, the mayor gave us a warm welcome 
to his village, told us no foreigner had visited them for years 
and then insisted on having us stay with his family for the 
night,” she remembers. “I loved getting a glimpse into other 
people’s lives and cultures. If I’d gone down some other path, 
I could have been an anthropologist, though I’m very happy 
with the choices I did make. I feel lucky to have chosen the 
world of law.”

LEVERAGING OPPORTUNITY
Mnookin’s down-to-earth authenticity resonates with 
everyone she meets. Nancy Abell ’79, a partner at Paul 
Hastings who co-chairs the UCLA Law Women LEAD 
initiative to enhance the status of women in the legal 
profession, calls her a “brilliant scholar, visionary leader, 
revered professor, collaborative colleague, and beloved wife, 
mother and friend” and notes that, “Simply put, Jennifer is 
an inspiration who excels in everything she does.” Mnookin’s 
former student Nina Drucker ’14 echoes the sentiment. 
“The great thing about Jennifer becoming dean is that she 
doesn’t have to fake the important things: She cares about the 
students; she has her own serious academic interests but still 
respects the pursuits of her colleagues; she has connections 
all over campus; and is proud to be part of UCLA. She’s a 
natural leader, and everyone can see it.”

One of Mnookin’s first acts as dean was choosing Russell 
Korobkin, Richard C. Maxwell professor of law, as vice 
dean—a trusted lieutenant in managing the law school’s 

“  She is exceptionally well 
acquainted with the school, she 
is well regarded on the faculty 
and she is a person of extremely 
sound judgment. I think she is the 
right person to expand UCLA 
Law’s considerable strengths 
and to address the multiplicity 
of issues facing us and all today’s 
top law schools.”

    —  STEPHEN BAINBRIDGE 

William D. Warren Distinguished Professor of Law 
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daily affairs and helping to implement Mnookin’s long-term 
vision for the school. Korobkin says he looks forward to 
the collaboration, in part because he respects and admires 
Mnookin’s approach to life and work. “In the many years 
I’ve known Jennifer, I am always impressed that she views 
problems as opportunities rather than as roadblocks. Being 
the dean of a major law school can be overwhelming at times, 
but I know she will start and end every day with energy, 
enthusiasm and confidence.”

If Mnookin projects confidence, she also inspires it. Her 
stellar career to date, and particularly her track record of 
success at UCLA Law, have the full range of stakeholders 
talking about what comes next. “Jennifer is deeply committed 
to the law school’s and the university’s longstanding 
investment in promoting both access and excellence, and to 
facilitating the production of knowledge for the betterment 
of the legal profession and society,” says Devon Carbado, the 
Honorable Harry Pregerson professor of law. “There is a sense 
of genuine excitement about her deanship—and there is every 
reason to think she will live up to it.”

“  Jennifer truly loves UCLA Law, 
and she’s this whirling dervish 
of energy who gets recharged 
by spending time with people, 
whether they are staff members, 
students, faculty members, 
alumni or donors. Her capacity 
to reach across constituencies is 
pretty astounding.”

    —  ANN CARLSON 

Shirley Shapiro Professor of Environmental Law
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Q&A
What drew you to legal academia?

I think of myself as a problem solver who really enjoys 
both theory and practice. I love the world of ideas, and 
I have long been attracted to the intellectual freedom 
that you get as a scholar. But I also feel a strong need 
to be connected to concrete problems and practical 
solutions. The ability simultaneously to be engaged 
with real-world problems and policy issues, while also 
getting to be a scholar and producing knowledge for 
the world that didn’t exist before—that’s a powerful 
combination, and one that’s truly available in legal 
academia. You can really have a foot in each of those 
worlds. That yin/yang desire is, I think, part of why I 
became a law professor rather than, say, either a histo-
rian of science, anthropologist or a litigator.

Can you tell us a bit about your faculty col-
leagues and UCLA’s intellectual environment?

One of the things I love best about the law school is its 
deeply pluralist intellectual culture. We don’t have one 
dominant way of seeing things; there is no single the-

oretical lens through which the faculty sees the world. 
We have faculty members with an interest in law and 
society; lots of people with interests in empirical schol-
arship of different stripes, from economic to criminal 
justice; philosophers; legal historians; scholars of 
international relations; others with an interest in psy-
chological perspectives on law; remarkable clinicians; 
and doctrinal scholars of the first rank. My colleagues 
are intellectually open-minded, and very good at 
appreciating quality work that’s very different in kind 
from their own. The energy that comes from that kind 
of multiplicity is extremely exciting. We combine that 
intellectual diversity with a truly collegial environ-
ment—and if you ask me, that’s an unbeatable pairing. 

