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As long as we remain focused on promoting young citizens’ 
understanding of the Constitution, it will remain a powerful 
instrument for ensuring the stability of our government and the 
liberty of the governed. The United States Court of Appeals for 
the Fourth Circuit is pleased to have contributed to this effort 
through the 2017 Fourth Circuit Essay Contest. This year’s 
theme, Access to Justice, asked students to consider and share 
their thoughts on the question: “What does access to justice 
mean to you and how do the Constitution and Bill of Rights enable 
this access?” 

The contest was open to high school students currently in 
grades 9 through 12 in the five states within the circuit: Maryland, 
Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina. The top 
three submissions were selected by our panel of judges through a 
blind review process. 

The court extends its appreciation to its panel of judges for 
their work in reviewing the essays and selecting the top three 
submissions: Henry L. Chambers, Jr., Austin E. Owen Research 
Scholar and Professor of Law, University of Richmond School of 
Law; John J. Korzen, Director of the Appellate Advocacy Clinic, 
Wake Forest University School of Law; Hannah Rogers Metcalfe, 
Metcalfe & Atkinson, LLC, Federal Bar Association Vice President 
for the Fourth Circuit; Toni M. Poling, English Teacher, Fairmont 
Senior High School, and 2017 West Virginia Teacher of the Year; 
Sandra Gioia Treadway, Librarian of Virginia and State Archivist of 
Virginia; and Jody Zepp, Government Teacher, Long Reach High 
School, Howard County, and 2015 Maryland Teacher of the Year.  

We would like to thank the judges, attorneys, educators, 
court staff, and students from throughout the Fourth Circuit 
whose contributions of time and effort helped make our first high 
school essay contest a success. 

About the Contest 



Opening Remarks 
The Honorable Roger L. Gregory 

Chief United States Circuit Judge for the Fourth Circuit 
 
 
 

Reading of the Second Place Essay 
David Okon Edimo 

Introduced by Sarah Carr 
 
 
 

Reading of the First Place Essay 
Rebecca Thompson 

Introduced by Joseph Coleman, Jr. 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
The Honorable Roger L. Gregory 

 
 

         
 

Refreshments will be served in the Library (first floor) 
at the conclusion of the program. 

Program 
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Rebecca Thompson is an incoming senior at 
Cecil D. Hylton Senior High School in Woodbridge, 
Virginia. Her favorite school subjects are 
English and history. Rebecca plans to finish 
her last year of high school with academic 
excellence and attend a prestigious university 
next fall. There, she plans to pursue a major 
that focuses on human rights, sociology, 
and psychology. Rebecca always had and 

will always have a passion for learning and teaching others, she 
participates on her high school track team where she competes at 
a national level, and in her spare time she likes to read and write. 

Rebecca Thompson 
Woodbridge, VA 

Providing Access to Justice for America’s Poor 

In the United States, justice serves as one of the main 
principles that has been established as a cornerstone of the 
nation’s foundation. The Preamble effectively conveys the nation’s 
commitment to justice with its statement that the citizens of the 
United States established the Constitution to “establish justice” 
and “secure liberty” for all citizens. Access to justice is essential to 
the administration of fair and proper justice for citizens of the 
country. Unfortunately, for the nation’s poor, access to justice is 
not always readily available or easy to attain. However, the nation’s 
justice system as a whole has made great strides for the poor’s 
access to justice. The passage of laws that adhere to the 
amendments of the Constitution has made it easier for the 
nation’s poor to easily have access to justice. Despite our nation’s 
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progressive movement towards adequate access to justice for the 
poor, there is still work to be done to ensure that the poor have 
proper access to justice in order to receive fair judgements in legal 
matters. Access to justice means being able to easily acquire 
justice without financial struggles serving as barriers to the 
administration of justice for the poor. 

The Constitution and Bill of Rights advocate for justice for 
all citizens which proves that a citizen’s economic status should 
not deter their access to justice. Moreover, no matter an 
individual’s race, gender, or, in this specific case, economic status, 
they have a right to have accessible justice. Several amendments 
to the Constitution exemplify the nation’s commitment to equal 
access to justice for citizens who come from poorer backgrounds. 
In regards to the Bill of Rights, the 6th Amendment establishes a 
citizen’s right to counsel in criminal proceedings as a way to 
ensure that poverty does not sever one’s access to fair justice. 
Similarly, the 8th Amendment prohibits the requirement of 
“excessive bail” or “fines” from citizens as a way of guaranteeing 
one’s right to justice no matter their economic status. Apart from 
the Bill of Rights, the 14th Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause 
prohibits the denial of due process or, as the name suggests, 
protection under the law to citizens due to bias or discrimination 
(“Constitution”). Consequently, under the 14th Amendment, poor 
citizens cannot be denied due process due to economic bias. These 
amendments represent the Constitution’s promise of access to 
justice for citizens despite their income brackets. 

