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Boome rang           
   Gang Alums come full circle, finding  

fulfillment and purpose as staffers
By Jon Jefferson — Photography by Jim Block 
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STORY 1:  
AN ALTERNATIVE PATHWAY  
TO A DREAM-JOB DESTINATION
Samorn Selim has logged lots of miles on the road less 
traveled. The daughter of Laotian refugees, she’s the first 
in her family to earn a four-year college degree. Then came 
law school.

Unlike many of her Boalt classmates who have taken the 
broad, traditional road to Big Law, Selim chose a smaller, 
less common route—accepting a summer-associate o!er at 
a mid-size firm (one later acquired by a larger firm). Although 
she had a lot of opportunities there—including the chance 
to work on a trial unusually early in her career—that wasn’t 
enough to keep her. She’d had a revelation: “My desire to 
give back to public education was too strong,” she says.

In July 2011, Selim orga-
nized a career panel with 
two Boalt classmates. She 
provided an overview of the 
2L on-campus interview 
programs and candidly 
recounted the challenges 
she’d faced as a first-gener-
ation professional and a 
woman of color. She shared 
strategies to help others suc-
ceed, too.

The day she presented, a 
friend emailed her—as a 
joke—about an opening at 
the Career Development 
O"ce (CDO). But the email 
planted a seed that germi-
nated fast. “The opportunity 
to come back seemed too 
good to pass up,” Selim says. 
Four months after her 

career-panel gig, she returned to Boalt, to the CDO, to help 
di!erent-drummer students like herself land jobs at small 
and mid-size firms. 

One of her first meetings was with Jane Levich ’13, then 
a 2L interested in trademark and copyright law. Levich was 
concerned: Many classmates already had Big Law job o!ers. 
Selim o!ered reassurance. Smaller firms generally hire 
later in the year, she explained, so Levich was right on track. 
Selim also helped Levich create a job-search plan and pol-
ish her interview skills and application materials. The 
result? “Jane landed her ideal job,” Selim reports, “at a 
boutique firm specializing in trademark and copyright.” 
Levich herself is now a Boalt career-development program 
regular, participating in a lunch panel and the annual Speed 
Meet & Greet for boutique, small, and mid-size firms. 

Besides helping individual students, Selim supports 
broader diversity initiatives at Boalt, including career-
development programs o!ered by student groups such as 
First-Generation Professionals and the Women of Color 
Collective. “I have a passion for law and education,” she 
notes, “so being able to combine both as a Boalt career 
counselor is a dream job. I’m glad to have mine—and I love 
helping others find theirs.”       

STORY 2:  
COOLNESS ENCOURAGED; PUFFERY,  
NOT SO MUCH
Kim Natividad picks up her phone for the umpteenth time. 
“Student Services, this is Kim,” she says cheerily, then—
hearing the caller’s question—lets go a sigh. “Can I call you 
back? I’ve got a student trying to withdraw right now. …”

Six stories, six names,  
of counterpoint to Wolfe: 
Samorn Selim ’09. 
Kim Natividad ’09.  
Alex Lee ’04. 
Janelle Hill ’12. 
Nadia Macias ’11. 
Trish Keady ’08. 
All Boalt alums who  
ventured out and looped 
back to the law school they 
once roamed as students. 
Now they’re staff. Yes, you 
can go home again. But 
why would you? Affection. 
Opportunity. Geography. 
Empathy. Perspective. 
Paying it forward. And more.

“ You can’t go 
home again.”  
—Thomas Wolfe

CAREER COACH: Samorn Selim ’09 
found her dream job: helping others 
find theirs.
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Luckily, that situation doesn’t arise often—“less than 10 
per year,” she says later; “about one student in a hundred.” 
Most of Natividad’s energy is focused on lesser crises—or 
bigger opportunities. Still, for someone who entered Boalt 
targeting a career in transactional work at media compa-
nies, spending six hours a day with students is quite a shift.

As a student herself, Natividad concentrated on intel-
lectual property. I was sort of married to IP,” she jokes. “I 
worked on the Berkeley Technology Law Journal and served 
as an editor.” Her diligence paid o! with a job at Hughes 
Hubbard & Reed. “I really enjoyed the firm,” she says, “but 
after three years in New York City, I needed to leave. Those 
winters are hard!”

