
Ya es el momento niños, calladitos porfavor. It is now time children, quietly please.I

slowly shuffle in behind the fifteen children as they make their way to the wooden benches in the

courtroom. Crouching down behind them, I whisper, no se pongan nerviosos, las respuestas son

como practicamos, si se puede! Don't be nervous, the answers are like we practiced, you cøn do

this! My encouragement falls on deaf ears as the children nervously shake their feet and pick at

their fingers while awaiting the judge to enter immigration court, knowing that they will have to

stand and speak on their own behalf. I watch as one of the older children, a fourteen-year-old,

comforts Greisyl, a six-year-old, as she fidgets in her seat. Greisy looks up at me, wide-eyed and

confused. I give her an enthusiastic thumbs-up and she smiles, gives me a thumbs-up back and

turns around to face the front of the courtroom.

The story behind why I found myself in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas, working with

unaccompanied minors as a paralegal for the South Texas Pro Bono Asylum Representation

Project (ProBAR), begins when I was the same age as Greisy, just six years old. Throughout my

childhood, I would walk the halls of my mother's federal public defender offîce where she

worked long hours as an investigator. My mother is an immigrant, aperson of color, and the first

generation of her family to go to college, and her office is f,rlled with legal professionals with

similar backgrounds. I grew up watching my mother and her coworkers defend predominantly

low-income people of color and hearing stories of her cases at the dinner table. Although my

mother and I shared our Mexican origins and Spanish language with many of her clients, I knew

from a young age that there was a vast gap of access and advantages between us.

As I grew older, I began to understand the privileges that I have, such as my education

and citizenship. More so, I began to try to use my privileges in order to advocate on behalf of the

Latina/o immigrant community as well as other disadvantaged groups, strengthening my own

Latina identity and honoring my mother along the way. My realizations turned into a relentless

drive to go to where the work is difficult and a commitment to breaking down barriers,

ultimately leading me to move to the Rio Grande Valley to serve anaÍeain which a vast majority

of unaccompanied minors cross into the U.S.

Although I came prepared with experience working with LGBTQ asylum seekers and

migrant survivors of sexual assault and domestic violence, the unaccompanied children that I

worked with faced barriers that were extraordinary and unimaginable. Being on the ground in a

1 Name of the child has been changed in order to protect the privacy of this child.



triage-like environment, where hundreds of children who had fled for their lives needed legal

services every day, required an inextinguishable determination to break down language, age, and

cultural barriers as well as the ability to adapt in order to best serve each child. In one instance, a

sixteen-year-old child with a strong case for Special Immigrant Juvenile Status was sent to a

behavioral treatment center outside of our legal service provider network. The child faced

multiple barriers as she was an indigenous Guatemalan Mam speaker who did not speak Spanish

and was experiencing significant PTSD, exacerbated by the fact that she had spent nearly ayear

in detention. She was unable to be represented by a local legal service provider as a patient at the

behavioral center and did not have a sponsor in the U.S. who could ensure her release from the

center. Thus, she was trapped in the detention system and outside of the realm of ProBAR. In my

free time, I negotiated with the legal service provider in the child's area to collaborate with an

outside attorney who would take the case pro bono in order to ensure her representatìon. This

partnership ultimately secured the release of the child and warranted her legal representation.

Thinking creatively and fighting fiercely on behalf of the child was what allowed for this

success.

In addition to fighting relentlessly on behalf of unaccompanied children, my ability to

adapt and know how best to sensitively approach each child was critical. My own multi-faceted

identity allowed me to understand that issues are intersectional-not black and white-and thus,

I constantly made an extra effort to comprehend the nuances of a child's background and

experiences. During alegal screening with a seventeen-year-old, I sought to understand the

events that led her to become a survivor of sex traff,rcking in the U.S. After multiple meetings of

trust building and asking appropriate questions, she began to share her experience of being

kicked out of her home for not fulfilling household gender norrns, feeling vulnerable not

speaking English in the U.S., and how she was ultimately taken advantage of by a woman who

sold her into a sex trafficking ring. Striving to connect with this child and documenting the

intersections of her experiences in a legal declaration ultimately led to winning her case for a T-

Visa and her ability to remain in the U.S. In another instance, I conducted a legal screening with

a 12 year-old girl who was a survivor of a gang rape and was being threatened by the gang in her

home country. She dealt with increasing depression and PTSD after being detained for several

months in the U.S. As a result of the child's loneliness, she desperately wanted to return to her

home country to be with her mother. I spoke with her about her eligibility for legal relief and the



risk of her return to her home country. She ultimately agreed that she wanted to pursue an

asylum claim while in the care of a foster family and expressed that the loneliness she

experienced in detention was what made her want to go home. Despite my workload, I made

time to meet with her every week in the detention shelter to play a game of Jenga, chat about

what she leamed in school that week, and talk about how she was doing. When our work on her

case was over, she told me that it was our weekly meetings that provided a reliable constant in

her week and gave her hope. Being able to do the relentless, inglorious, day-to-day work of

advocating on behalf of unaccompanied children with initiative and optimism makes me

confident in my ability to become a great law student and public interest attorney.

Importantly, the time that I spent working after my undergraduate career strengthened my

desire to attend law school and prepared me for the rigor of law school as well as a future career

in law. In having had the experience of writing briefs and declarations, interviewing clients,

assisting attorneys with their casework, reading case law, and speaking with law students and

professors, I have realistic expectations about law school and am armed with the skills necessary

to succeed. Working with unaccompanied children like Greisy fuels my desire to continue to be a

legal advocate for people most susceptible to systemic failures and inadequate legal

representation.

I am confident that law school will afford me the opportunities and skills necessary to

achieve my goals related to public seryice. I am excited to continue to use my abilities to

connect, understand, and appreciate people who are different than me, particularly during a time

in our nation where such cross-cultural understanding is at an alarming defîcit. I intend to follow

the example of Varghese Summersett and provide my future clients with the best possible

defense, particularly for those who could not otherwise afford council. As the criminalization of

immigrants continues to be normalized in this country and more immigrants are imprisoned, the

stakes could not be higher. I am excited to jump into this work and to find new challenges and

fight tirelessly to overcome them in law school.