Despite the Constitution’s vow of access to justice for the 
poor, currently, the poor have limited access to justice in regards 
to civil cases. In the United States, poor citizens do not have 
proper access to justice simply because their financial situation 
prohibits them from accessing fair legal aid. According to Carrie 
Johnson, a justice correspondent for the Washington Desk, many 
of the nation’s poor “lack access to lawyers” in the face of various 
civil issues. This is because in the United States, it is not mandatory 
for citizens to be provided legal aid for civil cases (Johnson). This 
lack of legal representation in civil courts translates negatively 
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towards the outcomes of the cases for poor citizens. Studies show 
that when low-income citizens lack representation in civil cases, 
they tend to have trouble navigating the court system which 
directly translates towards failure in court proceedings (“Equal”). 
If these poor citizens were to have access to legal representation, 
they would have more success in their cases and they would be 
delivered effective and fair justice. However, it is clear that the 
“access to justice” connection for citizens of lower incomes has 
been destroyed simply because they lack the funds to pay for 
proper legal aid or representation in civil matters. 

Despite the limited access to justice for the nation’s poor, 
the justice department of the United States has worked and is 
working towards improving poor citizens’ access to justice. The 
first step towards making justice more accessible to the nation’s 
poor was the court decision in the Gideon v. Wainwright case of 
1963. This Supreme Court decision aligned with the Constitution’s 
6th Amendment and held that citizens “facing serious criminal 
charges” had a right to legal representation if they could not afford 
one (“Legacy”). Since then, there have been numerous court cases 
that have ruled in favor of the Constitution’s commitment to justice 
for citizens of low-income. The 2015 Varden v. City of Clanton 
case ruled that bail payments in exchange for pretrial release 
were in violation of the 14th Amendment and unfair towards poor 
citizens. The 2016 Kuren, et al. v. Luzerne County case ruled that 
the county’s underfunded public defense system could give rise to 
a violation of the 6th Amendment because citizens were not being 
provided with legal representation during their criminal proceedings. 
This year, one case, Walker v. City of Calhoun, Georgia, involved a 
plaintiff who was forcibly detained in jail for six nights because he 
could not afford to pay the $160 cash bond for his release. The 
actions by the City of Calhoun were deemed unconstitutional and 
in violation of the Constitution’s 14th Amendment in the court’s 
decision (“Court”). These court decisions are hopeful indicators of 
the nation’s current progressive movement towards enhanced 
access to justice for poor citizens. Similarly, the U.S. Justice 
Department has launched an initiative called the Office for Access 
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to Justice to enhance the poor’s access to justice by providing 
criminal and civil legal aid to those who cannot afford it. 

Justice serves as a foundation to our nation’s legal system. 
The Constitution and Bill of Rights uphold everyone’s right to 
access to justice by making amendments inclusive for all citizens. 
Consequently, the nation’s poor citizens also have a right to have 
access to justice despite their financial situation. Although laws 
have been passed to ensure the poor’s access to justice, the poor 
continue to lack legal aid in civil cases. The U.S. Department of 
Justice should work towards making justice more accessible for 
the poor in civil matters. The guarantee of access to justice for the 
poor would fulfill the Constitution’s promise of justice for all 
citizens. 

          
 
“Court Filings in Support of Access to Justice.” U.S. Department of Justice. 18 

Nov. 2016. justice.gov/atj/court-filings-support-access-justice. 
“Equal Access to Justice: Ensuring Meaningful Access to Counsel in Civil Cases, 

Including Immigration Proceedings.” Columbia Law School Human Rights 
Institute. Jul. 2014, web.law.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/microsites/
human-rights-institute/files/equal_access_to_justice_-_cerd_shadow_ 
report.pdf. 

