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Memorandum 
 
 

To: Columbia Legal Services 

From: Collective CLS 

Date: May 11, 2016 

Re: The Collective CLS Vision Statement:  Establishing Racial Equity at CLS 

 
"If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.”- African Proverb 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to address issues of racial equity1 within Columbia Legal 
Services (CLS). The core mission of CLS is to advocate for people living in poverty. 2 CLS is 
an organization that since its inception has been committed to fighting for justice for low 
income people. When examining poverty in the United States, race is one of the biggest 
indicators of whether a person must face the harsh realities of economic inequality. Race 
and poverty are so intertwined that CLS must look at both in order to address racial equity 
within the program and its advocacy. CLS should not only advocate for its clients to be 
treated equitably, it should also advocate for its employees to be treated equitably within 
the program.  
 
During our 2015 All Staff Retreat, we discussed some of the racial challenges we face as an 
organization. It is exciting to see our Executive Director and our colleagues’ commitment to 
this very important issue. We understand that dealing with matters of race can be 
uncomfortable and sometimes difficult, but if CLS is committed to ensuring that our culture 
and advocacy reflects principles of equity, it must face the sobering reality that some staff 
experience the same marginalization as the clients we work so hard to protect and serve.  
 

The Collective Vision: ONE CLS. 
  

Our perception is that there are many different experiences of CLS. We contend that there 
should be ONE CLS where one’s experience is not heavily influenced by one’s position, 
length of time, and arguably one’s race. An intern, legal assistant, paralegal, attorney, 
                                                      
 1 Racial Equity Resource Guide: Glossary. Racial Equity Resource Guide. Accessed May 5, 2016. 
http://www.racialequityresourceguide.org/about/glossary 

2 The Racial Equity Resource Guide defines racial equity as the condition that would be achieved if one's racial 
identity no longer predicted, in a statistical sense, how one fares. When we use the term, we are thinking 
about racial equity as one part of racial justice, and thus we also include work to address root causes of 
inequities, not just their manifestation. This includes elimination of policies, practices, attitudes and cultural 
messages that reinforce differential outcomes by race or fail to eliminate them. 

http://www.racialequityresourceguide.org/about/glossary
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accountant, or any staff of color should have the same experience, opportunities and 
respect.  The Collective envisions an organization (based on the Racial Equity Resource 
Guide’s definition of racial equity) in which one’s race in no way factors into how they are 
perceived, the opportunities they are afforded and the investment that is made into their 
professional and leadership development.3 We hope that you read and truly hear our 
message, in its spirit of honesty, with a goal of collaboration and respect, as we work to 
address the issues and move toward ONE CLS.  

 
Who is Collective CLS and what is its position on racial equity? 
 

Collective CLS (“the Collective”) is comprised of 18 CLS staff of color (representing 34% of 
total staff) that have come together to highlight the historical and current racial climate and 
concerns within CLS with the ultimate goal of establishing an equitable, safe, and 
transparent organization for all employees.4  To reach this goal, we believe it is necessary 
to understand and contend with the racial, cultural, and structural factors that can prohibit 
this reality for staff of color. 

 
The Collective’s intent is not to call out staff or CLS as racist, because, “when you use the 
term ‘racism,’ people are inclined to see a specific person – a racist. However, a racist is not 
necessary to produce structural outcomes. Instead, institutional interactions generate 
racialized outcomes.”5 The Collective notes that there are practices, cultural norms, and 
institutional arrangements that create and maintain disparate racialized outcomes within 
CLS; many are not intended. 
 
It is the Collective’s position that many structural issues6 exist within CLS. Although these 
issues negatively affect all employees, they have a disparate impact on employees of color. 
The Collective has spoken with current and former CLS employees of color impacted by 
these issues. We believe that their input and perspective shed light on how the above issues 
impact the recruitment, experiences and retention of staff of color.  

                                                      
3 Id. 

4 Safe refers to “psychologically safe and secure.” This language is incorporated into the Racial Equity 
Resource Guide’s definition of social justice. 

5 Racialization implies a process or set of processes that may or may not be animated by conscious forces. 
Racism invites a search for a racist actor, much as a web suggests the presence of a spider. Poverty and Race: 
Deepening our Understanding of Structural Marginalization, john powell, Vol. 22, No. 5 • September/October 
2013. 

