
A Chief Mentor
From humble beginnings to the Supreme Court 
of Missouri, Zel Fischer (J.D. ’88) remembers  
to give back

RES IPSA
UMKC School of Law Alumni Magazine | Winter 2018



UMKC School of Law  |  law.umkc.edu13

PASSION PROJECT:  
FREEING 
THE INNOCENT

UMKC School of Law  |  law.umkc.edu13

by Mike Plunkett

UMKC law students and professors are winning 
exonerations for the wrongly convicted as part 

of the Midwest Innocence Project
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THIRTY-SIX YEARS 
AND 10 DAYS. 

That how’s long Rodney Lincoln spent 
time in prison for a crime he didn’t 
commit.

Lincoln was convicted in 1982 for the 
murder of JoAnn Tate and the attacks on 
her two daughters. The state of Missouri 
offered as evidence a strand of hair found  
at the crime scene that “matched” Lincoln. 
The testimony of the youngest daughter, 
provided under coercion after she 
identified another suspect, was seen  
by the jury as irrefutable evidence of guilt. 

In 2003, Lincoln’s daughter Kay got  
in touch with the then-fledgling Midwest 
Innocence Project (MIP). After multiple 
closed doors and denials to reopening or 
even considering her father’s case, she had 
become an ‘amateur detective’ looking  
for justice.

“They were the first who actually looked 
at the information I compiled and said, 
‘Yeah, this is a very convincing claim  
of innocence and we can help,’” Kay says. 
“That was the big part. It was something 
someone could do something about.”

On New Year’s Eve 2005, MIP took 
her father’s case. That began a 13-year 
relationship that culminated with  
a shocking yet wonderful moment when, 
earlier this year, former Gov. Eric Greitens 
commuted Lincoln’s sentence to  
time served.

He is one of seven who have been 
freed as part of MIP’s work. They are 
currently litigating a dozen other cases and 
investigating 40 more.

The legacy of the Midwest Innocence 
Project is anchored in two realities: the 
passion and compassion that goes into 
serving the wrongfully convicted and the 
network of partnerships built throughout 
the years that keeps the nonprofit moving 
cases toward justice. 
 

HISTORY OF SERVICE

The Innocence Project, born out of the 
work of lawyers Barry Scheck and Peter 
Neufeld, is only 26 years old. Their work 
was focused on using new DNA technology 

to challenge faulty testing admitted 
during the trial process. According to the 
Innocence Project, 362 DNA exonerees  
in 37 states have occurred since 1989.

The Midwest Innocence Project was one 
of the first organizations to come out  
of that movement. Founded in 2001 
through the UMKC School of Law, the 
MIP also works in conjunction with the 
Nebraska Innocence Project and the Iowa 
Public Defender’s Wrongful Conviction 
Division. 

Admittedly, the first years were lean  
at MIP. Only one professor and various  
law and journalism students worked on 
cases. Most of the work was foundational: 
They were building a process for selecting 
cases and creating a legal clinic on two 
different campuses.

There were significant changes for 
the nonprofit along the way. Journalism 
students stopped participating in the 
program, and in 2005, with the guidance 
of Dean Emerita Ellen Suni, MIP 
reorganized as a nonprofit. 

Tricia Bushnell, MIP’s current executive 
director who came to the nonprofit as legal 
director in 2013, says the incorporation 
happened so they could raise funds and 
create a board of directors independent  
of the law school.

 “We’ve been lucky to have an incredibly 
vital board that is really 
committed to the mission,” 
she says. 

Today, Midwest Innocence 
Project’s reach goes across 
five states — Missouri, 
Kansas, Iowa, Arkansas 
and Nebraska — with 
partnerships with both the 
UMKC and UM-Columbia 
Schools of Law, the Paul E. 
Wilson Project for Innocence 
at the University of Kansas 
law school, the Iowa State 
Public Defender’s Wrongful 
Conviction Division and the Nebraska 
Innocence Project. 

Consequently, MIP has grown. They 
went from one staff member to six  
full-time staff. 

With affiliated attorneys and law 
students, 12 people occupy their offices  
on Broadway Boulevard in Midtown at  
any moment.  

