
Diversity: Get Out of Your Silo!
by Roger Lai

I am honored to have been appointed as co-chair of the New Jersey State Bar 
Association’s Diversity Committee. I consider myself lucky to serve with Norberto 
Garcia and Cedric Ashley, two co-chairs who are dedicated and passionate about 

diversity and inclusion in our organization, our profession, and the legal system. 
In my short time with the Diversity Committee I have been surprised how much I’ve 

learned, both about others and about myself. By being involved, I have gotten out of my 
silo and communicated with attorneys of different backgrounds and experiences. While it 
is easy to be aware that diverse people have different experiences and problems, until I sat 
down and shared candid conversation about diversity and inclusion I didn’t truly appreciate 
the reasons why we have a long way to go.

I’ve learned from several experiences this year. 
Over the summer, the state bar president, John Keefe, held a meeting between the 

NJSBA and leaders of various specialty bar associations around the state. He followed up 
with regional dinners throughout the state. These provided the opportunity to share ideas. 

The NJSBA also recently started a monthly Diversity Dialogue. This monthly conference 
call includes leaders from the NJSBA and various specialty/affinity bar associations. Lead-
ers from the NJSBA Women in the Profession Section, Minorities in the Profession Section, 
Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Rights Section, and the Diversity Committee have also 
joined in. Again, this provides a regular opportunity to share ideas and find collaborative 
opportunities. 

At our recent Diverse Judges Reception, the Diversity Committee recognized three 
exceptional jurists: Julio Fuentes, P.J.A.D.; Lisa Thornton, A.J.S.C.; and Haekyoung Suh, 
J.S.C. All of them had fascinating stories that confirm they have all been successful because 
of their different backgrounds. I had the privilege of introducing Judge Suh. Like Judge 

Diversity Committee  
Newsletter

Vol. 5, No. 1 — October 2018

New Jersey State Bar Association Diversity Committee 1
Go to 

Index



Suh, my legal experience was primarily in commercial litigation. As I sat down to write my 
introduction, I realized that despite having handled hundreds of cases all over New Jersey,  
I could recall exactly one case in which one of the attorneys was an Asian American woman. I 
can only surmise that Judge Suh did not see too many other Asian American female attorneys 
when she was in private practice. I expect that there were challenges that I can only imagine. 

I have to admit that participation in these diversity-related events has given me pause 
because I’ve realized that by staying in my silo I have been missing many great events, and 
the opportunity to interact with some great people. At a recent NJSBA Minorities in the 
Profession Section meeting, we had a candid conversation about cultural differences and 
their impact on interactions with clients, within law firms, and with the courts. This was an 
unscripted dialogue that occurred because someone mentioned the then-upcoming Oct. 20 
seminar “Becoming a Culturally Competent Lawyer in a Global Society.” I learned a tremen-
dous amount in those 15 minutes of candid conversation where members shared their experi-
ences rather than simply presenting statistics or generalities. These were stories shared among 
friends. 

While diversity and inclusion are certainly about embracing differences, by getting out of 
your silo and taking a minute to listen and empathize, you may find that we all actually have 
a lot in common.  

Roger Lai is a co-chair of the New Jersey State Bar Association’s Diversity Committee.
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Why are there so few women first chairs at trial?
Why do so few women lead law firms and 
corporate legal departments?

Why are there so few women practice group leaders?
Does the lack of women in these important positions 

impact the legal profession?
How can women achieve first chair status?
These are just a few of the questions that were 

discussed at the New Jersey State Bar Association’s inau-
gural Forum on Women’s Leadership in the Law.

In the first of a series of programs designed to focus 
on the unique issues facing women in the legal profes-
sion, women and men from around the state came togeth-
er to identify issues and obstacles to the advancement of 
women in the profession.

The day started with a review of recent research, 
which illustrates the lack of women in high-level leader-
ship positions in law firms and in first chair positions at 
trial. For instance, a first-of-its-kind study completed in 
2015 by the American Bar Foundation put the problem 
into sharp relief. There, the researchers reported that a 
review of sample cases filed in 2013 in the U.S. District 
Court for the Northern District of Illinois found that men 
were three times more likely to appear in lead roles than 
women in civil cases.

A distinguished panel of leaders in the law discussed 
the findings of the research and provided the audience 
with suggestions and strategies for climbing the ladder 
toward leadership. The breadth of experience of the panel-
ists allowed them to provide insights about strategies used 
by in-house counsel; the efforts judges can make to allow 
for more women to be involved in trials; what role mentor-
ing programs should play in law firms and in the organized 
bar; and a historic perspective on the progress—or lack 
thereof—women have made in the profession with hard 
questions about the culpability that even other women 
have sometimes played a role in limiting opportunities.

