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WELCOME!
Dear Awardees, Colleagues, Partners, and Residents:

This year’s Human Rights Celebration, co-hosted by the DC Office 
of Human Rights (OHR), the DC Commission on Human Rights 
(Commission), and Georgetown Street Law Program, highlights the 
progress of children’s and women’s rights in our city, honors the 
remarkable individuals and organizations who advocate on their 
behalf, and calls for a renewed commitment to advancing human rights 
protections for all people in the District. The celebration will be held 
before International Human Rights Day, December 10, 2025.

This event reflects the missions of OHR and the Commission, which 
together enforce the DC Human Rights Act of 1977, protect the rights of 
District residents, workers, students, and visitors, and promote human 
rights through community engagement.

Georgetown Street Law Program, committed to empowering individuals 
through legal education and civic engagement, joins this effort to 
highlight the importance of educating communities about their rights 
and responsibilities. The Celebration serves as a platform to honor 
individuals and organizations who work tirelessly to protect and 
improve the rights of all, while highlighting the role of education in 
building a fairer and more just society.

Among those fierce defenders of the rights of women and children was 
our late Chief Administrative Law Judge, the Honorable Erika L. Pierson, 
who sadly passed away in 2024. The Human Rights Celebration will 
recognize and celebrate her life dedicated to public service and the 
protection of human rights.

Welcome to an evening of recognition, reflection, and inspiration as we 
celebrate human rights champions and reaffirm our shared commitment 
to justice, equality, and empowerment in the District of Columbia.

Elizabeth Fox-Solomon, Interim Director, Office of Human Rights
Motoko Aizawa, Chair, Commission on Human Rights
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2025 HUMAN RIGHTS AWARDS 
CEREMONY PROGRAM

5:00 pm	� Doors Open – Reception will begin with complimentary 
hors d’oeuvres and refreshments

6:00 pm	� Welcome by DC Commission on Human Rights & 
Georgetown Street Law Program

	� Motoko Aizawa, Chair, DC Commission on Human Rights
	 Charisma Howell, Director, Georgetown Street Law Program
		
6:05 pm	� Tribute to the late Honorable Chief Administrative Law 

Judge Erika L. Pierson
	 Councilmember Robert White
	 Dr. Wendell C. Pierson
			 
6:20 pm	� The State of the Rights of Women and Girls in the District
	 �Elizabeth Fox-Solomon, Interim Director, DC Office of 

Human Rights 
			 
6:30 pm	� Presentation of the Cornelius ‘Neil’ Alexander 

Humanitarian Award
	 Fatima Goss Graves
		
6:40 pm	 Presentation of the Erika L. Pierson Award 
	 Brittany Mobley
		
6:50 pm	 Presentation of the Emerging Leaders Awards
	 Verenize Tejada-Flores
	 Mecca Bey
	 Maia Burkhardt
						    
7:00 pm	 Presentation of the Community Service Award
	 DC Zonta
			 
7:10 pm	� Presentation of Street Law Program 
	 �Charisma Howell, Director, Georgetown Street Law Program

7:25 pm	 Reading the Mayor’s Proclamation and Call to Action
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IN LOVING MEMORY 

ERIKA LOUISE PIERSON
JUNE 6, 1969 – JULY 17, 2024
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This year’s Human Rights Awards Ceremony 
is held in loving memory of the late 
Honorable Chief Administrative Law Judge 
Erika L. Pierson, who passed away in July 
2024 following a long illness. To those of us 
on the Commission, Erika was our beloved 
Chief Judge, assigned to the Commission 
to help us adjudicate complaints brought 
under the DC Human Rights Act. Chief Judge 
Pierson was highly knowledgeable about 
discrimination law, with an impressive 
ability to manage cases, and was always 
available to assist vulnerable complainants 
and support the administration of the Commission.