6 Structures are not neutral, and require careful intervention and vigilant monitoring if they are to serve 
justice and promote inclusion. When structures unevenly distribute opportunities or depress life chances 
along the axis of race, it can be described as structural racialization. Structural Racialization is a set of 
processes that may generate disparities or depress life outcomes without any racist actors. Poverty and Race: 
Deepening our Understanding of Structural Marginalization, john powell, Vol. 22, No. 5 • September/October 
2013. 
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We also believe that management (Directing Attorneys and Advocacy Director), leadership 
(Central Support Office and Advocacy Director), and our colleagues can work together 
towards authentic, sustainable solutions that promote ONE CLS as an equitable, collegial, 
enjoyable, productive, and safe place to work for all employees committed to successfully 
advocating for people who face injustice and poverty. 

To succinctly articulate the areas of concern, this letter is organized into three sections: 1) 
identification of issues that impact staff of color, 2) proposed solutions recommended by 
the Collective, and 3) Conclusion. 
 

I. Identification of Issues that Impact Staff of Color 
 
The Collective acknowledges the thoughtful steps CLS has made to address some of the 
concerns we mention in this memo. However as we move toward ONE CLS, it is important 
to note that there are still individuals who do not hold the same value for race equity as 
others. Until there is institutional reflection, buy-in and enforcement of race equity in our 
organization, race equity will remain a good idea held by a few, but never actualized. Based 
on our shared experiences, discussions, and observations, staff of color have identified four 
areas that highlight our collective experience and perception of marginalization. They are: 
1) Office Culture, 2) Leadership Development, 3) The Hiring Process, and 4) Problem 
Solving of Employee Concerns.  
 
To create both a concrete and abstract understanding of our concerns in these four areas, 
we have broken each area into the following sections: 

1. A general overview of the area of concern. 
2. Voices of the Collective that highlight the concerns and experiences of staff of color. 
3. Perceptions/Experiences. We use the term “perception” to describe how we 

understand and interpret experiences which are based on observations and 
personal incidents. We recognize that not every negative interaction or every 
decision made is intentional or malicious in nature against staff of color. However, 
many of us have shared similar, reoccurring experiences that perpetuate the 
perception that CLS is not as committed to the development and success of staff of 
color as they are to white staff.  

4. Impact. We use the term “impact” to describe how one experience or phenomena 
influences another. When staff of color hold ongoing, un-addressed perceptions 
about CLS’s commitment to their professional development and success, there is a 
direct impact on their performance and morale which in turn, affects CLS as a whole.  

5. Structures/practices to examine. We use the terms “structures/practices” to 
describe (both formal and informal) systems by which CLS operates and makes 
decisions. For every issue we discuss, we have identified an organizational structure 
or practice that allows, or at the very least, sustains these issues.  
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A. OFFICE CULTURE  
 

1. Overview  
 
In a June 2014 article in American Lawyer discussing racism in the legal 
profession7, Vivian Chen wrote,  

What makes the legal field so impenetrable, I think, is that 
lawyers particularly those in major firms believe that they are 
intellectually superior. Firms promote the cult of cerebrals, 
preaching that only the brightest and most tenacious will win 
the prize. To some members of the establishment, minorities 
don’t quite fit the bill. And so this myth of meritocracy creates a 
closed, self-satisfied, slow-evolving club that tends to admit 
members who are carbon copies of those already there.  

In differing from traditional law firms, offices, and agencies, CLS prides itself on being a 
social justice organization (e.g. an organization that values the distribution of wealth, 
opportunities, and privileges within a society). This organizational self-assessment is 
reflected in our mission statement, breadth of advocacy work, commitment to creative 
messaging, and aggressive fundraising. It is even reflected in CLS’s willingness to 
converse about race and approach its work from a race equity lens. However, this 
perception of CLS does not always align with its true workplace culture. Although, CLS’s 
mission is to achieve social and economic justice for all, these ideals do not always 
manifest itself within CLS between white and nonwhite staff.  

It would be unfair to ignore CLS’s efforts over the past few years to address issues of 
implicit bias such as offering several trainings on the subject, offering lunchtime series 
on issues affecting marginalized groups, and forming committees to look at professional 
development and other issues of organizational importance through an “equity” lens. 
Despite these efforts, CLS must acknowledge that implicit bias is deeply embedded 
within our organizational culture. Similarly, individual advocates might acknowledge 
that implicit bias exists, yet refuse to engage in any genuine self-reflection of how their 
actions perpetuate implicit biases against their nonwhite colleagues.  