In 2012, she sought a lateral move to the balmier Bay 
Area. By coincidence, or fate, a Student Services fellowship 
opened up. “When I was in law school, Student Services 
seemed like a place where you could directly impact stu-
dents’ lives—not just helping them find their academic and 
career paths, but also working with the administration on 
issues a!ecting the entire student body.”

The timing wasn’t ideal—“I’d imagined a position like 
this later in my career,” Natividad says—but she realized 
the opportunity might not knock again. So she came back 
to Boalt as a Student Services sta!er, and in 2013 was named 
director. “As an alum, it’s rewarding to help make the school 
a better place,” she reflects, “and to feel a part of a larger 
Boalt community.”

While Natividad can’t work miracles for students, she 
does what she can “for the small chunk of a student’s life 
that I touch.” Often that means mentoring. “I didn’t have 
legal mentors when I was in law school,” she explains. “Once 
I was in a firm and mentoring junior associates, I saw the 

difference I could make, 
especially for other young 
women of color.” She pauses, 
and then skewers her seri-
ousness. “But really, I think 
students like me—and look 
to me—because I’m just so 
cool,” she jokes. “That’s my 
story, anyhow, and I’m stick-
ing to it!”

Natividad thinks Boalt’s 
students are “lovely” and 
“unique” compared to their 
peers at other schools. “By 
and large, they’re a diverse 
and dynamic group. And 
humble; there’s a lack of 
‘pu!ery.’ Is that a word?”

She laughs again, and it’s 
clear: Yes, she is cool. No 
wonder they like her—and 
look to her.

STORY 3:  
BACK FROM THE 
TRENCHES, WITH  
A REALITY 
CHECK
Alex Lee sought more than 
a degree when he arrived at 
Boalt in 2001. He wanted a 
Soros Justice Advocacy 
Fellowship, then a two-year 
grant from the Open Society 
Foundation, to do criminal-
justice reform work. Lee had 
several mentors—attorneys 
and activists—who obtained 
such fellowships. With their 
help, he created a plan for 
his course work and summer 
jobs to boost his odds of fol-
lowing in their footsteps.

The plan worked, and Lee 
used his fellowship to launch 
the Transgender, Gender 
Variant and Intersex Justice 
Project (TGIJP), a legal services and policy organization 
working to end abuse of transgender prisoners. Why that 
particular cause? “They were being treated horribly, and 
no one was paying attention,” he says.

As TGIJP’s director, Lee worked closely with leading 
legal organizations in the LGBT community. He also worked 
with racial and economic justice organizations, legislators, 
and correctional agencies. While at TGIJP, Lee took great 
satisfaction in mentoring law students. So when Boalt’s 
CDO posted an opening in 2009 for a public-interest career 
counselor, he leapt at the chance. “I’d always thought a job 
like this would be great,” he says, “especially at Berkeley.”

Lee blocks out four hours a day to work with students. 
“Some have basic questions,” he says: “‘How do I apply for 
a summer fellowship,’ or ‘Can you review my cover letter?’ 
Others have more complicated concerns, like: ‘I’m inter-
ested in so many things; how do I narrow it down?’”

With his experience in the public-interest trenches, Lee 
can o!er students a reality check. “I stress the importance 
of getting the work-life balance right,” he says, “which was 
hard to do when I was practicing.” He also emphasizes net-
working, open-mindedness, and flexibility. “I encourage 
students not to be narrow, to be open to new experiences 
even if they know what they want to do,” he says. “Having 
seen people in life-and-death situations, I urge students 
not to take things for granted; to take a more expansive 
approach.”

Lee misses some aspects of practicing public-interest 
law, “especially helping clients solve problems and having 

HIGH-IMPACT: Kim Natividad ’09 
likes making a difference in  
students’ lives.

THE REEL THING: Career coun-
selor Alex Lee ’04 is also an 
independent filmmaker.
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an immediate impact on their lives.” He doesn’t miss the 
“breakneck and exhausting” pace, nor the instability of 
nonprofit law. “I like being part of a large organization with 
a lot of resources,” he concedes. “Of course, I also love being 
able to help many students find what they’re passionate 
about, and attain their dream jobs straight out of law school.”