Chief Judge Pierson joined the Commission in 2019 after a distinguished 
career in related fields, including the DC Attorney General’s Office, serving 
as General Counsel of the DC Public Schools, and working at the DC Office 
of Administrative Hearings. Once she became part of the Commission, she 
rolled up her sleeves and got to work addressing a massive backlog of cases. 
Even during the peak of COVID-19 in the District, she ensured cases continued 
moving with video hearings. She consistently looked out for the needs of 
the most vulnerable litigants, especially those who, due to financial or other 
reasons, represented themselves instead of being represented by an attorney. 
She developed simple forms and instructions that were easy for these 
complainants to understand and use.

Chief Judge Pierson was also dedicated to keeping all the Commissioners 
on the Commission informed, trained, and coordinated. She was a strong 
supporter of the Commission’s Human Rights Awards Ceremony and always 
went above and beyond her duties to ensure the event’s success. One year, she 
even served as a bartender in addition to presenting awards!

We will always fondly remember Erika’s appetite for good life, just as much 
as for hard work. She enjoyed traveling, good food, and gatherings. She 
demonstrated what it means to care for the vulnerable, serve our community, 
and embrace life. The District is deeply grateful for everything she has 
contributed to OHR and the Commission and vows to carry on her legacy. 
To honor Erika’s passion for advocating for human rights in the District, we 
established the Erika L. Pierson Award for excellence in protecting the rights of 
women and children. 
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CORNELIUS R. ‘NEIL’ ALEXANDER 
HUMANITARIAN AWARD

Cornelius R. “Neil” Alexander Award: 
Named after the Commission’s first 
Chief Administrative Law Judge, the late 
Honorable Neil Alexander, the Award is 
reserved for an individual with a lifetime of 
achievements in promoting and protecting 
human rights for the benefit of the 
residents, workers, students, and visitors 
in DC. The Commission has given out this 
award since 2008.

Fatima Goss Graves is a nationally 
recognized leader in the fight for gender 
justice and an expert in law, policy, and 
culture change. She is President and CEO of the National Women’s Law Center, 
President of the National Women’s Law Center Action Fund, and a co-founder 
of the TIME’S UP Legal Defense Fund.
 
Ms. Goss Graves has a distinguished track record working across a broad set 
of issues central to the lives of women and girls – including income security, 
childcare, equal pay, ending sexual harassment and violence, health and 
reproductive rights, education access, and workplace justice – with a particular 
focus on outcomes for women and girls of color. She is widely sought after 
for her effectiveness in the complex public policy arena at both the state and 
federal levels and regularly testifies before Congress and federal agencies.
 
Ms. Goss Graves has received numerous awards and recognitions for her 
leadership and currently serves as a member of several boards – in both 
advisory and governance capacities – including Indivisible and Equal Justice 
Works. She has appeared as a legal and social commentator on international, 
network and cable news programs, and has been published and quoted in 
numerous outlets. She is a graduate of UCLA and Yale Law School, and resides 
with her family in Washington, DC. 
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ERIKA L. PIERSON AWARD

Erika L. Pierson Award: 
To honor the life and work of the late 
Honorable Chief Administrative Law 
Judge Erika L. Pierson, the Commission 
established this new award to be given 
to an individual with a demonstrated 
track record in protecting and promoting 
the well-being and rights of women and 
children. 

Brittany Mobley is the Juvenile Services 
Program Deputy Chief within the 
Community Defender Division of the Public 
Defender Service (PDS). She first joined the 
Juvenile Services Program at PDS in July 2015 as a staff attorney. Just before 
joining PDS, Brittany was a senior attorney at the Children’s Law Center in their 
Guardian ad Litem Program, representing children in the family regulation 
system for about four years. She began working at the Children’s Law Center 
right after graduating from Howard University School of Law. While attending 
Howard Law, she served as a student attorney in the Criminal Justice Clinic, 
representing adults in misdemeanor cases, and also worked as a law clerk for 
PDS in both the Juvenile Services Program and the former Community Reentry 
Program. Currently, Brittany serves on the American Bar Association’s Juvenile 
Justice Task Force, is the Co-Chair of the ABA’s Juvenile Justice Committee, is 
an advisory board member for the Mid-Atlantic Region of The Gault Center and 
is a founding member and National Secretary of the Black Public Defender 
Association. Brittany is also a proud alumna of the 2021 cohort of Ambassadors 
for Racial Justice 2 and a Youth Defender Advocacy Program 3 certified trainer.
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EMERGING LEADER AWARDS

Emerging Leader Awards: 
Up to three people can be recognized with the Commission’s Emerging Leader 
Award, reserved for young people who demonstrate leadership in human rights 
awareness-raising and advocacy in the District. 

