
November 13, 2017 

 

 

Equal Justice America 

Mr. Dan Ruben 

Executive Director 

 

 

Dear Mr. Ruben, 

 

I would like express my gratefulness for being given the opportunity to take part in the Equal 

Justice America Fellowship. It allowed me to work at the Veterans Legal Institute (VLI) over the 

summer, an experience that was incredibly rewarding. I was able to assist low-income veterans 

with their legal issues while also developing further professional skills that will help me with my 

career in the long-term. 

 

VLI focuses on assisting low-income veterans with legal issues related to their veteran’s benefits, 

as well as other general legal issues, including, but not limited to, evictions, expungements, 

probation, family law, etc. What made the experience at VLI so outstanding was that I was able 

to work on cases hands on from the very beginning. I interviewed potential clients to do a 

preliminary assessment of whether they qualified for VLI’s services, and if not, I would look for 

alternative legal sources that would be able to address their legal issues and offered referrals.  

 

A memorable case came up early on, in the second week of my time at VLI. I received an 

application from someone seeking legal assistance and as usual, made a call to find out more 

information. The applicant ended up being an elderly Marine veteran who was recently 

diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He did not make much money but he did own a small home 

and he wanted to create a trust so that the few assets he did have would go to his daughters. I was 

able to find an attorney willing to take his case pro bono and I put them in contact with each 

other. Throughout the summer, I followed up with the veteran to see how the case was going. 

Even with the stress of going through treatment, he and his wife were incredibly thankful for the 

legal help as it gave at least some peace of mind. 

 

Another experience that struck me was a case that involved a homeless veteran trying to get a 

discharge upgrade so that he would be eligible for better health and housing benefits. He had 

been discharged as “Other Than Honorable” which disqualified him from many benefits. After 

speaking with him, I learned that this was the result of his actions that were driven by trauma he 

experienced after being sexually assaulted during bootcamp. He had never reported this during 

his time serving, but now, years later, after dealing with substance abuse and homelessness, he 

was ready to talk about what he went through and take the steps needed to get the help he 

needed. I conducted his interview and opened his case by explaining the process for a discharge 

upgrade and submitting requests for his military records. I also began writing the brief that will 

be sent to the Review Board to advocate for granting the upgrade once we have his records.  

 

This was not my only case dealing with someone that experienced military sexual trauma. There 

were several others who had experienced this and were unjustly treated. Though the process for a 



discharge upgrade is long and I was only able to see through the preliminary stages of these 

cases, I cannot adequately express how thankful I was to play even a small part in righting these 

wrongs. I had various other cases that dealt with expungements, contract law, family law, etc. I 

assisted with Family Law and VA Benefits clinics that were hosted at the office as well as with a 

fundraiser aimed at raising funds to help continue the operations of VLI and similar 

organizations that help underprivileged individuals. My summer work has motivated me to look 

into pursuing a career in public interest law and try to continue to make a difference in the lives 

of underprivileged and underrepresented groups. I am thankful to both, VLI and Equal Justice 

America for allowing me the chance to have this experience.  

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Cynthia Suarez 

J.D. Candidate 

Cornell Law School, Class of 2019 

 