PASSION AND COMPASSION

The Midwest Innocence Project has 
been the public face of many high-profile 
cases the past few years that have received 
national and international media coverage. 
Richard Jones was convicted of aggravated 
assault and robbery in the “doppelganger 
case,” as Jones was mistaken for the real 
perpetuator, who looked similar to him.  
He was released June 2017.

Last year, prosecutors in Wyandotte 
County, Kansas, moved to vacate Lamonte 
McIntyre’s double homicide conviction 
in the middle of the evidentiary hearing. 
McIntyre was 17 when he was arrested.  
By the time he was released in  
October 2017, he was 41. 

McIntyre’s case also spawned legislation 
to compensate the wrongfully convicted for 
time and potential wages lost during their 
incarceration, based on work done by  
MIP lawyers.

These cases highlight a field UMKC 
Law alumni and students have always been 
passionate about: public service to the 
citizens who need it most. The Midwest 
Innocence Project Student Organization is 
an active student group within the UMKC 
School of Law; many of MIP’s attorneys 
are graduates from the organization. 

Lindsay Runnels (J.D. ’09), 
the current legal director of 
both the UMKC and UM-
Columbia legal clinics, worked 
at the UMKC Innocence Project 
Clinic while in law school and 
says the clinics have become 
very popular for students to 
gain unique work experience.

“It’s not lucrative, but lots 
of students are engaged and 
interested in this,” Runnels says. 
“It’s not theory based – we are 
working on cases. It’s practical 
application.” 

Since its founding, MIP  
has benefited from the UMKC School  
of Law’s commitment to criminal justice. 
Bushnell says that focus — while often not 
recognized — is a major component of the 
school’s success.

 
 
 

Tricia Bushnell,  
Executive Director 
Midwest Innocence Project
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“UMKC has always had 
incredible criminal justice 
clinics,” Bushnell says. Speaking 
of MIP co-founder and current 
professor Sean O’Brien, she 
says: “He’s a living legend.  
He made the U.S. Supreme 
Court case that innocence is 
a factor that lets you get into 
court. That is significant. The 
work we do in non-DNA cases 
would not exist if that case 
didn’t happen.”

Runnels says that even if lawyers choose 
not to go into public interest law as their 
profession, their experience with MIP is 
extremely valuable.

“The more lawyers that know about 
the criminal justice system in and out and 
the dirty secrets of it, the better for us,” 
Runnels says.
 

HELP FROM THE LAW COMMUNITY

Partnerships, both with the clients 
and the school, is what has kept MIP 
successful. 

“Because we’ve been able 
to show how well we work as 
a partner, there’s more than 
enough work to be done. We 
want to enable people to do 
the work. It’s not anything 
more than being able to help 
people,” Bushnell says.

Law firms and many UMKC 
School of Law alumni have 
been crucial to completing  
that work. 

Sarah Lintecum (J.D. ’13) 
serves as an Associate at Lathrop Gage in 
Environment Law and Insurance Recovery. 
When Bushnell went to the firm and gave 
a presentation asking for the firm’s help on 
several cases, she jumped 
 at the chance.

“I didn’t do the clinic when I was 
at UMKC, and that’s a regret I have,” 
Lintecum says. “Why I’m thrilled to work 
at Lathrop Gage is they’ve given us this 
opportunity to give back and work on 
something completely different than what 
I do on a day-to-day basis and really get 
something out of it.” 

Lintecum was part of a group of Lathrop 
Gage lawyers who filed a petition for a 
writ of habeas corpus for Laquanda “Faye” 
Jacobs, who in 1993 was convicted of 
capital murder. 

Lintecum says the team went through 
the 20-plus year case, reading the witness 
interviews and trial transcripts. It was 
clear to the team the state didn’t have any 
evidence connecting her to this crime.

“So that was really rewarding to see all 
our analysis and work come together in  
a brief that quite honestly, is one the pieces 
I’m most proud of,” she says.

Jacobs was released after her sentence 
was shortened to time served due to a  
U.S. Supreme Court decision that juveniles 
couldn’t be sentenced to mandatory life 
without parole. She was 16 at the time  
of her trial.

Lintecum says she only spoke with 
Jacobs on the phone a few times, but 
after she was released, got to spend the 
afternoon with her.

