
August 29, 2011
Dan Ruben
Executive Director
Equal Justice America
13540 East Boundary Road
Building II, Suite 204
Midlothian, VA 23112

Dear Mr. Ruben,

I am Eliza Schafler, a second-year law student at New York University School of 
Law and a recipient of the Equal Justice America Summer 2011 Fellowship.  In 
accordance with fellowship requirements, I am writing to summarize my internship 
experience.

This summer, I worked at the Mental Health Project of the Urban Justice Center, 
an organization in Manhattan, New York.  As a native New Yorker with a specific interest 
in addressing homelessness, I had been looking for a way to serve members of my own 
community who were most at risk.  I felt that mental health was an important and 
relevant issue in the context of urban homelessness, and I was excited to increase my 
knowledge in that area.

In teaching me about the problems that poor, mentally ill people face, my 
internship at the Mental Health Project was a smashing success.  I studied the intersection 
of mental illness and poverty from many angles: housing (mental illness can put tenants 
at serious risk of eviction and make it difficult to obtain permanent shelter); public 
benefits (disability and financial need are hard to prove, and the appointments and 
documents required for benefits are a tremendous burden); criminal justice (mentally ill 
prisoners are extremely vulnerable when incarcerated and require special discharge 
planning that they do not always receive); and veterans’ law (veterans are at particular 
risk of mental illness, yet they are poorly served by the VA).  

My internship also gave me the tools to assist the low-income population I seek to 
help.  By the end, I was representing my own client in a Social Security hearing, and I 
successfully secured disability benefits for him.  I learned how to bring a disability-
focused class action, wrote memos for lawyers and in support of my client, and even 
translated important outreach materials into Spanish.  I became able to interview 
prisoners at Riker’s Island one-on-one and determine their treatment needs.  I was given 
many trainings on poverty and disability law, and I was closely supervised by a 
wonderful attorney mentor.

At the Mental Health Project, I was deeply moved by the extreme vulnerability of 
the clients.  Those without mental or financial stability are in dire need of support, yet 



they are seriously marginalized and stigmatized by society in a way that other disabled 
people are not.  They might be isolated even from their families and communities, or 
targeted for abuse.

The difficulty of admitting to a need for mental health treatment can be 
overwhelming, even for a financially stable person with a strong support network.  To be 
homeless or incarcerated and facing mental illness is a burden too great to bear alone.  I 
believe that working for low-income people with mental illness is advocacy at its most 
basic and necessary.  I hold the attorneys at the Mental Health Project in high regard, and 
I hope to incorporate mental health law into my own career.

Thank you for supporting my internship experience this summer!  I remain 
excited for my future in public interest law.

Sincerely,

Eliza Schafler
J.D. Class of 2013
New York University School of Law






