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A UA law student’s difficult
childhood led to her work
with children and teens

My Own
Heart

Needs to
Hear It

by Marian Conrad Lalonde
Jacob Chinn photos

Early one Michigan morning, I took the
floor of a high school gym filled with stu-
dents to give a speech about the experi-
ences that have shaped my outlook and
helped me succeed. I am motivated to
share my story with young people — to
help, inspire, encourage, and heal.

1 often tell about a pivotal time, at
age 15, when my life was full of doubt
and heartache. I was working two jobs
while trying to finish high school and
living on my own in an apartment. My life
had become defined a year earlier when
strangers woke me up from brain surgery,
callously informing me that T would not
be going home. As a result of a fight with
my sister — one of the many violent erup-
tions in my home — I had been stabbed in
the head With scissors and required major
brain surgery. From that day forward, 1
was considered a delinquent — an at-risk
student with a juvenile record, a probation
officer, and a Child Protective Services
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(CPS) case file. I felt the label would forever brand me, through
no fault of my own, but as a result of the unfortunate and violent
circumstances in my home. My problems were hardly those of the
typical high school teen. My future looked bleak, but little did I
know I was beginning to define my purpose-driven life.

I had given that same speech hundreds of times, almost
mechanically, and matter-of-factly, without a crack in my voice,
or a tear in my eye. But even as I write this, | am overcome with
emotion when I think about a young woman who approached me
afterward. With tears rolling down her face, she gave me a huge
hug and whimpered that she understood, and that I had helped her.
When I looked into her eyes, I recognized the pain and anguish
that I had endured years ago. We both looked at each other and
cried like babies for several minutes.




The University of Arizona Child Advocacy
Clinic at the James E. Rogers College of Law

The Child Advocacy Clinic at the UA is completing its fifth year in its
dual role of advocating for children in Pima County and offering an
intensive clinical training program for upper-level law students.

In the clinic, law students develop legal skills by representing
children in child protective proceedings before the Pima County
Juvenile Court. Clients are mostly children who are involved in child
abuse and neglect (dependency) cases. Occasionally, the clinic is
asked by the Juvenile Court to represent parents as well. The clinic
also may be asked by the Superior Court to represent children in
private custody disputes when there is an allegation of abuse or
neglect.

Undenthe supervision of the clinical faculty, students take on
the primary responsibility for court appearances and decisions in
their cases.

The Child Advocacy Clinic has a classroom component as well,
In weekly classes, the clinic focuses on ethical issues and a number of
legal skills that are useful both in child advocacy and other types of
litigation. In addition to classes on substantive juvenile law, students
participate in exercises designed to enhance their skills in areas such
as interviewing, case planning, examining expert witnesses, and
confronting ethical problems.

T

The motivation to share my story always has been to help

young people, but that morning in Michigan added to my
focus. It proved to be a true turning point in my own personal
healing. Although I had come a long way and had graduated

at the top of my class from the “University of Hard Knocks,” 1
realized that I had skillfully learned to reapply the bandages

that covered my emotional wounds. Now, I finally am learning

to understand the purpose behind my teenage experiences
— letting go of the pain and discovering empowerment by
defining my purpose in life.

I am nearing the end of my third year at the University of
Arizona James E. Rogers College of Law, which has been [ull
of humbling experiences outside the general grind of earning
a law degree. During this last year, | have been fortunate to
participate in the law school's Child Advocacy Clinic. The
clinical program provides an opportunity for law students to
represent minors in dependency cases with CPS. These young
people carry heavy emotional burdens. Many grow up too
quickly, with childhoods stolen by people who claim to love
and care about them. They are the victims of circumstance

and are forced to face an ugly world at a very tender age.
[ am saddened to know that my past experiences are not

unique, but | remain amazed by the teenagers resiliency and

strength.

As the saying goes, “Life comes full
circle,” and now, I represent a CPS teenager
whose life has been turned upside down.
I sit across from her, diligently trying to
earn her trust, knowing that I must break
through the thick walls of hurt, guilt, and
resentment that entrap her heart. In a way,
I revert back into my teenage self and have
the conversation I wish someone had with
me. I deeply understand that trust will not
arbitrarily be handed over by this young
person, but I feel compelled to utter sentence
after sentence, promise after promise. It is
my job to do so, and my own heart needs to
hear it.

For the past five years, 1 also have
enjoyed serving as a board member for a
local nonprofit agency called Youth on Their
Own (YOTO). The organization serves as
a dropout prevention program for home-
less teens. As a YOTO alum, [ often speak to
YOTO students about my experiences, inevi-
tably responding to questions like: “Why
are you doing this? Isn't it hard to talk
about what happened to you? How does it
make you feel to tell strangers your story?”
Recently, I shocked mysell with a response
other than my generic, “I want to help
young people believe that they are capable
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