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STUDENT PROFILE: Justin McDevitt

BELIEF INTO ACTION
« A
 series of professional
experiences before law
school sparked Justin
McDevitt’s concern for
immigrants’ issues. In
response, he helped
create Loyola’s Immigrants’
Rights Coalition.

W

hen 3L Justin
McDevitt came to
Loyola, he didn’t
think the School of
Law focused enough on his primary
interest, immigration law. Rather
than waiting around and wishing for
others who shared his passion, he
decided to put the issue front and
center himself, cofounding a student
organization devoted to the issue of
immigrants’ rights.
McDevitt, a native of East Texas,
earned his undergraduate degree in
political science at age 20. Although
law school was part of a written plan
he’d put together for his life, he didn’t
think he was ready at that point. “I
felt I needed to go out and mature a
little bit first,” he says. “So I worked in
several different places, just trying to
grow up.”

The road to
law school

Taking the initiative
on immigrants’ rights
Student cofounds organization to spread
the word about an issue of importance
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After a stint as a paralegal with a
Houston law firm, McDevitt was
hired by a friend at KBR Inc., a private
firm specializing in government
infrastructure contracts that was then
providing services to the U.S. military
in the Middle East. He found himself
in Iraq, crunching costs for 12 hours
a day, seven days a week—“a great
preparation for the hours you put in
while in law school,” he jokes.
The experience was transformative for McDevitt, exposing him to
immigrants’ issues he’d never
encountered. “The U.S. Army can’t
operate overseas without huge
amounts of cheap labor,” he says. “I
was making six figures and processing
requests for workers brought into
Iraq from other countries who were
making $1.25 an hour. After 15
months of this, I decided I was ready
to go to law school so I could do
something about it.”
McDevitt, who converted to
Catholicism while in Iraq, chose

Loyola because of its Jesuit emphasis
on social justice. “I wanted to be in an
environment where I could still learn
in life as well as in law,” he says. “And
I’d always loved Chicago.”
Once at Loyola, he fed his
interest in immigrants’ rights by
taking a course in immigration law.
“I wanted more,” he says, “and I
considered spending my third year
at the University of Houston, where
they have a clinic devoted especially
to serving immigrants. But rather
than moving to where immigrants’
rights were already being addressed,
I decided to try to bring a greater
interest in these issues to Loyola.”
With classmate Cynthia Herrera,
now a 2L, McDevitt founded the
Immigrants’ Rights Coalition; the
two now serve as copresidents. The
group participates in a variety of
academic and service events. This
year, it’s hosting a panel discussion
about how immigration issues affect
children, along with its cosponsors
the ChildLaw Society, the Latino
Law Students Association, and the
Children’s Legal Rights Journal. The
coalition also is planning a clinic day
at which Loyola students will talk to
immigrants about their legal rights, as
well as a Thanksgiving fundraiser in a
heavily immigrant community.

Expanding
awareness
“We’re slowly trying to infuse a lot
more awareness so that Loyola
becomes a place where people come
to discuss this topic,” McDevitt says.
The coalition isn’t the only
project claiming McDevitt’s time
and passion. He’s a student attorney
with Loyola’s Health Justice Project,
where he’s currently helping a client
with a disability get his citizen
application approved, and serves as
editor-in-chief of the Public Interest
Law Reporter. McDevitt also is vice
president of the International Law

Society, feature and student articles
editor for the International Law
Review, and co-editor-in-chief of the
student publication Blackacre.
He never misses an opportunity
to study abroad, enrolling in a Loyola
course that included a spring break
immersion component in Tanzania,
and taking a summer research
assistantship in Santiago. In January,
he’ll participate in the London
Comparative Advocacy Program.
“I worked full time as an
undergraduate, so it’s kind of the pace
I feel most at home with,” McDevitt
says of his unusually packed schedule.

“Immigration policy
is a three-legged
race; it needs to
be changed in the
legal system, in the
political system,
and culturally.”
– 3L Justin McDevitt

After graduation, McDevitt
plans to pursue his PhD, an
additional degree that will
complement his law degree as a
preparation for policy work.
“Immigration policy is a threelegged race; it needs to be changed
in the legal system, in the political
system, and culturally,” he says. “All of
these aspects have to move together,
or the whole system trips. What
works may not be fair, and what’s fair
may not work. I want to work with
community activists, politicians, and
legal professionals to create a fair
system that makes sense.” ■
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