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The American Bar Association (ABA) created the Children’s Immi-
gration Law Academy (CILA) in 2015 as an expert legal resource 
center. CILA is a project of the ABA’s Commission on Immigra-
tion (COI) and is closely aligned with its COI sister projects, the 
South Texas Pro Bono Asylum Representation Project (ProBAR) 
and the Immigration Justice Project (IJP).  

CILA’s mission is to empower champions for unaccompanied 
children, advocates who guide children through complex legal 
procedures, to do so with courage, competency, compassion, and 
creativity. CILA builds capacity for legal and social services advo-
cates in the field as well as pro bono attorneys by delivering four 
key services: trainings, technical assistance, community oppor-
tunities, and resource development. With this annual report, the 
CILA team reflects on this past year and shares many highlights 
and key projects from 2023. 

In 2023, CILA experienced continued growth and adapted 
and refined internal procedures as needed to change with the 
growth. The organization more firmly established its role to 
provide services nationally. As an organization and team, we are 
committed to support children’s immigration advocates working 
with immigrant children seeking protection in the United States. 
Through our key services, we aim to encourage advocates, pro-
vide opportunities for learning and professional development, 
and to support new and seasoned advocates so they have what 
they need to do this important work.



CILA Highlights

Hundreds of 
advocates from across 

the nation came together 
for the ABA/KIND Unaccompa-

nied Immigrant Children’s Service 
Provider Training 2023 in Houston, 

Texas. Several CILA team mem-
bers presented at the training 

and assisted with planning 
the event.

We created and 
shared three advocate 

encouragement e-cards for 
advocates to download and 

share with each other. Part of 
self-care is community care, 

and sometimes a word of 
encouragement can make 

all the difference.

April 2023

March 2023

CILA expanded 
its social work program 

nationally. CILA began to 
offer social services technical 

assistance outside of Texas-based 
providers to the national Acacia 

Network of providers. Additionally, 
the Texas-focused social services 

working group and listserv 
opened up to providers 

nationally.

May 2023

CILA hosted its 
first in person training 

since 2020 with the National 
Institute for Trial Advocacy (NITA) 

training in Houston, Texas. CILA has 
offered the training with NITA since 
2017 to help advocates strengthen 

their trial advocacy skills. This year, 48 
advocates working with legal service 

providers serving unaccompanied 
children around the country 

had the opportunity to 
participate.

July 2023
We celebrated 

CILA’s 8th anniversary by 
sharing a fun blog post featur-

ing anecdotes from the CILA team 
reminiscing on our work. In September, 

CILA also co-hosed our first ever Pro 
Bono Symposium with the ABA’s COI 
to elevate pro bono coordinators and 
managers’ voices—to provide a space 
for them to share their experiences 

and practice tips with others 
in the pro bono space.

September 2023

CILA now allows 
advocates to create an ac-

count and accesss more of CILA’s 
written resources and view a dash-

board with information from CILA. There 
are four account options, and by the end of 
2023, 333 advocates registered with CILA 

accounts! Also, in October, CILA stepped up 
to fill a gap and meet a need by coordinat-

ing a rotation of legal service providers 
to provide legal services temporarily at 

the Dimmit influx care facility until 
a legal service provider could 

be identified. 

October 2023

We celebrated 
the expansion of CILA’s 

boot camps from three to six 
trainings a year. The training pro-

vides a space for new staff working 
with detained unaccompanied children 
to learn vital skills to help them become 
holistic advocates. In 2023, 338 advo-
cates received training at a CILA Boot 

Camp. Our December boot camp 
included advocates from 18 

organizations across the 
country.

December 2023



Connecting On-the-Ground 
Information to Policy

The ABA Features CILA 
& Media Engagements

With many proposed policy changes 
pending, CILA highlighted several 

ABA policy efforts related to children’s 
immigration law in a December 2023 

blog post. 

Throughout 2023, CILA continued 
to support ABA policy efforts related 

to children’s immigration issues by 
sharing insights and assisting with 
collaborative advocacy projects. 

Director Dalia Castillo-Granados spoke 
to National Press Foundation fellows 
on “Defending Immigrant Children’s 

Rights” in January 2023.

