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The conversation surrounding the need for diversity, equity and inclusion 
has come to the forefront of the legal industry over the past few years. 
Numerous factors such as societal shifts, client demands and the Great 
Resignation have played a role in spotlighting an issue that attorneys from 
underrepresented groups have raised for years. 
 

As a career services office, particularly one at a historically Black 
university, we do not have the luxury of avoiding conversations regarding 
what DEI means in the scope of employment. 
 
The Commitment Beyond the Recruiting Stage 
 

Students are acutely aware of their need to join welcoming environments, not just in words 
but also in action. During the recruitment season, legal recruiters are tasked with attracting 
top talent to join their summer classes. The conversation around underrepresented 
students, however, becomes interesting when firms add additional markers of achievement 
that are not often used for their counterparts. 
 
For example, the campus recruiting program at my school, Howard University School of 
Law, has seen a significant increase in the number of employers interested in interviewing 
its students. In 2020, a record number of unique employers — 271 — participated in 
Howard's recruiting season, many citing the murder of George Floyd as their firms' eye-
opening moment that there needs to be a concerted effort in diversity initiatives. 
 
Though the increase in employer presence was worthy of celebration, it came with 
additional expectations, such as firms wanting to see only the top 5%-10% of students in 

the class, which, for an average class size of 160 students, leaves a significant amount of 
the population out of the consideration pool. Students pay close attention to these employer 
requirements, and often compare these criteria to those at neighboring institutions, which 
typically receive requests for the top 30%-40% of the class or in some cases, no percentage 
request at all. 
 

As a career services office, we receive quite a few inquiries as to why the recruitment 
criteria do not often have parity across the board. This is a question that we hope to one 
day have a response to. 
 
In discussing the type of commitment students want to see, 3L student Terrance Brown told 
me that "when it comes to diversity, equity and inclusion I expect future employers to have 
strategic and well-thought-out ideas to recruit and retain diverse talent." 

 
He added, "I expect future employers to continue to audit and maintain diversity initiatives 
and make sustainable decisions for current and future diverse employees." 
 
This sentiment is shared by many students. It is not enough to attract talent; it is also 
necessary to evaluate what sustainable metrics are in place for attorneys from diverse 
backgrounds to be developed and retained. 

 
Are substantive work opportunities equally distributed? What is the firm leadership's stance 
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on DEI efforts? Is there financial support for affinity groups to provide training, conference 
experience and business development opportunities for attorneys from underrepresented 
groups? 
 
These are just a few of the questions posed by students because they are very much 
interviewing the employer, as the employer is interviewing them. 
 
Mean What You Promote 
 
Beyond the recruitment season, the expectation of students is simple — mean what you 

promote, and promote what you mean. 
 
This simple twist on a common adage requires employers to engage in a plan of action to 
fully embody the DEI initiatives they set forth. 
 
Students want to know that they will be seen and that they have a voice in this space 
without fear of retaliation. Students also understand that diverse talent adds value that 
could only improve the business of law. 
 
There is profitability in ensuring varying backgrounds, life experiences and professional 
experiences are present at the proverbial table underrepresented attorneys are often 
excluded from. By inviting them into the room and valuing their voice, the inclusion piece of 
DEI is in full play. However, it has to become the norm and cannot be a one-shot 
experience. 
 
Providing valuable feedback and access to development resources, and creating a fully 
fleshed out sponsorship program, will add to the retention efforts of attorneys from diverse 
backgrounds. How a firm invests in its employees is a question often asked when our 
students are networking with alumni at various employers. Students recognize that the legal 
industry has made progress in DEI efforts. However, there is a hope that these efforts will 

continue to be from an initiative-taking stance and not a reactive one. 
 
Employers can also mean what they promote by evaluating how committed firm leaders are 
in DEI efforts. Do the key players of the firm reflect the initiatives the firm wishes to 
promote? Is there a chief DEI officer who has decision-making power on issues such as 
auditing matter staffing and hours of underrepresented attorneys prior to review season, 
promoting talent, and allocating budgets, and is not simply addressing concerns when they 
arise? 
 
A sure way to determine an employer's commitment to the work is to see a true investment 
at the top. To meet future lawyers' expectations, firms can be transparent about their 
efforts and how they may play a role in their development. 
 

Show up Just Because 
 
Another way employers can show their commitment and how they value future lawyers 
from diverse backgrounds is to show up. Absent a desire to simply recruit, volunteering to 
speak on panels, taking an active interest in the development of students through mock 
interviews and resume review, establishing mentorship opportunities, or sponsoring the 
efforts of students in unpaid public interest placements are a few ways firms can show up.  

 
Students fully take note of those employers that show up to school events outside the 
recruitment season, like those that sponsor wellness and professional development 



workshops, serve on panels, and are a resource to students, taking an active investment in 
future talent. 
 
If more employers connect with programming opportunities for students year-round, they 
can show that they care deeply about student success. 
 
Many employers sponsor affinity groups at law schools through funding, but DEI efforts are 
way more than a check. True DEI initiatives lead to the establishment of trust, and a vested 
commitment to learn from underrepresented attorneys and amplify their voices, leading to 
substantive opportunities. If an employer can lay the foundation for at least these three 

things, future lawyers will take notice. 
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