The attendees then broke into groups to dig deeper 
into the identified issues, and reported their suggestions 
and findings to the assembled attendees. The day ended 
with a keynote by NPR legal correspondent Nina Toten-
berg, who was interviewed by New Jersey’s own Federal 
District Court Judge Susan D. Wigenton. Totenberg 
touched on the women of the Supreme Court as well as 
the many issues relevant to women that are now before 
the court.

This article summarizes the issues and some of the 
suggestions that arose during the program. The ideas 
offered were discussed in more detail at a follow-up 
program at the NJSBA’s Annual Meeting and Convention 
in Atlantic City. There, as part of the second program of 
this series, the speakers focused on putting words into 
action by providing concrete and practical solutions that 
can help move more women toward their goal of achiev-
ing leadership status in the legal profession and first 
chair positions at trial. A year-long curriculum to nurture 
women attorneys has been implemented and this Febru-
ary will feature a second leadership forum. 

Staggering Statistics
The research findings are stark. Seventy-six percent 

of lead counsel in civil cases are men. Remarkably, in 
almost 60 percent of civil cases, men are lead counsel for 
both plaintiff and defendant. Men make up 80 percent 
of lead counsel representing business litigants. Only 18 
percent of lead counsel in class actions are women.1

Meanwhile, women comprise just 15 percent of court-
appointed lead counsel in multi-district litigation.2 As the 
New York State Bar Association found in its Nov. 2017 
study titled If Not Now, When?, the “more complex the 
case, the less likely a woman appeared as lead counsel.”

The research relating to the progress of women in 
law firms is similarly of great concern. Indeed as reflected 
in the 2017 Annual NAWL Survey Report on the Promo-
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Forum on Women’s Leadership in the Law
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tion and Retention of Women in Law Firms, for over a 
decade approximately 50 percent of law students nation-
wide have been women, yet only 19 percent of the equity 
partners in the top 200 law firms are women. Little prog-
ress has been reported in the advancement of women into 
equity partnership and the senior-most positions in law 
firms for over a decade.

The distinguished panel of New Jersey Supe-
rior Court Judge Karen Cassidy; Magistrate Judge Karen 
Williams; Michelle Miller, director of the New Jersey 
Division of Law; former New Jersey State Bar President 
Lynn Newsome; Ebonee Hamilton Lewis, assistant gener-
al counsel of Becton Dickinson and Company; Thomas 
Quinn from Wilson Elser; and H. Glenn Tucker from 
Greenberg Dauber, Epstein and Tucker, explored these 
complex issues.

They talked about the opportunities presented 
through government service, finding a niche practice, 
starting a small firm and becoming an entrepreneur. 
They discussed how corporate law departments actively 
seek to embrace diversity in house, as well as with their 
outside counsel. They examined how law firms can better 
embrace diversity of thought, and how the court system 
and clients could be better served with more women 
taking on lead roles at trial and in corporate transactions. 
There was a extensive discussion about the need for 
women to take opportunities when they are presented, 
find the time to network and make meaningful connec-
tions, and become true experts in a particular practice 
area of their choosing. Preparation, confidence and ambi-
tion were highlighted as traits women need to embrace.

Proposing Concrete Solutions
The break-out groups then went to work. Each was 

tasked to address a specific question, and focus on cata-
loguing the problem instead of offering concrete solutions 
that women—and men—in the profession could put into 
practice. The questions covered the gamut of experience, 
but all focused on what suggestions they could bring 
forward to help women climb the ladder to success.

For women in private practice, it was consistently 
emphasized that efforts need to be made to build creden-
tials and, over time, to develop business. The groups 
also suggested the women should do a better job of 
self-promotion. For instance, women need to announce 
their successes, promote their expertise, and position 
themselves as thought leaders, rather than simply reliable 
workers. Identifying and working with a mentor could 

help get the word out about career success and expertise.
Finding a mentor was viewed to be important for all 

women lawyers who strive to climb the ladder. Dressing 
the part and sitting in the power seat were other sugges-
tions from the break-out groups, as women make their 
journey toward first chair and leadership positions. Writ-
ing and speaking were viewed as useful opportunities for 
self-promotion and building a professional profile.

Strategic networking was also identified as criti-
cally important. The groups dismissed the idea of simply 
attending events with the hope that an opportunity to 
connect may materialize.

Rather, the discussion focused on the need for 
women lawyers to seek out and take on leadership posi-
tions with outside groups such as county, specialty and 
state bar associations. Women were encouraged to:

•	Become active in a trade or industry organization that 
relates to the lawyer’s legal specialty.

•	Join non-lawyer groups like accounting or real estate 
professional groups or charity organizations.