Coming back to Boalt has also allowed Lee to move his 
social–justice activism to another level—via independent 
filmmaking. “When I was making policy proposals to reform 
our state’s prison systems, people had a hard time buying 
them,” he says. “Using mass media has been a great way to 
push those conversations forward by engaging people’s 
imaginations to think outside the box.”

STORY 4:  
DREAM WEAVER CREATES A 
BRIGHTER TAPESTRY
Janelle Hill arrived at law school with a passion for youth 
law and access to education. The daughter of Filipino immi-
grants, she was the first in her family to graduate from high 
school, let alone college. Between graduating from Cal and 
enrolling at Boalt, she worked as a college outreach advisor 
to kids in Oakland—where she was born and raised—and 
the greater East Bay.

At Boalt, Hill joined the Juvenile Hall Project, a Student-
Initiated Legal Services Projects (SLPS) rights-education 

program for youth at 
Alameda County’s Juvenile 
Hall.  She later joined 
another SLPS, the Expulsion 
Advocacy Project, where she 
negotiated a school transfer 
for a girl threatened with 
expulsion for fighting. Hill 
calls those projects “reward-
ing and powerful, particu-
larly because I’d previously 
done outreach with the same 
kinds of kids.”

After passing the bar in 
2012, she juggled two jobs:  
one as a volunteer attorney 
at Bay Area Legal Aid, doing 
domestic-violence and fam-
ily law; the other handling 
rehabilitation cases at a 
criminal-defense firm. “I 
hadn’t done much criminal 
defense in law school,” Hill 
says. “My learning curve was 
really steep, though there 
was overlap with the 
Juvenile Hall Outreach proj-

ect—and I learned a lot from a mentor.” Still, she felt “gen-
erally unfulfilled” as a practicing attorney. “My skill set 
wasn’t translating as well as it could,” she explains. “I missed 
students and the school setting.”

So Hill sought advice from her former Boalt career coun-
selor, Melanie Rowen, with whom she’d stayed close. Rowen 
advised her to get involved with pro bono student projects 
again—this time as SLPS’s program coordinator. Hill came 
back to Boalt in fall 2013 on a one-year academic fellow-
ship to provide institutional support to the program and 
mentor student leaders of 22 SLPS projects. It’s a role that 
both fits and fulfills her. 

Case in point: “Last fall, two students contacted me inde-
pendently,” she says. “Both had recognized the need for 
outreach and education on DACA relief.” DACA—Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals—grants young undocumented 
immigrants a reprieve in deportation proceedings, provided 
they can show that they’ve pursued education or military 
service in the United States. But applying for DACA relief 
isn’t simple. 

Over winter break, Hill showed the two how they could 
create a SLPS to help immigrants file DACA petitions and 
provide community outreach and educational workshops. 
“Within three weeks,” she reports, “these students had 
lined up attorney supervision, established partnerships 
with local high schools, recruited peer student volunteers, 
and held their first on-site workshop.” Fast-forward two 
months: The East Bay DREAMer Clinic—the SLPS they 
created—isn’t just up and running, says Hill; “It’s now one 
of the most popular and fastest-growing projects on 
campus.”

STORY 5:  
ADMISSIONS OF A (FAMILY)  
VALUE-DRIVEN STAFFER  
For two years, starting in September 2011, Nadia Macias 
had what might have seemed her perfect job. The daughter 
of an immigrant single mother, she worked as a sta! attor-
ney at Centro Legal de la Raza—the Latino people’s law 
center—practicing immigration law in the Oakland neigh-
borhood where she’d grown up. “I had my own caseload,” 
she says, “filing visa applications, family-based petitions, 
and DACA relief applications.” She also educated commu-
nity groups about immigration law, rights, fraud, and other 
issues.

But in October 2013, Macias left to return to Boalt as an 
admissions director. “The Centro Legal work was very 
rewarding—a chance to give back to my community—but 
it was frustrating, too,” she explains. “Working within the 
confines of U.S. immigration laws, there were many people 
I simply couldn’t help. 

