


One example of this bias was the time I was mistaken for a summer intern, after having practiced 
law for over five years. On another occasion, I walked into a courtroom with my legal assistant who 
was white and there was the presumption that I was the assistant.
 
One of the more notable experiences I can call upon as an example was one hearing I attended 
where it was customary that attorneys could move around the court room and socialize before 
the judge came out to the bench. Upon arriving in the courtroom, I walked over to greet my fellow 
attorneys and I was approached by the bailiff and told to sit down because only attorneys were 
allowed to move around the courtroom before the judge came to the bench. I was taken aback by 
his comment because like my fellow attorneys, who were of a different race, I was dressed in a 
suit and was in possession of my brief case and other legal documents, which would signify my 
status as an attorney. I was surprised to be treated differently than my peers and talked down to 
in such a way.

On each occasion, I made an effort to correct the bias. My goal is always to make it a learning 
moment for both sides, for the other person and myself. One of the main reasons I have stayed in 
West Virginia and continue to travel to small towns to practice, is to help change attitudes simply by 
being present. When individuals see me, it may help to change their attitude, and ultimately, help 
reduce or eliminate their bias.

How do we reduce or eliminate these biases? The very term implicit bias recognizes that implicit 
bias is an unconscious act. The first step is to have the self-awareness to recognize the existence 
of their own unconscious biases. Beyond awareness, the legal profession must commit to train 
its employees, from internally within the law, to judges, to circuit court clerks, to court utilized 
security, etc., to recognize the existence of unconscious bias. Some studies have shown that the 
simple awareness of your unconscious bias helps limit its effect on your decision-making. Which 
means, by accepting that you have unconscious bias, you are making a make a more conscious 
and deliberate effort to improve your actions. Research has shown that implicit bias is malleable; 
therefore, the associations that we have formed can be gradually unlearned and replaced with 
new associations. Simply put, changing your personal behavior is the most natural step after 
recognizing the existence of your unconscious bias. And the final step is tackling unconscious bias 
through structural changes. This step required leadership not only to buy in but to participate in an 
active way to ensure appropriate commitment to diversity. This includes recruitment, training and 
mentorship opportunities. 

Diversity shouldn’t be a simple page in an employee handbook, or a statement we make on our 
websites. The goal should never be to just check a box off on diversity form. Diversity should be a 
constant conversation around every conference room table. It needs to start with awareness and 
end with inclusion. We should all be challenged and inspired to embrace individuals within the 
legal profession from more diverse backgrounds and support them in our united goal to enhance 
the legal profession and move it forward together..
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