The Collective’s experience and perception is that many white staff do not trust their 
nonwhite colleagues’ skills and judgment, and are content with forming superficial 
relationships. As a result, it is hard to trust that our white colleagues have our best 
interest in mind or treat us as equals.  

                                                      
7
 “The Diversity Crisis: Time to Call It Racism.” The American Lawyer. Accessed May 5, 2016. 

http://www.americanlawyer.com/id=1202656369463/The-Diversity-Crisis-Time-to-Call-It-Racism 
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If CLS continues to use the practice of law as a tool to achieve justice for our clients, but 
refuses to reject the parts of the practice that are oppressive to its nonwhite staff, its 
efforts to pursue race equity are insincere and will continue to be ineffective. 

2. Voices of Staff of Color 

Disregard of and disingenuous appreciation of diverse experiences and 
perspectives. Our management does not seem to appreciate the diverse experiences and 
skills of staff of color at CLS. They seem to have closer relationships with other white staff 
members exclusively. My experience and skills have been dismissed or unknown to 
management, because they are not interested in getting to know me. It’s unfortunate, 
because management has dismissed certain advocacy or partnership opportunities, 
because they are unaware of the skills that non-attorney staff members contribute 
towards building a stronger CLS. They are also not the most approachable and only seem 
to speak out of obligation. The relationships they have with staff of color seem far from 
authentic. 
 
Distrust that colleagues have best interest in mind. As an attorney of color, it is 
upsetting to hear other attorneys of color discuss their experiences with their white 
colleagues. These stories include being told they could not write well, they should leave 
CLS and do individual cases, or their advocacy was not valued because it was ‘community 
work’ and not litigation. Even more disappointing is that I’ve heard these white attorneys 
invalidate the work of senior attorneys of color in my presence. It’s not surprising these 
attorneys of color left CLS. How can you work among colleagues who say they value 
diversity, social justice, eliminating micro-aggressions, or even our clients, but refuse to 
treat their colleagues’ experiences, ideas, and work product with the same respect, 
commitment, and patience to see it evolve? When white attorneys discuss wanting to only 
focus on the “external work,” I am not sure if our white colleagues realize that this 
attitude invalidates the experiences of staff of color and the importance of diversifying our 
ranks through strategic mentoring and leadership opportunities. 
 
Decisions made by a few, have a disparate impact on staff of color’s ability to have 
agency over their advocacy. Cliques are typically constructed of white, longstanding 
staff within CLS. For people of color (especially new staff) who bring different perspectives, 
experiences, talents and voices to these cliques, we are sometimes met with resistance, 
micro-aggressions or we are sometimes ignored by leadership. This is especially prevalent 
in project groups where there are teams who’ve been working together for years. 
Although within these groups, staff of color are encouraged to share their thoughts and 
participate in discussions, it is rare that such thoughts are executed or make an actual 
difference to the project discussed. Staff of color rarely call the shots in accepting, 
planning, or implementing larger projects and cases. Our work is usually pushed upon us 
without our input and when we do propose work we would like to do, the proposal is 
turned down by the clique. 
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Distrust of skills and capabilities of new attorneys of color. It appears that when the 
attorney is of color, the distrust of their experience and skills is even greater. New 
attorneys of color, in particular, must prove their skills. As a result, they are 
micromanaged and asked to meet extremely early deadlines to ensure that their work is 
up to par. This is frustrating and damaging to one’s spirit and confidence in their 
performance despite this distrust being based on unjustified reasons or racism. It is 
particularly alarming to see attorneys of color who have practiced at CLS for nearly a 
decade not receive the trust of leadership [and management]. They seemed to be pigeon-
holed and extremely micromanaged. This is not the same for white attorneys who are 
newer in practice and new employees at CLS. White attorneys are given free rein to 
develop litigation, policy, etc. Within a few months, they are even allowed to file amicus 
briefs in their name alone.  

 

3. Experiences/Perceptions 

As a result of the above experiences by staff of color, the effects are: 

● Feeling that white attorneys invalidate the ideas of staff of color. 
● Frustration that management is not aware or interested in learning the skills 

that many staff of color possess.  
● Observing management and leadership automatically go to white staff members 

for help with an issue when a staff person of color may have much more 
experience and knowledge in that area. 

● Feeling that white attorneys are held to a different standard and are given more 
freedom than attorneys of color. White attorneys are not required to prove their 
skills or earn the trust of other attorneys, and instead, it is assumed that white 
attorneys are inherently more skilled and worthy of being trusted than attorneys 
of color. 

