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Judge John P. Smith
Smith served Minnesota for over 34 

years, first as a Ninth Judicial District 
court judge for 21 years—including 
four years as chief judge—and then on 
the Minnesota Court of Appeals, where 
he serves as a senior judge. He was 
instrumental in advancing technology 
in Minnesota courts and establishing 
the nation’s first joint jurisdiction court 
between a state government and Native 
American Tribe, the Leech Lake-Cass 
County Wellness Court.

Previously, Smith spent 15 years as 
a civil trial specialist. He is a frequent 
teacher, speaker, and mentor, as well 
as an active leader in community and 
professional organizations. Among other 
awards, Smith was honored with the 
MSBA’s Rosalie Wahl Award of Excel-
lence and David L. Graven Community 
Service Award.

Judge Donovan Frank 
A stalwart advocate for disability 

rights, Frank aims to increase legal 
representation for those with disabilities 
and ensure their right to equal justice. 
His commitment to justice has been 
evident throughout his career on the 
United States District Court, District  
of Minnesota, where he currently serves 
as a senior judge; Minnesota’s Sixth  
Judicial District; and the child abuse 
team for St. Louis County, Minn.

Committed to well-being, Frank is 
the chair of Lawyers Concerned for 
Lawyers, where he was the recipient 
of the Fred Allen Outstanding Service 
Award. He also served on the boards 
for Mitchell Hamline from 2015 to 
2024 and for the Range Mental Health 
Center, which opened a treatment and 
detoxification center bearing his name. 

Rashanda Bruce
An associate in Robins Kaplan’s mass 

tort and personal injury groups, Bruce 
has a proven track record and was instru-
mental in obtaining seven-figure verdicts 
in trials involving the abuse of aerosol 
dust remover products and the wrongful 
death of a man fatally shot following a 
minor fender bender. 

She drives initiatives in community 
and professional organizations including 
the Hennepin County Bar Association 
(HCBA), Minnesota Association of 
Black Lawyers, Prodeo Academy, Twin 
Cities Diversity and Practice, Books 
for Africa, and Warren E. Burger Inn of 
Court. She is also a competitive cheer-
leading coach for elementary school girls 
and co-founder of LOCUS. Bruce has 
received the HCBA’s Advancing Diversity 
and Inclusion Award and was named an  
Attorney of the Year by Minnesota Lawyer.

Mitchell Hamline Alumni Association 
honors alumni excellence
BY ALLY ROEKER

A Minnesota Court of Appeals senior judge, a fierce disability advocate and former trustee, and an instrumental  
 Robins Kaplan associate were recognized with Mitchell Hamline’s annual alumni awards, presented by the 

Alumni Association Board during the school’s Alumni Reunion Weekend in October.
Senior Judge John P. Smith ’75 was the Distinguished Alumni Award recipient for his dedication to commu-

nity service and innovation during his judicial tenure. Senior Judge Donovan Frank ’77 was the recipient of  
the Outstanding Alumni Award for his commitment to well-being in the profession and influential service to 
Mitchell Hamline. Rashanda Bruce ’18 was honored with the Recent Alumni Award for her impact as an  
associate in significant trials and as a leader and mentor in the community. 
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