The ABA highlighted CILA’s 
interdisciplinary efforts in the 2023 

ABA Impact Report.

Building Advocate Capacity:
In 2023, CILA hosted 24+ trainings including webinars, workshops, and other opportunities to advance 
advocacy skills, knowledge of children’s immigration law, and awareness of important social services 
issues. In 2023, CILA hosted trainings on various topics such as working with LGBTQ+ clients and im-
migrant survivor relief for unaccompanied children. 

CILA collaborated with NILA to continue the series “Litigation for Unaccompanied Children: Updates 
and Foundational Cases.” This year, we also offered a webinar on motions to rescind in absentia remov-
al orders and issued an associated practice advisory as part of the CILA-NILA partnership.  

CILA offered six Boot Camp trainings for advocates working with detained unaccompanied children. 
Moreover, CILA hosted two Symposiums providing a space for advocates in the field to present and 
share their knowledge, including the “5th Annual Champions for Immigrant Youth Symposium” and the 
first-ever Pro Bono Symposium co-hosted by the ABA COI. 

Notably, most of CILA’s trainings are open to legal staff, attorneys, and social services staff—providing a 
space for all to learn. In 2023, CILA also hosted two trainings specifically for pro bono attorneys and a 
training for state court judges. 

CILA’s most attended 
webinar in 2023: “Helping 
Unaccompanied Immigrant 

Youth Access Publicly 
Funded Benefits” 

333 
attendees

Trainings

“Thank you for this training. It was very 
helpful to hear from the IJ perspectives and 
best practices. The training was timely con-
sidering that many of the court hearings are 
returning to in-person and more cases are 
being scheduled for an initial [hearing].” 

From CILA’s Feb. webinar “Immigration 
Judge Perspectives on Pro Bono Represen-

tation and Best Practices”

“Everything shared was very relevant and helpful, and I am so ap-
preciative of the resources that are publicly available. Thank you!”

From CILA’s May webinar “Pro Bono Representation of 
Unaccompanied Children in Immigration Matters”  

“The role play conducted by the training 
team was excellent and very helpful to my 
learning.”

From CILA’s July workshop “Como Tener 
Conversaciones Difíciles en Español”/”How 
to Have Difficult Conversations in Spanish” 

“The CILA-NITA training “Advocacy in Immigration Matters” was an incredible train-
ing offered by expert trial attorney faculty members who gave tons of tips and demon-
strations to participants and then coached us through hands-on practice of those es-
sential trial advocacy skills such as direct and cross examination, the use of expert 
witnesses and exhibits, common objections, etc. The encouraging environment really 
allowed every participant to dig deep to hone our skills and to prepare ourselves for 
the ultimate goal: an asylum merits hearing in immigration court. I can hands-down 
say that this was the best legal skill-based training I have ever attended.”

Alysa Medina, Nonprofit attorney

Learn about the issues.



CILA offers both legal and social services technical assistance (TA) to the Acacia network nationally. Additionally, 
TA services are available for those who take a case from CILA’s Pro Bono Matters platform. This year, the social 
work team expanded TA services from Texas to a national audience, so now practitioners from across the coun-
try can raise questions to CILA’s social work team.   

Advocates can ask CILA questions that range from the fundamental to the complicated. CILA team members 
answer questions on various topics related to children’s immigration work. Some common TA questions involve 
seeking SIJS, navigating immigration court, determining case strategy, working through ethics challenges, con-
necting youth with social services resources, and how to work with children. CILA team members provide timely, 
individualized responses to answer questions and provide resources.

“CILA has been an immense support to me as I navigate complex and novel case 
patterns while representing Unaccompanied Minors in their removal proceedings. 
It feels almost magical: I can send an email asking several specific questions about 
a particular case, and a few days later, I receive a thorough and well-thought-out 
response, that both answers my questions and points to further areas of inquiry. 
CILA’s existence means that on-the-ground practitioners can tap into a broad scope 
of knowledge and experience, thereby improving the quality of representation given 
to their clients and raising the standard of representation of Unaccompanied Minors 
as a whole.”