This year, three Emerging Leader Awards are awarded to high school students 
who demonstrated leadership as President, Vice President, and Secretary in 
the inaugural DC Youth Human Rights Ambassador Program 2024, guided by 
Ernest Shepard, Program Manager of the Youth Bullying Prevention Program, at 
the Office of Human Rights. 

The leadership team developed a resource guide 
for youth that highlights various community 
resources to help inform their friends and peers 
about their rights. The resource guide, along 
with additional details about the Youth Human 
Rights Ambassador Program, can be found at: 
https://ohr.dc.gov/page/ohr-youth-human-rights-
ambassador-program-June-14-2024

Verenize Tejada-Flores, President
Verenize is a senior at St. John’s College 
High School in Chevy Chase, DC, and 
an active member of the Cadet Corps 
Leadership Program, where she develops 
leadership and teamwork skills. Passionate 
about civic engagement and social justice, 
she has led outreach efforts at farmers’ 
markets across Washington, DC, educating 
a team of 12 members and residents of the 
DC community about the DC. Human Rights 
Act of 1977, the Language Access Act of 
2004, and other key civil rights protections. 
Inspired by her interest in history and 
advocacy, Verenize plans to study Political Science in college next fall to 
continue promoting equality and justice in her community.
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Mecca Bey, Vice President
As Vice President of the Youth Human 
Rights program, Ms. Bey had the 
opportunity to work under Ernest 
Shepherd’s leadership to bring meaningful 
change to the Northwest (NW) community. 
Through organizing outreach events, Ms. 
Bey helped create spaces where community 
members could share their voices and 
access valuable resources. Her work 
focused on promoting equality, awareness, 
and empowerment. One of her proudest 
achievements was helping develop an 
educational pamphlet on human rights 
issues, designed to inform DC Public Schools students about resources 
available to help them at their fingertips.

Maia Burkhardt, Secretary 
Ms. Burkhardt is currently a junior in high 
school. Her passion for human rights 
was first ignited when she joined her 
school’s Model United Nations club in 
9th grade. Participation helped her step 
outside her familiar environment and 
taught her a lot about global issues and 
injustices. At the end of her freshman year, 
she discovered the Youth Human Rights 
Ambassadors program, which she saw as 
a great opportunity to create meaningful 
change in her community. She became the 
secretary of the program, and throughout 
the year, the Ambassadors developed a pamphlet with various resources for 
DC students. Besides Model UN and the Ambassadors program, Ms. Burkhardt 
co-founded a middle school Model UN club, participates in her school theater, 
is a Cappies critic, is part of her class council, and volunteers as an elementary 
school tutor.
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COMMUNITY SERVICE AWARD
Community Service Award: 
This award is reserved for a distinguished organization in the District that 
provides services to uphold the human rights of the residents, workers and 
visitors in the District.

THE ZONTA CLUB OF WASHINGTON, DC 
Founded in 1922, the Zonta Club of Washington, DC has been advocating for the 
rights of women and girls for more than 100 years. It is one of more than 1,100 
member clubs of Zonta International (ZI), a prominent global organization of 
volunteers committed to building a better world for women and girls by increasing 
access to education, economic opportunities, and safe living conditions. 

