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With Diversity Stagnating, NYC Bar 
Association Launches Major Effort to Help 
Young Students Become Lawyers
"Given the resources that the legal profession wields and the prominent and near universal calls for greater diversity
the profession, the lack of progress for Black/African American and Latinx attorneys presents a critical challenge 
demanding immediate attention," a city bar association task force said.
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Saying that progress toward diversity in the New York City legal profession has 

stalled, the city bar association is announcing today that it plans to partner with 

schools, government agencies,  law firms, nonprofits and the courts to reach would-

be lawyers as early as elementary school and mentor them through law school 

graduation and beyond.

Roger Juan Maldonado, president of the city bar, will tell the association’s members 

on Tuesday that he’s dedicating his last year in office to marshaling the resources of 

the profession to dramatically increase the number of law school graduates of color.
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The plan is in response to the findings of a city bar task force, which is releasing a 
report (https://www.nycbar.org/member-and-career-
services/committees/reports-listing/reports/detail/sealing-the-leaks-
recommendations-to-diversify-and-strengthen-the-pipeline-to-the-legal-
profession) today that found that too few applicants of color are getting law 

degrees. Educational deficits, overwhelming life challenges and feelings of exclusion 

from prelaw programs prevent diverse students from obtaining law degrees, the 

task force concluded.

“Given the resources that the legal profession wields and the prominent and near 

universal calls for greater diversity in the profession, the lack of progress for 

Black/African American and Latinx attorneys presents a critical challenge demanding 

immediate attention,” the task force said in its report, “Sealing the Leaks: 

Recommendations to Diversify and Strengthen the Pipeline to the Legal Profession.”
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Creating such a transformation has to be the responsibility of the entire legal 

community, not just those lawyers who are from underrepresented groups, 

Maldonado said. To encourage that, the city bar will be lobbying law firms to count 

as pro bono hours time spent on programs that mentor students who want to 

pursue a law degree. The association also wants lawyers to receive CLE credit for 

taking part.

“You want to make clear to all members of the city bar association that they have a 

duty to do more than just pay lip service,” he said. “To make a difference, you have to 

engage.”

The city bar has already reached out to the New York City school system, the New 

York State Bar Association, the affinity bar and the court system. The details have yet 

to be worked out but the leaders have agreed to collaborate. While the effort is 

focusing on lawyers of color, young girls, the LGBTQ community and all other 

interested students would be encouraged to participate.

The idea is to reach would-be lawyers as early as third grade and provide support 

throughout their academic career to help them overcome obstacles. These 

programs would not necessarily be run by bar associations but the participation of 

lawyers is critical, Maldonado said.

“The legal profession must become unified in its support for effective programs and 

more urgent about this problem if meaningful progress is to be made,” the Legal 

Education and Pipeline Task Force urged in its report.
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The city bar also intends to convene its most influential members from corporate 

law departments and law firms, academia and diversity organizations, educational 

and pipeline groups to serve on an Enhance Diversity in the Profession Committee. 

The committee would “incubate innovative ideas on how to address the pipeline 

challenges in education and the legal profession,” the city bar said.

To come to its conclusions, the task force, chaired by B. Seth Bryant, managing 

partner of Bryant Rabbino, analyzed data provided by 88 law firms that have made a 

commitment to diversity. That data was compiled in the city bar association’s 

benchmarking report,
(https://www.law.com/newyorklawjournal/sites/newyorklawjournal/2017/11/06/bar-
report-details-lag-in-pay-and-partnerships-for-women-minorities/) which 

was released in November 2017. The report tracked the ranks of minority and 

women lawyers from first-year associates to firm leaders.

“The benchmarking report yields two overarching warning signs,” the task force said. 

“First, after decades of slow but seemingly steady advances in diversifying the 

profession, progress for Black/African American and Latinx lawyers, in particular, has 

appeared to stagnate or, based on recent trends, regressed. Second, erosion in the 

associate pipeline is depleting the pool of talent to leadership in firms.”

In 2016 in the New York City offices of the participating firms, 36.2% of first-year 

associates were minorities, the report found. But by the eighth year, only 20.5% of 

associates are minorities.

“Figuratively, the ‘diversity pipeline’ has been likened to a series of pipes that conduct 

candidates through the stages of the educational system and into the legal 

profession. The pipeline has serious breaches at the pre-professional level that 

disproportionately affect Black/African American and Latinx students who might 

otherwise be candidates for the legal profession,” the task force said. “As reflected in 

the benchmarking report, even for those students who make it to the profession, 

there appear to be embedded obstacles to success.”

Read More:

Bar Report Details Lag in Pay and Partnerships for Minorities, Women
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