● Frustration at being micromanaged and not allowed to direct own projects. 
● Feeling that new attorneys of color are treated like students, whereas white 

attorneys that join the program are treated as colleagues/equals by other white 
attorneys. 

 
4. Impact on staff of color and ultimately, CLS 
 

● Hard to integrate/develop authentic relationships. 
● Distrust that white colleagues have best interest in mind. 
● Institutional history and current practice of not tapping into talent of 

attorneys/legal assistants/paralegals of color. 

 
5. Structure 
 

● Organization ideals do not align with recruitment and retention practices. 
● Environment of meritocracy is perpetuated. 
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● Organization and white staff do not own their role in reinforcing racialized 
outcomes and implicit bias practices within the organization. 

 

B. LEADERSHIP AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
 
1. Overview 
  
CLS as an organization has recently begun to demonstrate a commitment to leadership 
development and diversifying our leadership staff. However, it is important to note that 
leadership development is not just the formal practice of setting benchmarks for each 
staff member, but it is also formed in the informal and formal relationships we develop 
with our colleagues through mentor/mentee relationships. In this vein, we have 
witnessed resistance to long-term strategic mentoring, and a culture that fosters 
impatience, perfectionism, and assimilation, rather than helping staff of color develop 
their unique talents. It appears that many in leadership are not comfortable with 
mentoring attorneys of color or do not know how to do it in an effective manner. As a 
staff of color, connecting on a mentorship level can be extremely difficult when 
leadership is visibly uncomfortable with connecting with personalities that are not 
similar to their own.  
 
White attorneys are provided with more professional development opportunities than 
attorneys of color. When attorneys of color are assigned work it is often disguised as 
leadership development, but they are not given the agency to decide whether the work 
is a good fit or self-direct the work. Even when attorneys of color come into CLS with 
years of experience, they have not been provided opportunities to show their skills and 
continue to be micromanaged. This is definitely not equal treatment. Leadership 
development does not appear promising to attorneys of color when there are no role 
models of color in leadership positions that have been promoted from within.  
Finally, the Collective’s experience is that white attorneys tend to be groomed to be in 
leadership positions, unlike attorneys of color, and when these leadership positions 
open up, they are offered to white attorneys. Attorneys of color are often left on the 
sidelines with no mentorship, and when the leadership positions become available, 
leadership does not offer them to the attorneys of color.  

2. Voices of Staff of Color 

Limited opportunities to establish expertise. Staff of color are routinely told what 
type of cases and what type of advocacy tools they will be working on. However, the 
majority of white staff have one or two areas of expertise that they work on and have had 
the opportunity to grow within those areas to their approval. Staff of color tend to be 
more like general practitioners and when they ask for the opportunity to develop their 
own area of expertise, they are turned down, denying them the opportunity to define an 
area of expertise. 
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Not investing in talents. In my time here, there have been two legal assistants of color 
who have left the same project group stating verbatim to me the exact same thing -- “I 
decided to quit before I got fired”. This demonstrates a lack of investment in the human 
capacity of our staff. It also demonstrates a lack of clear goals or expectations that would 
allow the staff to increase their performance to the standards of the manager. At the very 
least, it shows a lack of authenticity on the part of the manager who may have felt that the 
staff was not a good fit. Whatever the case, the staff left feeling inadequate and 
incompetent. 

Who is valued. Who is valued? Whose words have the most power? My shoulder has been 
cried upon or prayers have been asked of me, because people feel their work and gifts 
amount to nothing to white staff members. If a particular white person complains, 
everything is changed to make that person happy. This does not happen when a staff of 
color complains, they are usually ignored. Leadership does not look at what systemic 
issues cause unhappiness. There is a “put the fires out when things burn” mentality. Many 
things are decided in a very reactionary way. When a person of color tries to contribute a 
helpful voice to bring about proactive and strategic planning, they are shut down and 
never acknowledged when a team decides to do exactly what they suggested in the first 
place. The innate, empathetic and thoughtful nature of people of color is completely 
undervalued and thus there is a loss in utilizing such creative and unique thought at CLS. 

Differences in how work is being reviewed. The work of staff of color is almost 
exclusively reviewed by white staff. The result is that a piece of work will not only be 
corrected as to legal form but also as to voice, which is damaging. The whole “it’s fine the 
way it is but I would do it this way…” is damaging to confidence and independent growth. 