Hensleigh Crowell, Nonprofit attorney  

total technical 
assistance questions 

answered in 
2023

490+

Technical Assistance

Essential to the organization and to the CILA founders—one of CILA’s values includes encouraging 
community and providing space for collaboration. 

CILA hosts six working groups that all meet virtually on a quarterly basis. Five of the working groups 
are open to a national audience and one working group is available to Houston-based practitioners. 
This year, the social services working group expanded to reach a national audience. CILA also hosts 
four listservs on children’s immigration, Houston SIJS, social services, and pro bono coordination. The 
CILA team enjoys providing space for advocates to collectively learn together.

Community

“CILA has been a great resource for many of us and I am truly 
grateful to be part of CILA’s National Children’s Immigration 
Social Services Working Group. I feel that I alone cannot make 
a change or a difference but with the help from others, we work 
together to make a difference.”

Lidia Valadez, MSSW, Social Services Manager, Unac-
companied Minors Program, Estrella del Paso (formerly 

DMRS)

total 
in attendance

880+
working 

group meetings 
held

24

2023 marked a productive year 
for the CILA team creating various 
resources. 

The legal and social services team 
created CILA’s first interdisciplinary 
resource, A Toolkit for Navigating 
Difficult Conversations with Child 
Clients: Guidance & Examples. The 
ground-breaking resource includes 
role plays, a review of ethical 
considerations, helpful context for 
conversations, along with numer-
ous tips. The resource can help 
advocates prepare in advance of 
difficult conversations and can also 
serve as a guide to aid advocates in 
the moment when a client is look-
ing for support. 

CILA team members developed the 
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status 
(SIJS) Manual for Texas Practitioners. 
This comprehensive resource pro-
vides an overview of how to obtain 
an order with SIJS determinations 
in Texas state court. We also col-
laborated with the Orlando Center 
for Justice to produce a manual for 
Florida-based practitioners working 
on SIJS cases. 

CILA issued an update to the 
CILA Pro Bono Guide: Working with 
Children and Youth in Immigration 
Cases, an impactful resource cov-
ering effective lawyering skills and 
common forms of legal relief. This 
year’s edition included two new 
topics on assessing forms of relief 
and drafting tips. 

In collaboration with the Loyola’s 
Center for the Human Rights of 
Children, CILA issued a needed 
resource, Considerations for Ten-
der-Aged Children in Immigration 
Court Proceedings, to support advo-
cates working with young children 
and fill a gap and meet a need for 
resources on this topic. 

CILA’s social work team also de-
veloped A New Path: My Toolkit for 
Navigating Life in the United States, 
available in English and Spanish. 
This essential resource offers gen-
eral information, tips, and resources 
related to mental and behavioral 
health, certain legal rights, and the 
immigration process for youth. 

In addition to these larger resourc-
es, the CILA team created many 
other resources to support youth, 
pro bono coordinators, and legal 
and social services advocates. A 
few project highlights include:

Tips sheet: “Tips for Working with 
Migrant Children and Trauma-Informed 

Lawyering”  

Pro bono creative model: “The New 
Mexico Immigrant Law Center’s Special 

Immigrant Juvenile (SIJS) Clinics”  

2023 blog post series: “Supporting Our 
Clients in the Interim by Rescreening 

for Relief” 

Youth-facing resource: “Pathway to 
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) 
and a Green Card” (available in English 

& Spanish)

Resources 

“As Legal Services Director of Immigrant Defenders Law Center’s Children’s 
Representation Project, I lead a large and growing team of attorneys and advocates 
providing key legal services to unaccompanied children throughout California. We 
often use CILA’s excellent resources in training and onboarding new staff, as well as 
ensuring existing staff are up to date on trends and changes in law.”

Mickey Donovan-Kaloust, Legal Services Director, 
Immigrant Defenders Law Center

CILA resources 
created or updated 

in 2023

100+
CILA Pro Bono Guide: Working with Children and Youth in Immigration Cases 

Top 5 downloaded resources: 

A Toolkit for Navigating Difficult Conversations with Child Clients: Guidance & Examples 

Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) Manual for Texas Practitioners  

Pathway to Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) and a Green Card 

Helpful Resources in Representing Unaccompanied Children 



We have many to thank for supporting CILA as a team and organization.  

