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What is holistic lawyering?



Holistic Lawyering

• Common elements:

–Client-centered (comprehensive, well-
rounded information gathering)

–Client-directed (child participation and child 
voice; empowering to speak/advocate for 
him/herself)

–Multi-disciplinary (lawyer not on his/her 
own)

–Ethics (consent)



Holistic Lawyering

• Understanding limitations

• Inability to know all information

• Importance of empowering client and key 
adults/caregivers in child’s life, if applicable, to 
identify strategies for seeking 
assistance/support

• Giving client the tools to be able to engage in 
and take advantage of the legal process



What does it look like in our system?

• Historical limitations
– Not child centered
– Compartmentalized

• Continuing challenges
– Stigmatization of children with difficult case histories
– Understanding complex dynamics in families 
– Systemic marginalization of children in country of origin 

context and in current context 

• Efforts to improve
– Multi-disciplinary approaches: Medical-legal partnerships 

and social worker – lawyer models
– Laying the groundwork for planning after case completion



Non-Immigration Issues that Can 
Affect the Legal Process

• Effects of Trauma
– Identifying signs, behaviors, & coping

– Self-medicating, aggressive/reclusive behavior

• Adolescent Behavior
– Rebellion, difficult communication

– Tensions between cultural expectations to be an adult 
and financial, emotional, educational inability to do so

• Family Reunification
– Distance of relation to caretaker

– Blame & compensation for lost time 



Non-Immigration Issues that Can 
Affect the Legal Process

• Normalization of Violence in Child’s Past
– Easily influenced

– Not understanding consequences

– Not identifying/disclosing lack of safety

• Not understanding safe behaviors
– Lack of education and/or good role models

– Sexual safety

– Street safety



Non-Immigration Issues that Can 
Affect the Legal Process

• Communities in which our clients live

– Violence -- Poor schools

– Racism -- Over/under-policed

– Rumors/Falsehoods   -- Stigmas

• Educational Options

– Not every child is built for traditional education



Non-Immigration Issues that Can 
Affect the Legal Process

POVERTY

- Housing - Health - Education

- Sex - Work - Transportation

- Identification                            - Remittance Pressure

- Ability to seek help/ leave unsafe environment



You represent a 14-year-old UAC, Catalina, from 
Guatemala. She is living with her aunt. Over time 
Catalina discloses to you that she fled Guatemala 
because she was the victim of sexual abuse by 
gangs. She has never told anyone about this 
sexual abuse. You are the only person to know 
about the attacks. Catalina lives in a rural-service 
area and there are no mental health resources for 
her in the area. 

What is holistic lawyering in this situation?



You represent sisters Sofia (8) and Lucia (6) from El 
Salvador in removal proceedings. The girls have 
recently reunited with their mother. Their mother 
discloses to you that when she is at work, Lucia 
sends text messages threatening suicide. Their 
mother also tells you that Sofia often 
unexpectedly gets very angry at home and is 
inconsolable.  You are still in the process of 
building a relationship with the girls. The girls 
insist that everything is going well. 

What is holistic lawyering in this situation?



You represent Caleb, an 11-year-old UAC boy from 
Honduras, in removal proceedings. Caleb was recently 
placed with his mother. He tells you about a 13 year-old 
female cousin living nearby. He also tells you in another 
conversation that she has a “really nice body” and that he 
has been visiting her in secret. 

With Caleb’s permission you call Caleb’s school social 
worker to help Caleb start therapy. You learn Caleb has 
been acting out in class. Most recently, the social worker 
tells you that Caleb was caught looking at pornographic 
images in class. Caleb and his mother are still getting to 
know each other and does not know much about what is 
going on with Caleb. Caleb has not disclosed any of this 
information to you. 

What is holistic lawyering in this situation?



Life After Immigration Court

• I have my green card, now what?
– Employment and labor exploitation

– Taxes

– Selective Service

– Education, Vocational, College access

– Healthcare eligibility and access to resources for 
health and mental health

– Credit cards

– Childcare



Life After Immigration Court

• Immigration Issues
– What if the client obtained asylum, U or T visas and 

adjustment requirements
– Citizenship down the road
– Traveling to country of origin
– Petitions for children or others

• Administrative closure, now what?
• Arrests or other contact with law enforcement 

and impact on status
• Understanding child protective services and other 

legal systems in the U.S.



Life After Immigration Court

• Who can I live with?
– URM programs or state foster care/independent living 

options

– Guardians, parents, and caregivers

• Friending on “Facebook,” please be my child’s 
godparent, and other efforts to reach back to 
you!
– Make a decision early on about what kind of contact 

you are willing to have with clients after the case is 
completed