The Zonta Club of Washington, DC, recently celebrated 100 years of investing 
in education equity for women. The first of three scholarship programs 
was established in January 1924. These programs continue to award annual 
scholarships to students enrolled at universities based in the District. Their long 
history of service includes supporting organizations that help victims of domestic 
violence, women re-entering the community after incarceration, and unhoused 
women accessing temporary and long-term safe, sustainable housing. Recent 
advocacy efforts have included supporting the United Nations Association - 
National Capital Area (UNA-NCA) campaign for Cities for the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), serving as a 
member organization with the DC Coalition to End Child Marriage, and promoting 
awareness of ending child marriage in DC through testimony during a hearing 
before the Council of the District of Columbia. Through the Zonta International 
USA Caucus Advocacy Action Center, the Zonta Club of Washington, DC, has also 
supported efforts to end child marriage in Maryland and Virginia. As Zontians, they 
stand and serve together to build a better world for women and girls—because a 
better world for women is a better world.
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Georgetown University Street Law Program

In partnership with DC Public Schools, the Georgetown Street Law Program 
empowers high school students across the District to explore law, justice, 
and civic engagement. Law students from Georgetown University teach DC 
public high school students fundamental legal principles, trial advocacy, and 
the protections afforded under the DC Human Rights Act, one of the most 
progressive civil rights laws in the nation.

Each year, the program culminates in the DC Human Rights Act Capstone Mock 
Trial, where students litigate a fictional case inspired by real Human Rights Act 
protections, such as discrimination based on appearance, religion, or political 
affiliation. The experience not only builds critical thinking and advocacy skills 
but also makes the law tangible and accessible, fostering a new generation 
of youth who understand their rights and the power of justice in their 
communities.

This educational partnership has been strengthened by steadfast support 
from the DC Office of Human Rights and the DC Commission on Human Rights 
over many years. The late Chief Administrative Law Judge Erika L. Pierson was a 
passionate advocate of these trials and of Georgetown Street Laws Program’s 
mission to make justice accessible for all. Judge Pierson was known for her 
deep compassion, sharp intellect, and unwavering commitment to fairness. 
She championed the rights of the most vulnerable residents of the District, 
ensuring that every voice was heard and every person was treated with dignity.

Together, this partnership reaffirms Georgetown Street Law Program’s long-
standing commitment to human rights education and to advancing the values 
at the heart of the DC Human Rights Act: equality, dignity, and respect for all.
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Protecting the Rights of Children and W
om

en in the District: The Tim
eline
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WASHINGTON, DC 
MURIEL BOWSER, MAYOR 

P  

HUMAN RIGHTS MONTH 
 

DECEMBER 2025  
 

WHEREAS, each year in the month of December, the District of Columbia joins 
the global community in celebrating Human Rights Month, commemorating the 
1948 adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and reaffirming that 
dignity, equality, and justice are the birthright of all people; and 
     
WHEREAS, the District of Columbia Human Rights Act of 1977 enshrines these 
principles by protecting residents, workers, and visitors from discrimination.; and 
 

WHEREAS, the DC Commission on Human Rights and DC Office of Human 
Rights remain steadfast in their mission to ensure that all individuals in the District 
are treated with dignity and fairness, and hosts an Annual Human Rights Awards 
Ceremony to highlight the significant contributions of individuals and organizations 
who work towards positive change year-round; and 
 

WHEREAS, this year’s ceremony honors progress in advancing the rights of women 
and children and recognizes individuals and organizations whose advocacy 
strengthens justice, equality, and inclusion across our city; and 
 

WHEREAS, this year’s celebration also pays tribute to the late Honorable Chief 
Administrative Law Judge Erika L. Pierson, who, throughout her career, championed 
access to justice, protected vulnerable families, mentored future leaders, and left an 
enduring legacy that continues to inspire advocacy for women, children, and everyone 
who seeks equal protection under the law; and 
  

WHEREAS, the District of Columbia proudly stands as a national model for civil 
and human rights legislation and remains a leader in building one of the most 
inclusive and progressive human rights jurisdictions in the nation:  
  

NOW, THEREFORE, I, THE MAYOR OF WASHINGTON, DC, do hereby 
proclaim December 2025 as “HUMAN RIGHTS MONTH” in Washington, DC 
and proudly commend this observance to all. 
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DC Council’s Ceremonial Resolution in 
recognition of Chief Administrative Law Judge 

Erika Pierson, November 26, 2024.
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