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Dear Mr. Ruben, 

 

This summer, through an Equal Justice America Fellowship, I was able to work as a legal 

clerk for Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) in Montgomery, Alabama. Founded in 1989, EJI is a 

nonprofit organization that provides legal representation to communities that have received 

inequitable treatment under the law. Clients include those on death row in Alabama, children 

sentenced to life without parole, those facing abuse in jails and prisons, and those who have been 

illegally convicted of crimes. Additionally, EJI is working to change the narrative about race in 

America. EJI has produced several reports, films, and online content aimed at exploring the 

nation’s history of racial injustice.  

 

 This summer I had the opportunity to engage in several projects. One of my main tasks 

was conducting legal visits with incarcerated individuals across the state of Alabama. I was able 

to interview individuals who were facing excessive punishment or abuse. I am grateful for the 

opportunity to hear, transcribe, and report back their stories to senior attorneys who could assess 

whether we could take on their cases. At one point, I conducted legal research to determine 

available remedies for a client who was being held in solitary confinement in violation of his 

constitutional rights. Not only was I able to draft a legal memorandum addressing the issue, but I 

had the opportunity to draft a filing for him to challenge his confinement. I am incredibly 

grateful that I was able to utilize the legal research and writing skills I developed as a law student 

for the benefit of someone facing immense injustice. In addition to legal visits and drafting 

documents, I was able to conduct a wide range of legal research to support ongoing litigation 

efforts at both the state and federal levels. Much of my time was spent research ex post facto 

challenges, parole provisions, and due processes challenges to confinement.  

 

 While most of my work was purely legal in nature, I also had the opportunity to engage 

with some policy and historical work. At EJI, work about the historical legacies of racial inequity 

is not unconnected from the current legal challenges the attorneys seek to tackle. I was able to 

develop reports on the lynching of Black Americans during the Reconstruction Era, acts of racial 

terror in the South, and the history of the domestic slave trade. Additionally, I participated in a 

historical collection trip where I traveled to the site of 32 lynchings of Black Americans 

throughout the South.  

 

 Throughout my time at EJI I was able to better develop many essential legal skills, but 

my experience was truly transformative because of the clients I was able to learn from. In his 

book, Just Mercy, Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director of EJI, says, “Proximity has 

taught me some basic and humbling truths, including this vital lesson: Each of us is more than 

the worst thing we’ve ever done. My work with the poor and the incarcerated has persuaded me 

that the opposite of poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice. Finally, I’ve come to 

believe that the true measure of our commitment to justice, the character of our society, our 

commitment to the rule of law, fairness, and equality cannot be measured by how we treat the 



rich, the powerful, the privileged, and the respected among us. The true measure of our character 

is how we treat the poor, the disfavored, the accused, the incarcerated, and the condemned.” 

 

 I am unbelievably humbled by the opportunity I had this summer to be “proximate” to 

some of the grave injustices that individuals face in the criminal justice system in America. My 

interactions with clients affirmed my commitment to public interest. I feel incredibly fortunate to 

have access to a legal education that will allow me to challenge persisting systems of inequality. 

More importantly, my clients reminded me that behind all the legal and academic jargon we toss 

around are real people who are impacted by our laws, policies, action and also our inaction. I am 

grateful to Equal Justice America for the opportunity I had to utilize my legal education to 

challenge systems of mass incarceration, racial inequity, and unjust conditions of confinement.  

 

        Thank you, 

 

 

         

Laurel Hattix 
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