“I hadn’t been actively looking to leave,” she adds, “but 
when I saw the opening in Admissions, it resonated. During 

STUDENT SHEPHERD: Janelle 
Hill ’12 coordinates Boalt 
Hall’s 22 Student-Initiated 
Legal Services Projects. 



law school, I’d really enjoyed 
mentoring undergraduates 
and talking to prospective 
students. So I emailed  
Ed Tom, the dean of 
Admissions, to let him know 
I was interested. After going 
through the hiring process, 
here I am!”

In Admissions, Macias has 
a profound influence on 
Boalt students—even before 
they’re students. “Some pro-
spective students just want 
to learn about the applica-
tion process,” she explains, 
“but others—especially 
those struggling to narrow 
their choices—want to know 
what it’s really like to be a 
student at Boalt. And I can 
tell them. I worked on the 
SLPS asylum and workers’ 
rights projects and in the 
International Human Rights 
Law Clinic; I worked on a 
journal; I know professors. 

It really helps them that I went to law school here.”
Macias got her undergraduate degree from Cal, too, and 

had the same roommate all seven years: her twin sister, 
Claudia—who also attended Boalt with her. “We started at 
the same time, we finished at the same time, and we’re still 
roommates. She’s working in Oakland as an attorney for a 
nonprofit, doing eviction-defense work. Claudia jokes,  
‘I need to go back and work at Boalt, too!’” 

Nadia laughs … but she doesn’t rule out the idea.

STORY 6:  
MANIFEST DESTINY
Trish Keady still remembers the day Ed Tom called to say 
she’d been admitted to Boalt.

Keady, who describes herself as a “non-traditional Boalt 
student,” had worked for 15 years in Bay Area bookstores 
after earning an undergraduate degree in comparative lit-
erature at Santa Clara University. But even as she read and 
recommended and sold books, Keady was contemplating 
Life and Work and Making a Di!erence. Those reflections 
led her to Boalt. “I was really taken with the law school and 
its role as a public institution,” she recalls. “An inspiring 
place with an important public mission.”

Keady applied, hopes high, confidence middling. Getting 
the good-news call from Tom himself was a shock—“I didn’t 
believe it was real”—and a delight.

She swiftly embraced Boalt’s public-service ethos, vol-
unteering at the East Bay Community Law Center and the 
Workers’ Rights Clinic, then summering at the San 
Francisco Public Defender’s O"ce. After graduating, she 
spent three years at a San Francisco firm. “It was really 
interesting,” she says, “but I realized that I didn’t want to 
be on the partner track or do litigation.” In fall 2012, Keady 
returned to Boalt on the same one-year fellowship Janelle 
Hill is now completing: as SLPS coordinator, working with 
faculty advisors David Oppenheimer and Sue Schechter. 
When an opening in Student Services materialized, Keady 
pounced.

Two years as a sta!er has provided a broader apprecia-
tion for Boalt. “It’s funny—interesting—to see what all goes 
into running the law school,” she says, “things you don’t 
really see as a student: the paperwork, disability-access 
requirements, certification requirements; how much the 
school cares and reaches out to help students succeed.” 

Last fall, for instance, Keady learned that a student hadn’t 
been able to register early, though—as a military veteran—
she was entitled to. Looking into it, Keady found that a cod-
ing error in Cal’s main computers had deprived half of the 
law school’s student veterans of this benefit. “It took a num-
ber of emails just to learn the extent of the problem,” she 
says, “and many more to collect the documents to support 
the changes we requested.” 
Finally, after what she calls 
“considerable patience and 
extensive follow-up,” Cal fixed 
the problem. 

“Law school is rather 
famously di"cult,” Keady 
adds. “Each of our students 
comes to us with a history of 
accomplishments and a 
promising future. I’ve been 
there, so any day I can help 
smooth the rough edges and 
help students find their way 
to the life they want, I know 
I’m in the right job.” 

What’s that other thing 
they say about “home”?  
Oh, right: It’s where the  
heart is.#Q

Freelancer Jon Je!erson is a 
New York Times best-selling 
novelist. Collaborating with 
renowned forensic anthro-
pologist William Bass as 
“Je!erson Bass,” he’s written 
eight crime novels, as well as 
two nonfiction books.

INSIDE VIEW: Nadia Macias ’11 
can convey to applicants 
“what it’s really like to be a 
student at Boalt.”

HELPING HAND: Advisor Trish 
Keady ’08 appreciates how 
Boalt “reaches out to help 
students succeed.”
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