“I can’t even tell you what a kind, 
compassionate person she is,” Lintecum 
says.  

RICHARD JONES 
Wrongful conviction: 
Aggravated assault and robbery

Time served: 16 years

Released: June 2017

Photos: Tom Styrkowicz/53Tom

RODNEY LINCOLN 
Wrongful conviction: Murder

Time served: 36 years

Released: June 2018

Lindsay Runnels (J.D. '09)
Associate Clinical Professor,  
UMKC School of Law
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“She’s got the biggest heart an 
is so kind and loving. It was really 
rewarding to meet her in person.”

That type of connection is why many  
law firms turn to the Midwest  
Innocence Project.

“I think it’s that commitment, everyone 
has that pro bono commitment and at least 
for us, they’ve lived up to it,” Bushnell says.  
 

THE FIGHT GOES ON

For all its successes, there’s more work  
for the Midwest Innocence Project to do.

There’s a constant education – and  
re-education – of prosecutors and courts  
on DNA testing, issues of misconduct  
and ethical questions, and the striving for 
due process for those at trial.

Bushnell says a big part of their work 
is working with district attorneys who are 
creating conviction integrity units (CIUs), 
departments within prosecutors’ offices 
dedicated to reviewing cases of those who 
believe they were wrongfully convicted.

Three new units are opening locally: one in 
Wyandotte County, Kansas; one in St. Louis, 
Missouri; and one in St. Louis County.

Bushnell says the most successful CIUs are 
the ones that partner with local innocence 
projects because the government isn’t in the 
best position to review its own work.

As for MIP’s clients, the fight  
continues.

Currently, they are petitioning the 
governors of Arkansas and Missouri 
for clemency for Jacobs and Lincoln, 
respectively.

Runnels says, because of the size of their 
jurisdiction, there is a substantial waitlist 
for those who have contacted MIP for help. 

“Our waitlist is long, and the more 
partners that we have, the more cases we 
can accept and litigate,” she says. “So if  
any of the firms want to partner on a case 
for their pro bono hours this year, we’ll  
take that.”

Kay Lincoln implores those who want 
to volunteer their time to the Midwest 
Innocence Project – or any similar group  
– to do it.

“There’s nothing that’s going to make an 
attorney understand the importance of what 
they do until they walk an innocent person 
out the door,” she says.

Now a free man, Rodney Lincoln says  
he’s making up for lost time. 

“I’ve done more in the past four months 
than I did in the first 30 years of my life,” 
Rodney Lincoln says. “I actually had a 
chance to meet each and every one of my 
grandchildren, which is 17. And I’ve also 
had the opportunity to meet 25 of my 27 
great-grandchildren. That in and of itself 
was amazing.”

Freedom includes parasailing, fishing, 
going down slip-and-slides and jumping 
out of airplanes. 

As he says, “It’s been a very precious gift.”

FAYE JACOBS
Wrongful conviction: Murder

Time served: 26 years

Released: July 2018

"THERE'S 
NOTHING THAT'S 
GOING TO MAKE 
AN ATTORNEY 
UNDERSTAND THE 
IMPORTANCE OF 
WHAT THEY DO 
UNTIL THEY WALK 
AN INNOCENT 
PERSON OUT THE 
DOOR."
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PUBLIC SERVICE
by the Numbers

6,540 
total UMKC Law alumni live in 50 states,  
plus Washington D.C., Guam, Puerto Rico  
and 11 other countries

The Missouri State  
Public Defender System
is the third-largest employer of UMKC Law  
graduates from 2012-17

3

The Jackson County 
Prosecutor’s Office
is the sixth-largest employer of UMKC Law  
graduates from 2012-17

6

70%
of circuit judges in Jackson County,  
Missouri, are UMKC Law alumni

250
students enrolled in clinics operated 
by UMKC School of Law to provide legal 
services to community (2016-18)

24,000
hours of legal service provided annually 
to the community by UMKC Law  
externship students

In this issue of Res Ipsa, we feature judges, wrongful conviction attorneys, immigration lawyers 
and other UMKC Law graduates who have spent their careers in some form of public service. 
These numbers represent some of the many more alumni giving back in their professions.

1,500
self-represented individuals have accessed 
resources at the UMKC Law Library (2016-18)




