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News

By Pat Eaton-Robb
Associated Press

HARTFORD, Conn. 
(AP) — Denia Perez’s 
parents brought her 
from Mexico to the Unit-
ed States illegally when 
she was 11 months old. 
Last month, she became 
among the first of the 
so-called “Dreamers” to 
earn a law degree. And 
now, she and others are 
using their lawyerly 
know-how to take on the 
system so they can legal-
ly practice.

The Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals 
program, which allows 
young immigrants who 
entered the U.S. before 
2007 and before their 
16th birthday to go to 
school under temporary 
renewable work permits, 
became law in 2012. That 
means the first beneficia-
ries have now had just 
enough time to graduate 
from high school, get a 
bachelor’s degree and 
now, in some cases, a law 
degree.

The problem: Most 
states require that prac-
ticing lawyers be U.S. 
citizens or have legal res-
idency status.

Relatively few “Dream-
ers” have completed 
law degrees, said Sheila 
Hayre, a visiting law pro-
fessor at Quinnipiac Uni-
versity, from whose law 
school Perez graduated 
this month. Perez is the 

only one currently seek-
ing admission to Con-
necticut’s bar. But she 
and peers who are also 
getting law degrees are 
positioning themselves 
for a fight.

“It’s just become nor-
mal for me to take all 
these things into consid-
eration when I’m plan-
ning what to do with 
my life,” said Perez, who 
plans to take the bar 
exam in July. “But part 
of me is frustrated and 
tired of having to jump 
though all these hoops to 
continue to live and con-
tribute to this country.”

She testified this 

month, three days af-
ter graduating, before 
a committee of the Con-
necticut bar, seeking a 
rule change that would 
allow her to practice 
law. Several other states, 
including California, 
Florida, New York and 
New Jersey, have already 
approved similar chang-
es to open their bars to 
DACA students.

And the American Bar 
Association, after hear-
ing from DACA students 
seeking admission to the 
bar in several states, ad-
opted a resolution in Au-
gust that urges Congress 

to amend federal law, 
adding language that bar 
admission should never 
be denied based solely on 
immigration status.

“We have invested in 
these kids,” Hayre said. 
“So it makes sense to have 
them contributing to the 
economy and society as 
productive members of 
the community. In a way, 
it’s a no-brainer.”

But there is opposition. 
Hans von Spakovsky, a 
senior legal fellow with 
the Heritage Foundation, 
said he finds it inconceiv-
able that anyone who is 
not a legal resident could 
be permitted to take an 
oath to uphold the laws 
of the United States and 
join the bar.

“They are in fact in the 
country illegally and 
violating federal law,” 
said Spakovsky, who is a 
lawyer. “I wouldn’t want 
someone who is in the 
country illegally to de-
fend me, because the De-
partment of Homeland 
Security could swoop in 
at any time and remove 
my lawyer from the 
country, and then 
where would I be?”

Perez has three 
younger brothers 
who were born in 
the U.S. and are 
citizens. Her par-
ents have green 
cards. She is the 
only member of the 
family who is not a 
legal resident.

The rule she 
wrote would al-
low admission to 
the bar for any-
one “authorized to 
work lawfully in 
the United States.” 
That would include 
those on DACA per-
mits.

“I was very im-
pressed with (Pe-
rez’s) diligence, her 

intellect and her com-
mitment to not only her 
legal studies, but what 
she envisioned for her-
self in being helpful to 
people who are under-
served in our communi-
ty,” said Anne Dranginis, 
a former state Appellate 
Court judge who now 
chairs the Connecticut 
Bar Examining commit-
tee.

Connecticut’s pro-
posed change will get 
another review in June at 
a meeting of state judg-
es. If affirmed, it could 
go into effect as early as 
July, Hayre said, noting 
that in most states the 
process has been adver-
sarial and taken several 
years.

But in Connecticut, 
so far there has been 
no public opposition. 
Perez’s proposal is sup-
ported by the deans of 
law schools at Quinnip-
iac, Yale University, the 
University of Connecti-
cut and the Connecticut 
Bar Association.

Perez, who grew up in 

northern California and 
has a degree from San 
Francisco State Univer-
sity, also plans to apply to 
the bar in New York. She 
is beginning a two-year 
fellowship with an orga-
nization called Make The 
Road New York, working 
with people facing de-
portation.

She said she feels it’s 
her responsibility to 
expand on the work oth-
er DACA students have 
done securing privileg-
es in Connecticut, such 
as in-state tuition. This 
year, they successfully 
lobbied lawmakers for 
access to public financial 
aid.

Other DACA students 
have also tried to change 
educational policies.

Thomas Kim, a DACA 
student who pushed 
for the American Bar 
Association resolution 
before graduating from 
law school this spring,  is 
waiting for confirmation 
from Oregon’s bar that 
there will no problem 
with his admission there. 

In this May 3 photo, Denia Perez, a student at Quinnipiac University 

School of Law, poses for a photo on the school’s North Haven, Conn., 

campus. Connecticut’s Judicial Branch is in the process of changing 

its rules to allow law students who don’t have legal residency in 

the U.S to become practicing lawyers in the state. Perez, who was 

brought illegally to the United States from Mexico when she was 11 

months old and who graduated this month, proposed the change. 

Taking on the System: ‘Dreamers’ Are Getting Law Degrees
First beneficiaries of DACA are working toward law degrees — but face barriers to practice
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Obituary: Clarence Gene Watkins
November 10, 1943 - April 19, 2018

C l a r e n c e 
Gene Wat-
kins, peaceful-
ly passed on 
April 19, 2018 
at 8:46 p.m in 
Portland, Ore-
gon.

He was born 
on November 
10, 1943, in 
Omaha, Neb. 
Shortly after, his family 
moved to Portland. He 
lived the rest of his life 
in NE Portland where he 
attended and graduat-
ed from Jefferson High 
School.

Clarence was 
a Veteran and 
hard worker. 
He was pre-
ceeded in death 
by his father 
C. G. Watkins, 
mother Celista 
Watkins, and 
grandson, Rich-
ard Dance. He 
is survived by 

his two daughters Yvette 
Washington and Elsya 
Watkins, his sister Vel-
ma Redeau his brother 
Kip Watkins, and four 
grandsons.

Clarence Gene 
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