Thank you to the advocates—both legal and social services staff working at 
legal service providers as well as pro bono attorneys and volunteers—who 

dedicate so much of their time and lives to work on immigrant children’s cases. 
We are constantly in awe of your work and commitment. Thank you for your 

advocacy and for learning with us!   

Every year, we work with many advocates and experts in various fields to speak 
at CILA trainings. Thank you for providing your time and sharing your wisdom 

with us and others.  

Thank you to our partners and collaborators as well as volunteers who have 
worked with us on projects and trainings. We enjoy working together to create 
and share resources that go even deeper and cover even more issues. We are 

grateful and energized by our collaborations.  

Thank you to our Advisory Committee members who provide us with feedback 
on current and upcoming projects and ideas to meet the needs in the field. We 

are grateful for your energy, time, and support.  

Thank you to our donors, who provide resources, so that CILA may continue our 
work. We are grateful for your investment in our mission.   

With this annual report, we celebrate all that we have accomplished together in 
2023, and we look forward to 2024 with renewed energy, ongoing dedication, 

and purpose.

Thank You

Get Involved
Pro Bono Matters for Children Facing Deportation: 
Thousands of unaccompanied children need legal 

representation, and there are opportunities available 
to get involved on CILA’s platform.

Newsletters: Sign up to receive CILA’s 
monthly newsletter Champions for 

Immigrant Youth or quarterly newsletter Pro 
Bono Matters.

CILA Website: Create an account to access 
more CILA resources.

CILA’s Pro Bono Matters Platform
In 2023, CILA celebrated the fourth year of CILA’s Pro Bono Matters for Children Facing Deportation 
platform. The platform grew this year to include 21 posting organizations, and there are regularly 55+ 
pro bono opportunities available. The CILA team continued to uplift the platform during trainings and 
outreach efforts to law firms, bar associations, law school clinics, and ABA members.  

This year, CILA has seen a steady rate of monthly matches for volunteers getting connected with pro 
bono opportunities via the platform. In 2023, 43+ matches were made with pro bono attorneys, who 
expressed interest in working on a case on CILA’s platform—an increase from the 30 matches made 
in 2022. Posting organizations have also reported ancillary benefits from posting on CILA’s platform 
including being connected with volunteers to help on other projects.

“More times than I can count, the support I’ve received from CILA has made me feel like I was part of a bigger team, and 
that I wasn’t alone in this heavy task. Their Pro Bono Matters platform is the only pro bono attorney recruiting mechanism 
we use because the success we’ve had placing cases through their platform far outpaces the results of all the other 
platforms we’ve tried, combined. CILA’s written resources have been a lifeline not only for the pro bono attorneys who I mentor, 
but for our own staff attorneys who are new to the practice. I appreciate that CILA listens to what we need and turns those 
requests into useful, digestible, insightful guides like the Pro Bono Guide and the recently published Florida-specific SIJS Guide.” 

Sarah Hanners, Supervising Attorney, Catholic Legal Services Miami

Social Media: Connect with CILA.

FB

LI

X

YT

@ABA CHILDREN’S IMMIGRATION LAW ACADEMY

@ABA CHILDREN’S IMMIGRATION LAW ACADEMY

@ABA_CILACADEMY

@ABACILA​
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Sarena Bhatia, Senior Staff Attorney
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CILA Team

Aimee Korolev, ProBAR
Aimee Maldonado, STCL 

Immigration Clinic
Beatriz Jones, ProBAR

Carolina Rodriguez-Neufeld, 
KIND Houston

Chiqui Sanchez-Kennedy, 
GHIRP

Dolores Rosales, Estrella del 
Paso

Elissa Steglich, UT Law 
Immigration Clinic

Evelina René-Bute, HRI
Jacob Wedemeyer, Estrella 

del Paso
Javier Dominguez, Tahirih 

Houston
Kate Wegener, IRC

Marien Velez, RAICES
Nicole Jones, YMCA 

International Services
Rebecca Rosenberg, JFON 

Austin
Terry Cody, Cabrini Center

Advisory Committee

CILA is a nonprofit organization. 
Invest in CILA and contribute to our work 

and mission by donating. 

Support Our Work