Johnson, Carrie. “Rights Advocates See ‘Access To Justice’ Gap In U.S.” NPR. 10 
Mar. 2014, npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2014/03/10/288225649/rights-
advocates-see-access-to-justice-gap-in-u-s. 

“The Constitution of the United States.” Constitution. 12 Mar. 2017, 
constitutionus.com. 

“The Legacy of Gideon v. Wainwright.” U.S. Department of Justice. 03 Feb. 
2016. justice.gov/atj/legacy-gideon-v-wainwright. 
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David Okon Edimo just completed his senior 
year at Richard Montgomery High School in 
Rockville, Maryland, and will be attending 
Yale University this fall. His favorite school 
subjects are art history, economics, social 
anthropology, and English. David intends to 
study Ethics, Politics & Economics or a related 
subject at Yale. Afterward, he wants to work 
in public service and attend law school. He 

would like to work in a state attorney general’s office or in public 
interest law. David enjoys public policy, art, and journalism. 

David Okon Edimo 
Rockville, MD 

Due Process: The Great Constitutional Equalizer 

When a scared fourteen year old girl walked into our office 
clutching her phone and in need of help, I saw the face of Captain 
John Preston. Preston lived three hundred years earlier, but they 
both faced similar dilemmas. Confronted by an intimidating criminal 
justice system, they looked to someone for sympathy and help. 
Captain Preston, charged with murder at the Boston Massacre, 
turned to John Adams. This girl, facing a drug charge, turned to us 
at the public defender’s office where I interned. For me, their 
connected experiences exemplify access to justice—the idea that 
both a wealthy British officer and a young Latina girl are entitled 
to a zealous defense. The Constitution is a critical part of ensuring 
this equitable access to justice; Preston hired a private attorney1, 
but the girl in our office depended on her right to court-appointed 
counsel under Gideon v. Wainwright2. Thankfully, the Constitution 
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is laced with protections that ideally provide every American with 
a fair opportunity to defend themselves from charges. Still, there 
is more work to be done to fully realize its promise. 

Though the most well-known due process protections are 
found in the Bill of Rights, we see protections weaved in throughout 
the entire document. Article I, Section 3 (the impeachment clause) 
and Article III, Section 2, which establishes judicial power, are 
prominent first instances. Ironically, the impeachment clause 
protects perhaps the most powerful people in the world: the 
President of the United States and other civil officers. Though 
they may be impeached by a majority vote in the House of 
Representatives, they can only be convicted and removed from 
office by a two-thirds vote of the Senate3. Furthermore, the 
president’s trial is presided over by the Chief Justice4. This is 
because, in the same spirit as the guarantee to an impartial jury, 
these procedures help mitigate the influence of politics in a highly 
charged environment. This vindicates our core belief that no 
individual should face punishment unless a certain burden is met. 
And with every additional vote required to convict an impeached 
officer, the likelihood of a politically-motivated conviction, rather 
than one for “high crimes and misdemeanors”5, becomes less 
likely. Although these protections apply to very few individuals, 
they are epitomic of access to justice because even unsympathetic 
parties are insulated from abuse. Another important protection is 
found in Article III, Section 2, which provides that “The Trial of all 
Crimes...shall be held in the State where the said Crimes shall 
have been committed”6. Like the ordeal with Captain Preston, this 
is a lesson that we learned from our revolution. Our colonial 
overlords routinely removed trials of crimes committed in the 
colonies to Britain for political expediency7. This section prevents 
forum shopping and ensures that the community of a specific 
jurisdiction can pass judgment on an offense committed within 
that jurisdiction. 

