
August 30, 2013

Dan Ruben
Executive Director
Equal Justice America
Building II—Suite 204
13540 East Boundary Road
Midlothian, VA 23112

Dear Mr. Ruben,

My experience at the Legal Assistance Foundation of Chicago (LAF) this 
summer, though brief, afforded me opportunities to not only learn about my 
strengths and weaknesses, but to affect change in the process. Public interest work 
is like no other, as it allows attorneys to see the impact they are making with their 
clients every day. This is was certainly true of my experience at LAF this summer. 
One of my greatest pleasures was interacting with my young clients. I worked in the 
child and family practice group with a focus on the education project. The education 
project is unique because it is the only education project in the city of Chicago that 
focuses solely on Department of Children and Family (DCFS) wards of the state. 
Though I was expecting to work with a different population of people this summer, I 
was given an opportunity to represent a unique group of children with a high need 
for zealous advocacy. 

One of the first clients I worked with was an 18-year-old young woman 
attending an alternative school. Thus far, she had experienced more challenges in 
her few years than most people will experience in a lifetime.  At the time, her sister 
and brother-in-law were caring for her, though they had children of their own and 
were also caring for additional younger siblings in the home. My client, though 
sweet, had a temper. She had been through quite a bit. The first time I met her was 
during an Individualized Education Program (IEP) scheduled to assess her needs 
while in school. It is often difficult for school administrators to know how to handle 
students who are older and transitioning out of schools. This client’s needs were 
further complicated by the fact that she attended an alternative school that wanted 
to expel her for fighting. 

When I first met her, she seemed reluctant to get to know me or for me to help her. 
She was uninterested in what I had to say. However, after speaking to her briefly, 
she could see that I was truly invested in her well-being. We talked about school, her 
homework, grades and boys. I think she appreciated that I took an interest in her 
personal life in very different way than her caseworker, school administrators and 
even her attorney, my supervisor. She pulled me aside at our last meeting and 
thanked me for talking to her and encouraging her to stay in school and get the 
services she was entitled to by law. She was reluctant to continue in school, but she 
was so close. At 18 years old, if she were to quit school, I knew that she would never 



go back. This was a young lady who was smart and sweet with dreams and 
aspirations. I wanted her to know that. She and I shared many similarities. We did 
not grow up far from each other; in fact, I am not much older than she is. We share a 
similar cultural background and history. I could relate to her in a way that none of 
her other support staff was able. At the end of the day, the only things that separated 
this young woman and I were opportunity and timing. 

This client taught me more than any mentor or supervisor could this 
summer, and I am so grateful to her for letting me into her life to advocate for her, 
even briefly. She is one of my inspirations to continue working for children and 
families. 

Sincerely, 
Ariel Johnson
Loyola University School of Law 

Class of 2014


