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Rwanda Carter knows firsthand how 
social and economic inequalities dis-
proportionately affect racial and ethnic 
minorities. She was raised in Watts, 
in South Central Los Angeles, where 
health, education and earnings levels 
are far below the national average.

Her parents immigrated from Belize 
to the U.S., where they worked diligently 
to obtain permanent residency and sus-
tain their family.

“It was their resilience that molded 
me to pursue higher education and be-
come an advocate for positive social 
change,” said Carter.

“The dearth of resources in my home 
community prevents access to affordable 
housing, a quality education and health 
care. I believe social change starts with 
addressing the needs of vulnerable com-
munities like mine, which motivated me 

In a highly-competitive tournament 
where reading body language, perfecting 
persuasion techniques and surveying a 
crowd are required, Cal State Fullerton’s 
Moot Court team earned top scores at the 
2021 American Moot Court Association 
National Championship Tournament. 

Twelve Cal State Fullerton students 
across six teams competed against the 
top 100 Moot Court teams in the country 
and brought home seven awards from 
the Jan. 22-24 tournament, which was 
held virtually this year.

Four students received National Oral 
Advocacy Championship awards: Jenni-
fer Nakano and Zach Zirzow in seventh 
place and Khira Mistry and Ian Finley in 
28th place.

to pursue a career in social work.”
Carter is one of only 42 students na-

tionwide, and one of three Cal State 
Fullerton graduate students, selected 
for the Council on Social Work Educa-
tion’s 2020-21 Minority Fellowship Pro-
gram. The fellowship — which aims to 
reduce the effects of substance abuse 
and mental illness on America’s com-
munities by increasing the number of 
individuals trained to work with at-risk 
groups — grants each student a $10,000 
stipend, training and mentorship.

“Through the fellowship, I hope to 
connect with other Master of Social 
Work students and social work profes-
sionals to facilitate a community fo-
cused on promoting mental health care 
equity,” said Carter, adding that the 
fellowship is an extension of the edu-
cation she is receiving in Cal State Ful-
lerton’s MSW program.

“The MSW program’s emphasis on 
culturally competent social work prac-
tice aligns with my professional goals 

Six students received National Brief 
Writing Championship awards: Isaac 
Gonzalez and Navdeep Sidhu came in 
second place as petitioner, Kristin Sinks 
and Amaris Aloise earned fourth place 
as petitioner and Noah Zepeda and Emi-
ly Higgins earned ninth place as respon-
dent from over 350 briefs submitted.

Navdeep Sidhu also placed in 29th 
out of the 200 speakers ranked in the 
tournament’s Individual Orator Rank-
ings.

“We had tremendous success,” said 
Pamela Fiber-Ostrow, professor of po-
litical science and coach of the Moot 
Court team at Cal State Fullerton. “Ac-
complishing this during a pandemic is 
just beyond extraordinary given the ex-
tra challenges our students faced. Our 
program is ranked third in the nation 
for our combined skills in oral advocacy 

to serve diverse populations,” she said. 
“The program also prioritizes the need 
for promoting social justice in vulner-
able, marginalized and underrepresent-
ed populations.”

Another fellow, Tania Carrillo, is a 
first-generation, Mexican American stu-
dent who recalls how her family used 
social services during her childhood.

“Being able to be of assistance dur-
ing a difficult time in someone’s life is 
why I want to be a social worker,” she 
shared. “I know it helped my family, 
and I want to be able to do the same for 
other families across my community.”

Carrillo credits CSUF’s MSW pro-
gram for encouraging her to pursue the 
fellowship program and her career goal 
of working with at-risk youth.

“The faculty are truly invested in the 
students,” she said. “Our courses focus 
on real-life situations, which help stu-
dents easily apply clinical skills into 
field placement. Also, our field direc-
tors do an amazing job to facilitate a 

and writing because of the talent and 
perseverance of our extraordinary Ti-
tans.”

Moot Court team members said pre-
paring for the virtual competition came 
with both expected and unexpected 
changes. Isaac Gonzalez, a junior major-
ing in business, created a mini studio in 
his bedroom for practice using books as 
his laptop stand and a bed sheet as his 
background.

