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It's typical for a child to be afraid of the dark, monsters under the bed or being alone. When she was a
kid, law student Maria Ivañez was afraid of deportation.

Her family moved from Venezuela when Ivañez was a child, and for ten years, she lived as an
undocumented immigrant. When it came time to graduate from high school, she needed her legal
status to qualify for in-state college tuition at the University of Houston.

Then 18, Ivañez filed her immigration case alone because she could not afford a lawyer. As a law
student at South Texas College of Law Houston, where she graduated this month, she made sure that
other undocumented children would not go through that without representation.

Ivañez recently received the Law Student Pro Bono Award and a $2,000 stipend from the Texas
Access to Justice Commission for her dedication and commitment to pro bono services for low-income
and underserved people.

She took a course that required her to work in the school's Immigration Clinic, and then kept
volunteering after her class ended.

"The mistakes I made in presenting my case delayed the process of securing my documented status,"
said Ivañez in her TAJC nomination form. "I went through a year of interviews and constant anxiety.
While I'm thankful and honored to be a U.S. citizen today, it would have been a much less stressful
experience if I'd had assistance from a clinic like the one here."

Among other clients, she assisted undocumented minors seeking legal residence with Deferred Action
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) applications, and helped two undocumented high school students to seek
work eligibility to help support their families. She knew her clients had faced a difficult journey to sit in
front of her. Ivañez is bilingual and could break the language barrier that immigrants face.

"Seeing the look in the eyes of those two teenagers when they realized they had real representation in
their cases was priceless," she said in the nominations form.

In law school, Ivañez also participated in an income tax clinic and the yearlong Marshall-Brennan
Constitutional Literacy Clinic, teaching constitutional rights and civil responsibilities to high school
students, and coaching them in a moot court tournament.
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Catherine Burnett, associate dean for clinical studies, who nominated Ivañez for the award, said the
student caught her attention by participating in the immigration and constitutional literacy clinic, which
are both very time consuming. At the same time, she worked and took law classes.

"She made me feel like an underperformer," Burnett said.

Such hard work made the TAJC choose Ivañez over other candidates for the pro bono award, said its
executive director, Trish McAllister.

"Her dedication by volunteering for the one clinic she did that was a yearlong commitment to high
school students—that is extraordinary for a law student," McAllister said. "Most students can't do that.
They are bogged down with testing, papers and exams. So she just really made that commitment."

Burnett said that Ivanez was open with her classmates about her history as an undocumented
immigrant. That helped the other students to represent their immigrant clients.

"The other students had a face and story before they ever met with their first client. She made that
phenomenon real for them in a way that if they read about it, it would be different," Burnett explained.
"It took some of the otherness away and made clients relatable."

Ivañez, who didn't return a call seeking comment, said in a South Texas Law press release about the
pro bono award, "It is often exhausting trying to juggle school, work, and still find time to do what I
love, which is volunteer—so receiving this recognition really warmed my heart."

Currently, Ivañez works at an immigration law firm handling corporate and asylum casework, said the
press release. She plans to continue representing immigrant clients pro bono as well.
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