
Education can be the great equalizer in our society, but the problem is our education

system has not allowed for equal attainment of education in poverty stricken areas. Personally

growing up in a low-income community in , which eighty percent of my school was on

reduced or free lunch plans, allowed me to see the impact of education in underprivileged

communities. As an immigrant to the United States, I have faced ethnic and religious

discrimination, as well as extreme poverty. I was able to take refuge in education because I had

individuals who believed in my ability to thrive despite the chaos that surrounded me. The

perseverance and passion for leaming that was instilled as a young girl allowed me to push

forward in a variety of difficult situations I faced in my future as an educator and as a law school

student.

My passion for higher education started when I became the first in my family to study at

a major university. Since no one in my family understood the challenges of college, I developed

a strong sense of self-discipline and independently rose to the demands of academic life. I

tailored an academic course of study that developed my intellectual interests and cultivated my

leadership abilities, en route towards a career in public service. To pay for college, I balanced a

full-time job with a fulIcourse load. At the end of my first year at the

I co-founded the r . r in partnership with the Foundation of

Goodness in Sri Lanka. This mentorship program fosters friendships among students and

women and girls in rural areas of Sri Lanka.

Throughout my undergraduate yeals, I continued to be involved with community service

and education outreach for other students. When I decided to officially join Teach for America in

riladelphia as a first grade teacher, I wrestled with my doubts of being an effective teacher. I

joined Teach for America because the images of educational inequality have left a lasting imprint



on my life. Education gave my parents a chance at the "American Dream," a dream that has

systematically excluded many people born in America.

On the first day of school, I did not observe a single child who was not wearing dirfy or

ripped clothing. One was covered in bug bites. Another child's stomach growled as I walked the

sfudents through classroom rules and procedures. No one smiled. I could not wrap my mind

around the fact that these students attended school even with the vast challenges and obstacles

they faced. By Thanksgiving, stomachs still growled during my math lessons. When a fifth grade

student told me that she had spent the night in a small bedroom closet, arms clutched around her

four younger siblings, as her mother and father went at each other with broken bottles and angry

fists, I could no longer stand it. Something changed in me that day. I am not quite sure if I finally

grew up or realized the enormous responsibility my job had given me, but something changed.

Within those few moments, a six-year-old showed me education's capacity for compassion. I

realized how the opportunities I was provided to persevere in school were not provided to the

same children in Philadelphia.

For two years, I poured my soul into my work. I organized community-reading groups to

get parents and neighbors involved in literacy. I decided to keep a drawer filled with snacks and

baby wipes to clean off their dirty uniforms. When parents began telling me that they wanted to

help their children with math homework but did not understand the objectives, I requested my

principal to set up a family math night so that parents could come into my classr'oom and learn

the math concepts alongside their children. I watched the community grow closer together and

my students' academic abilities blossomed. It did not matter if students had autism or down

syndrome,learning disabilities or emotional disturbance. All my students were leaming atapace

faster than expected. By the spring semester of my first year, I even dismissed two students from
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special education services entirely.

I saw children accomplish more than others thought possible. I observed a real love for

learning blossom in the children and the families I served. My class made great gains and I hied

my hardest to do all the things I thought a greatteacher needed to do. But at times, it still was not

eùough because the children faced obstacles beyond the classroom walls. My classroom was a

safe place for my students, but their time with me was limited. I could shelter them to my heart's

content during the day, but once that bell rang and I handed my children back to the outside

world, all I could do was stand and watch as life circumstances hied and often did bring them

down. My time in the classroom was a inspiring and challenging. These experiences showed me

the great need of responsibility to raise the education standards for youth living in deprived areas

so they can discover their abilities. Throughout my travels and experiences I have seen the

unfortunate consequences of not having equitable, quality education both domestically and

abroad.

I enjoyed every moment in the classroom, but I wanted to help children and their families

in ways I simply cannot as a teacher. If learned anything from my time in the classroom, it is that

even the smallest of changes.in circumstance can make the biggest changes in one's quality of

life. The connections between the work to end educational inequity and the issues of race and

class are deeply intertwined. Poor students have less access to well-funded schools, shadow

education, high academic expectations, certified and experienced teachers, opportunities for

family involvement, and higher-order curricula. These inequalities help us understand why some

low-income students feel disjoined from school and fall behind their wealthier peers.

The most important lesson I learned while teaching was to never quit. The next challenge

I faced was in the Ivy League at the University of Pennsylvania, where I completed a master's
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program in education and public policy. My thesis, "Zero Tolerance, Zero Sense: The

Implications of Zero Tolerance Policíes on Students of Colof'examined zero tolerance policies

in schools, their impacts on students of color, as well as the correlation between such policies

and the school-to-prison pipeline. I was able to use the positive findings of my research in the

classroom, allowing my students to thrive and grow. My experiences in Philadelphia, as a

teacher and as a student, reinforced my commitment to never quit and to be resilient in becoming

a lawyer.

My graduate experiences in Philadelphia led me to receive a Sidley Scholars scholarship,

awarded by Sidley Austin LLP's offices in Chicago. Throughout my experiences, I never gave

up on my goal of attending law school. I entered my first-year at Southwestem Law School in

Los Angeles and pushed myself to the best of my abilities, as is evidenced by my academic

achievements thus far.

In addition to pushing myself academically, I also pushed myself when applying to lL

summer fellowships, so that I might learn more and further distinguish myself. After lots of hard

work, I secured a swnmer associate position at The Law Office of Alison Triessl, where I am

learning from and a great leader in criminal defense law. Additionally, I received acceptance to

the prominent Sidley lL Diversity Fellowship program this summer to work closely with Sidley

mentors who can assist my career aspirations. To me, law school is a long corridor with many

doors to open, and I have to take the initiative to open those doors.

The Varghese Summersett Criminal Justice Scholarship will provide me with the

resources to compete in an intellectually challenging work environment and allow me to utilize

my skills to help decrease the educational inequality impacting impoverished students. I hope to

become alegal advocate to bridge the educational gap for underprivileged students by raising
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awareness of having higher expectations for academic achievement. As a Varghese Summersett

Criminal Justice Scholarship recipient, it will help reduce my financial burden working and

going to school at the same time. I hope to use this time instead to research and write for the

Criminal Justice Law Review about the school-to-prison pipeline and its impact on achieving

educational equality. Furthermore, I hope to continue to work with underprivileged children in

the surrounding areas of Los Angeles by working with schools, educators, and policy makers.

The Varghese Summersett Criminal Justice Scholarship will provide me with the

resources and opportunities to extend and pursue these goals. rWith my story now told, I want to

reiterate that I am determined, passionate, and aim to bring the same levels of resilience, work

ethic, and vision, not only as a law student, but also to the legal profession, in service to my

clients, and the community. My academic and professional achievements exempliff my work

ethic and make me a great candidate for the Varghese Summersett Criminal Justice Scholarship.
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