“I like making eye contact and gaug-
ing the reactions of people whenever 
I speak,” Gonzalez said. “However, on 
Zoom, I’d have to constantly stare at the 
green light next to my camera to pres-
ent a strong virtual eye contact. Seeing 
the reactions of judges from the corner 
of my eyes made it slightly more difficult 
to measure how my presentations and 
answers to questions were received.”

Gonzalez said one benefit from this 
past year was that the team was able to 
practice at nearly any time by dropping 
a Zoom link in their group chat for any-
one who was available.

“Even though I spent little time in 
person with the team, I still grew close 
to them,” Gonzalez said. “The virtual 
setting also didn’t stop us from doing 
warm-up dances or team cheers before 
our tournaments.”

Amaris Aloise, a junior majoring in 
public administration and anthropol-
ogy, said she had to adjust how she used 
body language and eye contact in her ar-
gument. Looking directly at the camera 
on her computer limited her ability to 
see how judges reacted.

“Having discussions through Zoom 
can be very difficult — it’s harder to get 
your message across and feel passionate 
when you’re talking to a screen,” Aloise 
said. “However, we worked together to 
figure out ways to feel comfortable in a 
virtual setting. Our coaches and mentors 
helped foster a sense of confidence in 

smooth placement process.
“The skills I am gaining from this 

program are the ones that allow me to 
stand out to future employers.”

Jacqueline Pantoja, the third fellow, 
aims to become a licensed clinical so-
cial worker to provide culturally com-
petent mental health services and psy-
choeducation in the Latinx community. 

“I acknowledge how the barriers to 
mental health services (such as lan-
guage barriers, stigma and lack of 
health insurance) affect the Latinx pop-
ulation living with mental illness,” said 
Pantoja. “I have witnessed my family 
members diagnosed with mental illness 
(such as depression and bipolar disor-
der with psychotic features) thrive due 
to receiving continuous mental health 
services.”

She hopes the fellowship will help 
her develop a long-lasting connection 
with her cohort and mentor, as well as 
become “a more competent and confi-
dent social worker.”

our abilities and our virtual courtroom 
demeanor.”

Aloise said she looks forward to future 
competitions when she can safely travel 
around the country with her teammates 
and show support for them in person. 
Until that time comes, Aloise said she is 
still gaining valuable experience.

“As an aspiring attorney, I know my 
Moot Court experiences will stay with 
me for the rest of my life,” Aloise said. “It 
has really helped me develop my sense 
of public speaking and presenting, as 
well as my skills in legal writing. Not to 
mention, I made great connections with 
alumni who are in the legal field them-
selves.”

Ian Finley, a junior majoring in politi-
cal science and Spanish, said his team’s 
preparation approach hasn’t changed 
too much aside from its virtual setting, 
since it still requires reading many cases 
and practicing speaking for long hours.

“It’s one thing to get up early on the 
weekends to go see my friends at Moot 
Court practice, but it’s a whole different 
thing to get up early on the weekends 
for hours-long Zoom calls after Zooming 
all week for classes,” Finley said. “I genu-
inely loved Moot Court practice even in 
the virtual setting, but our team had to 
have a lot of endurance and fortitude 
this year.”

He said it was also easier for former 
Moot Court competitors, lawyers, judges 
and alumni from across the country to 
help the team during practices in 2020. 

“If you told me last year that I could 
make friends with people that I would 
meet on Zoom, I would have laughed,” 
Finley said. “Now, I count these as some 
of my most valuable college friendships.”

In 2020, Cal State Fullerton ranked 
sixth among the nation’s top programs, 
placing third in Brief Writing and 19th 
in Oral Advocacy. The 2021-22 Moot 
Court season begins in early April.
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Graduate students Rwanda Carter, Jacqueline Pantoja and Tania Carrillo were selected for the Council on Social Work Education’s 2020–21 Minority Fellowship Program.

PHOTO COURTESY CSUF NEWS MEDIA SERVICES 

CSF’s Moot Court team meets via Zoom.