Americans likely find most comfort in the access to justice 
protections found in the Bill of Rights and other amendments. 
Specifically, the Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, and Fourteenth amendments 
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have major implications for an individual’s ability to protect 
themselves against the power of the state. The Fifth Amendment’s 
requirement that defendants be indicted by a grand jury is perhaps 
the most critical safeguard against malicious prosecution; it is also 
one of the purest manifestations of democracy in our constitutional 
system. Citizens are able to literally tell the government whether 
or not they will permit a prosecution to go forward. However, for 
a number of reasons, this clause hasn’t been incorporated via the 
Fourteenth Amendment to apply to state trials as well8. While this 
might be more efficient for a prosecutor, it leaves a gaping hole in 
our system of checks. The Sixth Amendment protects the rights to 
a speedy and public trial, an impartial jury, confrontation of 
witnesses, and access to counsel. This is arguably the most 
important amendment for ensuring access to justice. Without this 
amendment, the state could effectively imprison a defendant for 
an extended period of time while supposedly awaiting trial. An 
impartial jury ensures that there’s a legitimate chance at convincing 
them of your non-guilt, and the access to counsel and ability to 
confront witnesses ensures that one can truly present the best 
defense possible. Attorneys are virtually required in felony cases 
to be able to successfully navigate the complex labyrinth of criminal 
procedure. That’s why the girl charged with a drug offense had to 
come to our office. She needed the expertise of our lawyers to 
ensure that her rights were defended and so that professionals 
could examine the evidence and witnesses and force the state to 
meet its burden of proof. The Seventh Amendment protects the 
right to a jury in civil trials, which can be just as injurious to 
personal liberty as criminal trials. 

The Fourteenth Amendment is the major key to these 
rights because of a doctrine known as incorporation. A vast, vast 
majority of cases play out in state courts, but as written, the 
Constitution generally only applies to federal situations. But 
because of a series of Supreme Court decisions, many rights have 
been “incorporated” to also apply at the state level9. Without this 
mechanism, hundreds of thousands of defendants would go 
without crucial rights. 
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For many, justice means getting a preferred result. But to 
me, justice is done when each side of a dispute has a meaningful 
opportunity to present a robust argument for themselves. It has 
special meaning to me as someone who has seen the justice 
system up close through the eyes of a public defender, and as a 
first-generation immigrant in a community that has a healthy 
skepticism of authority. Whether for the benefit of someone like 
me or someone like Captain Preston, it’s important that the 
Constitution ensure that the awesome power of the state is 
exercised judiciously. With chronically underfunded public defenders 
offices, gargantuan court backlogs, and other issues, it’s not yet 
reality. But it can be, it must be, and we will make it so. 

          
 
1 Preston’s case occurred before the Constitution (or even the Declaration of 
Independence) but is still a model for the right to counsel and to a fair trial. 
2 Gideon v. Wainwright, 372 U.S. 335 (1963) held that state courts are required 
to appoint attorneys for criminal defendants who cannot otherwise afford to 
retain counsel. 
3 U.S. Constitution. Art. I, Sec. 3. 
4 Ibid. 
5 U.S. Constitution. Art. II, Sec. 4. 
6 U.S. Constitution. Art. III, Sec. 2. 
7 Breig, James. “All That is Substantial and Beneficial in a Trial by Jury.” The 
Colonial Williamsburg Journal Spring (2008): n. pag. Web. 16 June 2017. 
8 “Fifth Amendment.” Fifth Amendment. Ed. Jonathan Kim. Legal Information 
Institute, June 2017. Web. 16 June 2017. 
9 Hudson, David L., Jr. “The Fourteenth Amendment and Incorporation.” 
Insights on Law & Society 17.2 (2017): n. pag. Web. 
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John Ford is an incoming junior at Marvin 
Ridge High School in Waxhaw, North Carolina. 
His favorite school subjects are English and 
history. John intends to attend college and 
double major in political science and foreign 
policy studies. After obtaining his undergraduate 
degree, he plans on obtaining a dual Juris 
Doctorate degree and Masters degree in 
finance. John’s interests, activities and passions 

include politics, music, history, collecting vinyl, playing piano, and 
reading. 

John Ford 
Waxhaw, NC 

Equal justice under law is not merely a caption on the facade 
of the Supreme Court building; it is perhaps the most inspiring 
ideal of our society. It is one of the ends for which our entire legal 
system exists. It is fundamental that justice should be the same, in 
substance and availability, without regard to economic status.” [1] 

- Justice Lewis Powell, Jr. 
 