Differences in writing styles can be a huge area of tension at CLS. Despite my experience in 
writing numerous briefs, a white attorney shared with me criticisms that were 
constructive in some ways and non-constructive in others. In relaying the message, the 
attorney repeated themselves several times as if I didn’t understand the first time. I 
actually disagreed with them in my head and thought of suggesting my own constructive 
criticism of their writing, but felt uncomfortable. To be honest, my opinion did not matter 
because as lead on a case, most of the white attorneys I have worked with just want the 
writing to be in their voice. It’s frustrating. 

Unfair opportunities for staff who have not proven themselves. We’ve witnessed a 
new white attorney at CLS and in practice be supported, admired and relied upon as if 
they were a senior attorney in the office. In fact, this attorney has been able to file a brief 
in their name alone and it was celebrated by staff on all teams. This may be a reflection of 
great leadership and a lack of micromanagement on their team or the trust of someone 
who is white rather than of color. We’ve also witnessed a newer to CLS white attorney go 
from staff attorney to directing attorney within months of employment. The opportunities 
presented to this employee have been endless and have trumped the experiences of 
attorneys of color who have served CLS for years. Instead of CLS offering everyone an 
opportunity to compete for leadership, it appears that people receive a tap behind closed 
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doors because they are friends with management or white. We should have more clear 
and transparent leadership processes. 

3. Experiences/Perceptions 

As a result of the above experiences by staff of color, the effects are: 

● Developed feelings of inadequacy. 
● Feeling undervalued and talents not being acknowledged. 
● Emotional exhaustion. 
● Self-doubt and questioning of one’s own abilities and talents. 
● Growing resentment of having to prove our worth by developing work that 

others have rejected, while white staff are able to dictate the direction of their 
work and remain in their comfort zone.  

● Frustration of work being micromanaged, and in some cases completely 
undermined, while white attorneys are readily trusted and given opportunities 
to show their value. 

● Disappointment that opportunity and recognition are blatantly different 
amongst white staff and staff of color. 
 

4. Impact on staff of color and ultimately, CLS 

● Staff of color are not given opportunity to develop into leaders/experts.  
● Stunts/shuts down professional development which affects organizational 

knowledge base. 
● High/frequent turnover of staff of color. 
● Lack of diverse voices and opinions that can enhance overall program 

effectiveness, efficiency, and culture. 

 
5. Structure 
 

● Lack of clear goals as it relates to equity, access and opportunity for staff of color. 
● Lack of evaluation/training of managers that ensure that equity/leadership 

priorities are being enforced organization-wide. 
● Lack of transparency regarding pathways/opportunities for leadership. 
● Reactionary decision-making. 
● Lack of mentorship, as well as lack of institutionalized mentorship. 
● Attorneys reviewing work have 10+ years’ experience and are all white which 

undermines opportunities for diverse perspectives and voices, as well as 
individuals to develop their own unique voice. 
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C. HIRING PROCESS 
 

1. Overview  

CLS lacks a clear hiring process, which is a concern to many staff of color. Decision-
making in the hiring process is often arbitrary and there is no formalized interview 
team with well-developed policies and hiring criteria. For example, staff members of 
color have been brought onto an interview panel at the last-minute, without sufficient 
time to review the applicant’s materials or time to discuss questions and the criteria 
being used to evaluate the applicants.  

Additionally, the Collective is concerned that CLS lacks a formal and effective 
recruitment process. CLS should be well-known within all communities and 
organizations throughout the State. However, CLS often fails to establish and maintain 
relationships with a wide range of groups that may be a source of potential employees. 
For example, it has limited relationships with the Black, Native American, Asian, and 
other minority bar associations in Washington, and rarely conducts outreach to these 
groups when a new job is posted. It also does not sufficiently engage in regular outreach 
to law schools and these same groups’ student associations to create awareness and 
access to CLS, and a deeper pool of diverse candidates for CLS to choose from when 
hiring staff or interns. These are the types of structural issues that CLS needs to address 
when trying to avoid the same results with regards to the population of applicants who 
generally become aware of CLS positions.  

Finally, the Collective is concerned about integration and retention of new hires. The 
hiring process does not end with the hiring of a candidate. CLS has either failed to 
consider or to effectively implement the important step of providing the newly hired 
employee with the appropriate tools, support, and training to effectively integrate that 
person into the program and cultivate his or her ability to be successful at CLS. Absent 
this step, employees can become isolated, discouraged, and frustrated. This can impact 
the retention of staff, intra-office relationships, employee potential, and program 
productivity. This problem is often magnified with staff of color. 

