
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Final Reflection:  

I am writing to share my experiences as an Equal Justice America Fellow this summer with 

Philadelphia Legal Assistance’s Unemployment Compensation Unit. I am deeply grateful for 

the support that allowed me to serve clients navigating the unemployment compensation 

system during a time when access to benefits often determines whether a family can remain 

housed or put food on the table. Throughout the summer, I represented and advised 

workers facing denials of their unemployment benefits. Many of my clients came to us after 

losing jobs under difficult circumstances, whether from alleged misconduct, quitting for 

health or safety reasons, or struggling with complicated procedural rules. I represented 

eight clients from start to finish, including appearing as a non-legal representative during 

their hearings. I also authored two briefs to the Pennsylvania UC Board of Review.   

 

One of the most meaningful cases I worked on was for my very first client, “M.” She had left 

her job after her employer refused to accommodate her doctor’s request that she be placed 

on light duty to manage her blood pressure. The Unemployment Compensation Service 

Center denied her benefits, and by the time she came to us she was dipping into her 

savings to support herself and her granddaughter, who was in her care. I helped her 

prepare for the hearing by organizing her testimony and framing her medical records in a 

way that clearly connected her health condition to the separation from her job. We ultimately 

won the case, but what stayed with me most was what she told me afterward: that she had 

felt prepared, supported, and not anxious going into the hearing. She said I had 

communicated everything so clearly that she finally felt a sense of agency in a process that 

had previously felt overwhelming. 

 

Another client, “L,” presented a very different challenge. He was difficult to reach at first, 

and when I finally did, he came across as frustrated and even a bit rude. Initially, I took that 

personally, but then I reminded myself that he had likely spent months—if not longer—trying 
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to navigate a system that had consistently failed him. The next time we spoke, I shifted my 

approach: I acknowledged that the process had been long and exhausting, I reassured him 

that I would be the last person he’d need to talk to about it, and that I was 100% on his 

team. That conversation transformed our working relationship. He became more open, 

cooperative, and trusting, and it reinforced for me how important empathy and trust are to 

lawyering. Substantively, his case was daunting. He had been fired for alleged sexual 

harassment and professionalism issues. The employer had legal representation and a 

witness ready to testify. While I understood that an employer might have good reasons to 

fire someone, unemployment benefits are only denied if the employer can actually prove 

misconduct. My client firmly denied the harassment allegation, and the rest amounted to, at 

most, misunderstandings or miscommunications. During the hearing, I found myself 

galvanized. Cross-examining the employer’s witness, I pressed hard on the lack of clear 

policies, the vague nature of the allegations, and the absence of concrete evidence. By the 

end, the referee ruled in our favor. The victory mattered to my client, but what mattered 

more to me was his reaction. He told me that very few people had ever “been on his side” 

before, and he was genuinely grateful that I not only believed him but also fought for him 

with everything I had. This case reaffirmed my commitment to approaching clients without 

judgment, building trust through honesty and respect, and advocating fiercely, regardless of 

how difficult the circumstances may be. 

 

I also represented a client, “A,” who had been denied benefits after being fired for alleged 

“unprofessionalism” and a poor attitude. Legally, her case was strong; we had multiple 

pieces of evidence in her favor, including screenshots in which her direct manager admitted 

she had not done anything wrong. The complication was that her former manager, who was 

scheduled to testify for the employer, was also a friend of hers. My client was hesitant to 

use the screenshots because she didn’t want to jeopardize her friend’s job. I walked her 

through the possible scenarios and suggested a compromise: we could keep the 

screenshots as a backup, with the understanding that I would only use them if she gave me 

the signal. Because of the trust we had built, she felt comfortable with this plan. Ultimately, 

we never needed to introduce the screenshots, and we still prevailed. This case also raised 

issues of race and bias. My client, a Black woman, had been fired by a white regional 

manager, and the reasons given, “attitude” and “unprofessionalism,” rang familiar as coded 

language. I approached the topic carefully, acknowledging my own position as a white 

advocate while naming what I saw. She immediately agreed and told me she felt validated 

that I had brought it up. Together, we decided to subtly raise this in the hearing, particularly 

because our referee was a woman of color who might recognize the pattern. That strategic 

choice, combined with strong cross-examination of the regional manager, helped us win. 

What meant the most to me was that my client told me afterward how good it felt not only to 

be believed and defended, but also to see the racial element of her experience taken 

seriously in a respectful way. 

 

Another area that deeply affected me this summer was language access. I worked with 

three clients who had limited English proficiency and observed several others. Two of my 



 

Spanish-speaking clients lost their cases despite strong legal arguments, largely because 

the referee found them not credible, which I believe was shaped in part by language 

barriers rather than the merits of their claims. I also noticed that claimants frequently 

received documents only in English, even after indicating a need for Spanish, leading to late 

appeals that referees often dismissed as the claimant’s fault for not finding someone to 

translate. Even when interpreters were provided, they were not always effective; I observed 

situations where Caribbean Spanish speakers were paired with interpreters who spoke 

Mexican Spanish, which led to misunderstandings and incomplete interpretations. Because 

I understand Spanish, I could hear these gaps in real time. In another case, one of my 

clients was Vietnamese-speaking, and it was initially difficult to secure an interpreter. We 

were told that if none were available, the hearing would proceed with phone interpretation, 

which would have been wholly inadequate given the complexity and stakes of the case. 

These experiences convinced me that the system needs stronger standards for interpreters, 

including dialect matching and greater accountability.  

 

These cases and the lessons they taught me made this experience truly transformative. I 

gained technical knowledge of unemployment compensation law, and I also developed a 

deeper understanding of what it means to be an advocate: to meet clients where they are, 

to build trust, to see the human stories behind the legal issues, and to fight with every tool 

available for their dignity and security. I am thankful to Equal Justice America and its donors 

for making this fellowship possible. The opportunity to serve vulnerable clients, develop 

advocacy skills, and learn from dedicated attorneys has solidified my commitment to a 

career in public interest law. 

 

 

 

 