When the Founding Fathers gathered to compose the 

foundational document of their new country they set out to make 
a Constitution that would be both fair and just. The Founders 
understood that they were creating a government that would 
wield tremendous power over the individual, including the power 
to take from people their liberty and in some instances, even their 
life. As the Preamble explains, the goals of the Constitution, amongst 
others, are to “establish Justice...promote the general Welfare, 
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and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our 
Posterity...”[2] These goals helped to define the American legal 
system and through their embodiment, provide access to justice 
for all people. When the American colonies were under British 
control colonists were subject to a biased justice system that 
treated colonists unfairly when compared to the citizens of England. 
With these past experiences in mind the Founding Fathers were 
determined to make the United States’ government as fair and 
just as one could when dealing in legal matters. To reach this goal 
they built a living document that emphasized separation of power, 
checks and balances, and individual rights. These foundational 
principles were meant to ensure that the laws of the United States 
would be enacted fairly and would apply equally to its citizens. 
But what is access to justice and how do the Constitution and Bill 
of Rights protect it? To me, access to justice is a person’s ability to 
present their case, advocate for their position and have the 
opportunity to protect themselves and their interests through our 
legal system, regardless of their economic status, race, or religion. 
The Constitution and Bill of Rights promote this access by setting 
up an unbiased system based on oversight and individual liberties. 
The emphasis on due process contained in those documents 
ensures those that Americans will be protected and given access 
to justice. 

In Article Three of the US Constitution the Founding 
Fathers established the federal judicial system for the United 
States. This Article created the United States Supreme Court and 
gave Congress the power to set up additional lower courts. Through 
this Article, the citizens of the United States have access to a court 
system beginning at the district level, continuing through the 
Court of Appeals and culminating with the U.S. Supreme Court. 
This system provides the people with the opportunity to seek 
justice when their rights have been violated and gives them a 
forum to obtain a remedy when they have been wronged. 

From a position of fear that over time, America’s govern-
ment would begin to morph into a more controlling style of 
government, the majority of the states demanded that a Bill of 
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Rights be added to protect individual liberties. Contained in the 
Bill of Rights are protections that are meant to ensure access to 
justice. They provide those accused of a crime the opportunity to 
respond to those allegations and places the burden of proving 
guilt beyond a reasonable doubt upon the government. In the 
context of the judicial system, the First, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth, and 
Eighth Amendments all stand out. The First Amendment, which 
protects an individual or group’s right to expression, allows for the 
civilian population to freely respond to any perceived injustice. 
The people’s ability to respond promotes popular sovereignty and 
guarantees access to justice by holding the government accountable. 
The Fourth Amendment, which forces police officers to obtain a 
search warrant or have probable cause before they are able to 
perform a search, protects citizens’ privacy. Supreme Court cases 
such as Mapp v. Ohio, which said evidence obtained illegally under 
the Fourth Amendment could not be used in court[3], and Terry v. 
Ohio, which said that an officer stopping and frisking a citizen was 
legal[4], have further defined what is allowed or prohibited under 
the Fourth Amendment. The Fifth Amendment, which made it 
necessary for a grand jury to determine if a case has enough 
evidence to continue, also ensured you did not have to testify 
against yourself, and requires due process to be carried out before 
your property can be taken away. The Sixth Amendment guarantees 
the right to an impartial jury and the right to have representation. 
Gideon v. Wainwright expanded upon the right to counsel in 
criminal proceedings. The Eighth Amendment ensures no excessive 
bail or cruel and unusual punishment. These Amendments, that 
promote individual liberties, further expanded an individual’s 
access to justice in America[5]. 

In conclusion, the Founding Fathers brilliantly created a 
governmental system that was founded on oversight, accountability 
that is based on checks and balances, and separation of powers. 
More specifically, the Founding Fathers built a judicial system that, 
although not perfect, promotes access to justice for all regardless 
of their economic status, race, religion, country of origin, or other 
personal factors. The ideas inscribed in the Constitution and Bill of 
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Rights help to guarantee equal access to justice and are at the core 
of what makes our country great. It is one of the many reasons 
why I am proud to be an American. 

          
 
1. Bellows, Laurel. “Stepping Up for the Underserved: Lawyers’ Pro Bono Is 

Key to Providing Equal Access to Justice.” ABA Journal. N.p., n.d. Web. 16 
June 2017. 

2. “Preamble We the People.” Preamble  IC  We the People. National 
Constitution Center, n.d. Web. 16 June 2017. 

3. “Mapp v. Ohio.” Oyez, https://www.oyez.org/cases/1960/236. Accessed 
16 Jun. 2017. 

4. “Terry v. Ohio.” LII / Legal Information Institute. The Legal Information 
Institute at Cornell University, n.d. Web. 16 June 2017. 

5. “Summarized Bill of Rights with Comments on the Meaning of the 
Document.” Bright Hub Education. Bright Hub Inc, 23 Oct. 2012. Web. 16 
June 2017. 
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