2. Voices of Staff of Color 

Unwillingness of white attorneys to mentor interns and externs of color. With 
respect to the recruitment process for interns and externs, I have really been disappointed. 
White attorneys have expressed not wanting to handhold students and that they want 
someone who has exemplary writing skills, needs little supervision, and requires very little 
of them. What they do not hear themselves saying is “I want someone who talks like me, 
writes like me and is like me – white.” How can we expect diverse students to ever feel 
welcomed at CLS? Aren’t we supposed to reach back and help? Sometimes that takes 
handholding. Sometimes that takes an open mind. We must think differently when seeking 
talent. 
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Unspoken resistance to being intentional about diversity. Some white staff members 
have expressed frustration with the idea of needing an attorney of color in leadership. 
They also don’t necessarily buy into the need for bringing in diverse candidates in an 
intentional way. Some of them visibly find it to be unfair and seem to be “over it.” It is 
rather shocking to see how people are completely willing to accept an unqualified white 
candidate rather than seeking the absolute best. Diverse participation on hiring 
committees is crucial. 

Lack of transparency in internal staffing. When a directing attorney leaves, a person 
from the project should be appointed as interim directing attorney as has been done in the 
past and not the director of advocacy. When an interim directing attorney is appointed, 
leadership should obtain input from the project members to determine who would be the 
best person in the project to be the interim directing attorney. Leadership should not just 
appoint the interim. 

Unclear criteria/rationale for selecting candidates. CLS doesn’t have a clear process 
for recruitment and hiring. As a result, the recruitment and hiring process is different with 
every hire. It also appears that depending on the position being filled and who is on the 
hiring panel, vital questions regarding equity, and the weight of such questions, are 
inconsistent from candidate to candidate. At times it also appears that hiring committees 
are just a formality and that management and leadership already has a candidate that 
they are committed to hiring. Finally, it has been discussed that many staff of color who 
leave CLS do not emphasize issues of equity during their exit interview because they want 
to maintain a good relationship with CLS. If CLS wants staff of color to be truthful about 
their reasons for leaving CLS, a designated staff of color should conduct the exit interview.  

3. Experiences/Perceptions 

As a result of the above experiences by staff of color, the effects are:  

● Feeling that white attorneys do not think that interns and externs of color bring 
value to the program. 

● Confusion about how staff is recruited, selected and integrated. 
● Feeling undervalued because of white staff’s (in some cases, stated) resentment 

in hiring an attorney of color in leadership because they feel that there is no 
need to fill the position with someone of color citing “tokenism” or “to fill a 
quota”. 

● Feeling left out due to decisions affecting projects being made at higher levels 
without the input of the project group, which is where most staff of color are. 

   

4. Impact on staff of color and ultimately, CLS 
 

● CLS misses out on diverse talent, respect, and expertise. 
● Staff of color do not disclose the actual reasons for leaving CLS; therefore, CLS 

lacks vital feedback for improving retention of staff of color. 



 

 

12 
 

● No change in status quo for those in leadership positions. 
● Interference with project dynamics. 
● Low morale and not valuing work. 

 

5. Structure 
 

● No institutionalized commitment to mentoring staff of color. 
● No transparency or uniformity in the hiring process. 
● Importance of issue is managed institutionally, but not culturally or practically. 
● Staff of color not traditionally promoted into leadership positions. 
 

D. PROBLEM SOLVING OF EMPLOYEE CONCERNS 
 
1. Overview  
 
Race is often difficult to discuss at CLS. Even using the word “racist” tends to cause a 
great deal of discomfort. Because many concerns raised by staff of color may tend to be 
perceived with an undercurrent of race, some staff of color are left with limited options 
including refusing to address the issue. Those staff that do speak up, will often see their 
input, opinions, or complaints minimized, ignored, or inappropriately addressed. Or, 
staff will immediately distance themselves from that staff member’s experiences. 
Discussions of race then become exhausting and meaningless to staff of color and seen 
as a waste of time. 
 