Can you talk a bit about your own scholarship?

I’m primarily an evidence scholar, with a particular 
focus on the intersection of evidence and science. I am 
fascinated by how science and society interact, and 
especially by how changes in science and technology 
affect our ideas of proof and persuasion. So, for in-

Straight from  
the Source: 

In Conversation with Dean Jennifer L. Mnookin
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stance, I’ve written about the history of photographic 
evidence and what happened when the photograph be-
came available as a kind of legal evidence for the first 
time. What did judges do with that? How did juries 
think about it? How did it transform what it meant to 
prove something? For the last few years, I’ve spent a 
good deal of my time thinking about questions related 
to forensic science. It turns out that many kinds of 
forensic science evidence have been used in court for 
years without the degree of proof of validity, or the 
amount of reliability testing, that most of us probably 
would have expected. Take, for example, the issue 

of fingerprint evidence. We’ve been using it for just 
about a century, but until the last few years, there was 
shockingly little knowledge about how well it worked, 
how often examiners made errors and what might 
lead them to make mistakes. One way to describe my 
most central scholarly focus is that I am interested in 
exploring how we produce persuasion—what makes 
people come to believe things, and the extent to which 
that changes over time. 

As you shift toward a more administrative role, 
you will be facing a new set of challenges. What 
are some of the issues you anticipate tackling?

There’s no question that this is a moment of significant 
challenge for law schools across the country. There 
has been a downturn, nationally, both in the legal job 
market and in the applications to law schools. In the 
last few years, lots of people have been asking wheth-
er the legal profession is on the cusp of some radical 
transformation or whether we’ve just been seeing 
ordinary economic cycles at work. My own view is 
that two things happened at the same time: There was 
a significant recession, coupled with some structural 
changes in the delivery of legal services. I think we’re 
already seeing a good degree of recovery from the one, 
but we have to take serious note of the other. Both, 
of course, create some challenges for law schools, 
including UCLA Law. And these changing dynamics 
certainly invite us to look closely at what we are doing 
and whether we are serving our students, the profes-
sion and the community as well as we possibly can. 

But this set of challenges is also a great opportu-
nity. I want UCLA Law to focus on creating the next 
generation of society’s problem solvers—as lawyers, 
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of course, but to some extent, conceived even more 
broadly than that. One of the things I’m proud of is 
that our graduates serve in a remarkably broad range 
of careers. UCLA Law has produced incredibly distin-
guished lawyers in every practice area. We have more 
alumni serving as judges on the Ninth Circuit than 
any other law school. And we have alumni who go 
into “law adjacent” forms of public service or become 
remarkable business people or entrepreneurs. A UCLA 
Law legal education provides a fantastic training 
ground, not only for becoming a first-rate lawyer, but 
for a wide variety of other professions, as well. And I 
think we should be embracing that broad, all-inclusive 
conception of what it is a law degree can do. Just as we 
have a pluralist intellectual culture here at the school, 
so too should we be pluralist in thinking about what 
we’re training our graduates to do. I also care deeply 
about making sure that UCLA Law continues to be a 
place that creates opportunities and transforms lives 
for a broad array of students from all walks of life. 
That’s another challenge, but another exciting one.   

Right now there’s a lot of rhetoric about  
having lawyers be “practice-ready” when they 
graduate. Any thoughts?  

I’ve definitely got some thoughts on that! There is a lot 
of talk right now about how law schools need to train 
students to be “practice-ready on day one.” Honestly, I 
think that’s short-sighted. It’s too limited a frame. Of 
course, we want our students to have every possible 
professional opportunity and to be well-prepared to 
embrace those opportunities. But I think there are at 
least two problems with the ready-on-day-one rhetoric.

First of all, to talk about being practice-ready is to 
assume that one size fits all, or that at least a couple of 
in-stock sizes fit all. But that’s just not true. There are 
an awful lot of different ways to be a lawyer on “day 
one.” What students actually need is going to vary 
tremendously, based on whether they’re at a large firm 
or a small firm, focused on litigation or doing trans-
actional work, working on criminal or civil matters,  

One of the things I’m proud of is that 

our graduates serve in a remarkably 

broad range of careers. UCLA Law 

has produced incredibly distinguished 

lawyers in every practice area. We 

have more alumni serving as judges  

on the Ninth Circuit than any other 

law school.”

“
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