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Meritorious Service Award Recipients Lois and Ray Ackerman

On behalf of the faculty, I am honored to present the University of Oregon School of Law’s Meritorious Service Award. This award normally is given to outstanding members of the legal profession – but this year’s award is for two non-lawyers who have made a tremendous contribution to the education of law students of Oregon.

Let me tell you a little about the Ackermans and why a faculty of rather pompous academic lawyers have made this award to non-lawyers. Many of you did not have a chance to know the Ackermans, as you came into law school after Mrs. Ackerman retired, ending 50 years as the most important non-lawyer in the lives of a half century of Oregon law graduates.

Lois Potter and Ray Ackerman met in Pierre, South Dakota during the Great Depression, where Lois, fresh out of Yankton College, worked days for the Superintendent of Schools and taught evenings at the night school. Soon thereafter, Ray Ackerman enlisted in the Army, and after serving in both Europe and the Pacific, retired as a Major in the Corps of Engineers. Lois and Ray were married while Ray was in the services. In 1943, Lois moved to Eugene and was hired as secretary to Law School, Dean Wayne Morse, who was on partial leave, and Acting Dean Orlando Hollis. Ray joined Lois in Eugene after leaving the service and completed his education at the University of Oregon where he received both his Bachelor of Business Administration and Master of Education. Ray was employed for 30 years in Eugene public schools, first as a teacher and then as an administrator.

In 1943, Dean Hollis and Mrs. Ackerman, along with a faculty secretary, composed the total law school administration in Fenton Hall. Mrs. Ackerman directed and performed the function of Assistant Dean, Registrar, Admissions Officer, Recorder, Executive Assistant and Student Counselor. She was the administrative staff. Students and faculty carried their problems, large and small, to Mrs. Ackerman who was so highly regarded that none would think to call her by her first name, if even they knew it. To most, she was and continues to be Mrs. A.

She accepted the task of keeping the Law School running with such energy, grace and empathy that all problems came to her for possible solutions. This meant she worked extended hours, frequently nights and weekends, which was only possible with the constant help, cooperation and love of her husband, Ray, so much so that the faculty viewed them as a team who constantly made law school life pleasant.

This award is given to these two wonderful people not just for extraordinary drive and effort, but rather in recognition of the professional and ethical impact upon law students and the Oregon law school.

Except for a brief interruption for the birth of daughter Jane, Mrs. A had been doing this phenomenal job in Fenton Hall for 25 years when I arrived in 1968 to succeed Dean Orlando Hollis. I was then, as now, concerned about developing law students’ professional and ethical standards by means of the curriculum. However, as I talked with former graduates and witnessed first hand the enormous influence Mrs. A had, I realize more than courses were involved in the evolution of entering students into successful law students and professionally responsible lawyers.

A law school is truly fortunate when in addition to educating future lawyers, it also manages to inspire genuine affection and devotion on the part of its students, faculty and staff. That’s something to be cherished as very special. To the extent that this law school has succeeded in this, it results from the school having been enormously enriched over the years, by the extraordinary human qualities of persons whose contributions consisted of more than just excellently doing their jobs. 

At this law school for 50 years, that person was Mrs. A. She maintained meticulous order in what easily could become chaos as she went about counseling the students, processing registration, scheduling, administering exams, tracing graduation requirements and compiling academic records for every student. Although never in a classroom, but by working with students and staff, Mrs. A taught civility to others, promptness, integrity, observance of standards and a sense of service in a fair and professional manner.

Speaking of deans, Mrs. A served with six of them, beginning with Wayne Morse and ending with Maury Holland. Four of them, beginning with me, were new to deaning, and she had to break us in. (Orlando Hollis was also new to deaning, but no one who knew him could imagine that he was ever “broken in” by anyone.) For each of us she provided wise and sensible advice, steadfast encouragement and a daily example of what complete dedication to one’s job means. But, as much as she meant to the deans, faculty and staff with whom she worked, it was upon the generations of students who passed through this law school during her time that Mrs. A had the greatest impact, and who were most benefited by her presence. 

The way in which Mrs. A influenced or taught students is difficult to explain to those who did not witness it. Its best described by the fact that Mrs. A was a firm believer that the law school exists, first and foremost, for the benefit of students. This is sometimes over looked by us as faculty or administrators.

Simply put, Mrs. A genuinely cared about the students and that care was manifested in a thousand practical and quiet ways. She was never intrusive and never advertised herself as a special fount of wisdom or advice. Most often her efforts on behalf of students took the form of quietly solving the problems they encountered while still requiring adherence to deadlines and requirements. Usually, they were never specially aware of her efforts since her preference was often that they not know of her involvement. However, year and year students came to understand that they had no better friend in the law school than she. That explains why, for so many of them, she was the individual most admired and respected among all who worked here and why, when we meet alumni years after their graduation, Mrs. A is the first person they recall most fondly and inquire about first.

Those of us fortunate enough to have been in the law school when Mrs. A was part of it feel a bit sorry for those who are deprived of the enormous pleasure and inspiration of her presence. On the other hand, by reason of the imprint she left on all of us, she remains part of this school and the legal profession.

As we noted at the outset, Ray and Lois Ackerman were true partners in all they did. Each has drawn much from the wonderful character and support of the other.

Ray was never formally employed at the law school, but over the years he has spend thousands of hours helping Lois with law school matters. On many an evening or weekend, Ray would pitch in and help ensure that all deadlines were met and the chores were completed.

The two of them personify how marital partners not only can complement the life’s work of each other, but how the gentle aura of their cooperation can make life better for all of those around them.

Mrs. A and Ray, you have honored us by your service, your gentility and by your gracious example. By action of the faculty, I present you our highest recognition, the University Of Oregon School Of Law’s 2001 Meritorious Service Award.

Eugene F. Scoles