CLS ineffectively and inconsistently addresses, or fails to address, concerns raised by 
staff of color regarding decision making, input, and staff dynamics. The turnover in staff 
of color has resulted in nearly all supervisory positions being held by white staff; this is 
equally true with regards to attorneys with experience at CLS. This creates a 
hierarchical decision making process that is approached almost exclusively through a 
white lens. Additionally, CLS has no formalized policies for addressing employee 
complaints, which can lead to arbitrary and inconsistent solutions to problems. If the 
issue is with the directing attorney, this creates significant divisions between 
supervisory staff and staff of color, which can be particularly enhanced in the attorney-
support staff context.  
 
Furthermore, when CLS engages in staff discussions concerning these issues and how 
race plays a role, or discusses how CLS can better promote racial justice, the discussion 
often veers away from race, including white staff opting out of the conversation by 
stating how uncomfortable they are with the discussion, and insisting on a certain 
framework for discussing race. The effect of this framework is to put the discussion 
either on hold or present it as a dry academic discourse. Instead of addressing race 
“head-on,” many white staff will often address race-related issues by wrongly referring 
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to and analogizing race to other types of discrimination and oppression that staff are 
more comfortable discussing or more familiar in their own experiences, such as those 
related to sexuality, gender, disability, or age. Not only is this insulting to staff of color 
(and hopefully the entire organization), but it is an entirely ineffective approach for 
solving CLS’s race-related problems. Race is a different and unique social construct and 
should not be viewed or addressed through a different construct’s lens. For example, 
many white staff came out of the 2015 CLS retreat feeling that they did not need the 
equity training calling it “a waste of time”.  

A final area of observation made by the Collective is the issue of gossip by those in 
confidential leadership roles. Members of the Collective have experienced sharing their 
concerns with members of management and leadership only to find out that their 
private concerns were repeated by the leadership staff. For staff of color who may 
already feel insecure due to other reasons cited in this memo, it becomes significantly 
more worrisome to be concerned about what information was shared and with whom.  

The structures in place and approaches to addressing problems create a culture of 
dysfunction and prevent CLS from achieving meaningful and equitable solutions to 
constructively solving problems. 

 

2. Voices of Staff of Color 
 

Inconsiderate disrespectful approaches to concerns of staff of color. I recall at one 
point during a meeting with my office about training and diversity we were reviewing a 
chart regarding mentorships. Well, at one point an attorney of color brought up the fact 
that we had no training or development opportunities for legal assistants. A higher 
ranking white attorney seemed angry and snapped “We don’t need to talk about that. The 
legal assistants are diverse enough.” It completely shut-down the conversation. How could 
we ever be diverse enough? I was dumbfounded. It took nearly 7 years to get any kind of 
advancement opportunities for legal assistants. 
 
Meeting racial concerns with frustration. Some of our management and leadership 
are simply ill-equipped to have an effective dialogue about race. After the 2015 Staff 
Retreat, tensions were high when a staff of color approached a particular leader to talk 
about their feelings and experiences as a staff of color. The leader’s response was that of 
frustration, at which point they asked, “what do you want me to do about it?” This 
response is dismissive and non-collaborative – especially after a full day of unpacking 
issues of race. 

White [female] staff will state they appreciate your honesty in discussing race, but then 
state how your issue as an African-American female is really about all women. This kind of 
statement dismisses African-American history, and in fact, history of nonwhite women in 
America. It then becomes another attempt by white women to level the field as though 
their struggle and mine are equal, which they never were. 
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Understanding race equity academically v. pragmatically. Many panels and 
meetings regarding race equity are led by predominantly white staff members who 
understand racial equity and racism on an academic/theoretical level, but not on a 
pragmatic level. In fact, many of these staff members who lead discussions and groups 
display micro-aggressions against staff of color, see staff of color as argumentative just 
because they disagree, and do not recognize their own bias. Many times they do not seem 
comfortable having race discussions unless it is in an academic manner. Staff of color 
participate in these groups and discussions only to later caucus and deconstruct the clear 
racist or inappropriate comments made by the white staff members leading discussions. 

Managing emotions inappropriately. In a recent meeting, someone in leadership was 
admittedly frustrated at someone else on the team. In their frustration at the other team 
member, she reacted rudely to me. She later apologized confirming that her behavior had 
nothing to do with me. While, I understood her frustration and how this kind of situation 
can occur, I also recognize that there is a certain liberty to react freely (even if 
inappropriately) with the expectation that people (of color or in a “lower” power position) 
should understand and show patience and compassion – or just get over it. Staff of color 
absolutely do not have this same liberty to react inappropriately without threat of being 
perceived as aggressive or threatening, or worse, face some kind of punitive consequence. I 
also believe that if I had been someone of authority, or that they deemed worthy “not to 
take it out on”, they would have chosen a different response. Whether this is an issue of 
race or power/position, or just someone having a bad day, it speaks to a culture where 
some people are more worthy of thoughtful communication and respect than others. 

Lack of urgency or ability to handle issues about race. Management is told about 
racial issues that have come up and they ignore the problem; and are usually the ones that 
need the most training so they can be culturally appropriate. 

3. Experiences/Perceptions 

As a result of the above experiences by staff of color, the effects are: 

● Feeling unsafe to share real feelings with management and leadership and move 
to solution. 

● Frustration of having to exert extra energy in “how” things are said, versus the 
value of “what” is said. 

● Dejection that many staff (both white and nonwhite) will not speak up about 
obvious race inequities for various reasons. 

● Apathy about race-related issues never truly being resolved. 
● Resentment that organization is willing to step over obvious breaches of trust 

and employee relations/safety. 
● Resentment about having to counteract a white person’s frustration about 

racism or the fact that you brought it up as a concern. 
● Exasperation about repeated technical, scholarly trainings on race equity by 

those who don’t have pragmatic experiences to undergird analysis. 
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4. Impact on staff of color and ultimately, CLS 
 

● Distrust and fear between all staff. 
● No safe space to address concerns on race or other sensitive issues. 
● General discomfort (and some ignorance) about issues of race as a conduit to 

ONE CLS. 
● No opportunity for real transformational dialogue to occur between white and 

nonwhite staff as no one is speaking up. 
● Academic discussion on race equity keeps the conversation of race at a 

cerebral/technical level requiring no personal reflection or change. 
 

5. Structure 
 
● Maintain power dynamic structure at CLS. 
● Most staff in power are white and control decision making. 
● Different locations make it difficult to know how these issues are playing out in 

other offices. 
● Gossip culture among management and leadership. 

 

II. Proposed Solutions for CLS 
 

Based on the aforementioned experiences, impacts and structures, the Collective has 
identified some solutions that we believe would go a long way toward actualizing our 
vision of ONE CLS.  
 
The following list of solutions were generated by the Collective to address the structural 
issues that are preventing the realization of ONE CLS. They are categorized by the four 
key areas of office culture, leadership and professional development opportunities, 
hiring process, and problem solving of employee concerns. 
 

Area of concern Proposed Solution 

Office Culture ● Evaluate those people in leadership to make sure they 
are following CLS values and include questions 
regarding race and equity in evaluation process. 

● Mandatory equity training for staff in leadership 
positions. 
Formalize/institutionalize the Collective as an official 
group within CLS for staff of color to have ongoing 
dialogue; seek support from one another; aid in 
successful integration of new staff of color; and to 
provide insight to CLS on issues of race and equity. 
 



 

 

16 
 

Leadership 
Development 
Opportunities 

● Formalized Mentorship Program to show a 
commitment to mentorship for all staff. 

● Finalize the Leadership Development Guide and the 
Professional Development documents for attorneys and 
legal assistants created by the Equity Project over a 
year ago to make sure that all staff are developing the 
skills that CLS wants to see. 

● CLS does not follow a set, fair, and equitable way to 
learn about staff experience and skills; we need to stop 
talking about professional development and leadership 
standards and start implementing them. 

Hiring Practices ● Establish a Uniform Hiring Process. 
● Transparency in hiring; in selecting candidates; in the 

weight of equity when hiring; and in learning about the 
staff of color’s experience and skills. 

Problem Solving of 
Employee Concerns 

● Institutionalize role of the Director of Equity in 
managing employee issues. 

● A staff of color (such as the Equity Director) should do 
separate exit interviews for staff of color. 

 

III. CONCLUSION  
 
Racial challenges are difficult and the Collective thanks CLS for the opportunity to explore 
and present the above issues. We acknowledge that CLS has been and will continue to be at 
the forefront in its advocacies and it is not our intent to demean the work of CLS or single 
out any one person in our discussion. We further acknowledge that moving toward ONE 
CLS is challenging but appreciate the cooperative spirit of CLS in moving toward that goal. 
The Collective’s intent is to keep that momentum and move CLS internally, as well as 
externally, to a new level through honest and meaningful dialogue.  
 
The Collective welcomes all comments and feedback from CLS.  
 