•	Get involved with the inns of court in their area of 
practice or geographical region. It was also noted 
that in New Jersey there is a transactional inn, which 
focuses on corporate and transactional work and 
allows more junior lawyers to gain expertise and 
make connections.

Strategies for Success
For small-firm lawyers, there was focus on finding 

a true niche practice and getting involved in outside 
organizations that complement the practice. The break-
out groups also suggested that women in smaller firms 
need to think of other women when they refer matters 
or recommend co-counsel. The participants also spoke 
to the value of getting involved with pro bono cases to 
further develop skills and get much-needed experience in 
the courtroom.

The groups drilled down on the need for women to 
take the initiative and to be more aggressive with their 
career planning and development. They focused on the 
value of “raising your hand” and “stretching for new 
opportunities.” The thought of sitting back and waiting 
for someone to help your career along was dismissed as 
not sustainable. Women lawyers were encouraged to take 
the initiative, develop their legal and professional skills, 
network, and in short, make it happen for themselves.

However, this issue is clearly not for women alone to 
solve. Law firms and law firm management must focus 
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more on the development of their legal talent. It is also 
essential that there be more formal and informal training 
so that both men and women can effectively develop their 
skills. For women, the groups identified that the ‘culture’ 
of the law firm is very important. It was emphasized that 
firm culture needs to be established at the top and needs 
to embrace diversity and inclusion. The groups suggested 
this is often the deciding factor when women evaluate 
whether to stay at a firm. It was further reported that 
women need to feel valued and important to the mission 
and the business of the law firm in such a way that their 
voices are heard and considered in the formation of law 
firm policies and practices.

Based on the discussion at the forum, there is no 
doubt that women change jobs and seek out law firm 
environments where the culture is more conducive to 
their promotion and where they feel valued and relevant.

The issue of origination credit for business develop-
ment was a related topic of discussion, and participants 
suggested that law firms need to re-evaluate how busi-
ness is credited because that often impacts compensation 
and advancement within the firm and women are often 
not fairly treated in this regard. It was reported that firms 
should dig deeper into client origination to determine if 
women are being taken advantage of by doing substan-
tially all the work but receiving little, if any, credit.

The groups also explored women’s initiatives and 
affinity groups. Some of these groups in some settings 
were seen as helpful and important to the advancement of 
women. However, some of these groups were viewed more 
negatively. Participants were in agreement that merely 
sitting and talking about the problems and issues women 
face, without strategies to improve the situation, was not 
necessarily useful or even productive. It was also agreed 
that men need to be part of the conversation. In particu-
lar, men must be engaged and vested in the advancement 
of women in law firms, and women have a responsibility 
to seek them out to invite them to join the conversation. 
The break-out groups felt it was important to start a seri-
ous dialogue with men in the legal profession, especially 
men in leadership positions. Women were encouraged to 
reach out and make personal connections with the men 
in power in their law firms, and to share their concerns, 
frustrations, proposals and suggestions.

Essential Culture Changes
In addition to the culture of law firms, the chang-

ing logistics of the way business is conducted was also 

a part of the discussion, given that there are an expo-
nentially increasing number of ways to stay connected 
to business affairs from a remote location. While it was 
acknowledged that firms, government and corporate 
legal departments offer more flexible work arrangements 
today, it was also noted that firms need to do even more 
to provide flexible work arrangements. Many expressed 
the view that there is sometimes a double standard with-
in law firm culture where men are rewarded for spending 
time with family while women are criticized for attending 
to family obligations. There was also a belief that seeking 
a flexible work arrangement could stigmatize a woman 
lawyer and hold her back in her career development. 
Many said more needs to be done to focus on allowing 
women and men to work in a way that provides flexibil-
ity, but also gets the job done for clients, without the fear 
of stigma or the perception that one is not serious about 
their career.

Senior lawyers, male and female, were called upon 
to ‘step up’ and help develop the next generation of 
trial lawyers and the next generation of law firm lead-
ers. Senior lawyers were encouraged to ask more junior 
lawyers to attend professional events with them; to intro-
duce them to their colleagues; and to take them to client 
meetings, even if the time needs to be written off. Senior 
lawyers also were urged to tap junior lawyers for new 
roles and to provide opportunities for them to develop as 
lawyers and leaders. For instance, a senior lawyer could 
recommend a more junior lawyer for a leadership role 
and mentor that junior lawyer as they take it on. It was 
emphasized that senior lawyers have an important role 
to play, in particular, in positioning women lawyers for 
success in the profession.

Finally, the groups focused on the need for law firms 
to spend more time teaching women about the business 
of law and what it really takes to succeed and reach the 
top of the profession. Women often do not have formal 
or informal mentors who share this type of information. 
The break-out groups suggested that firms would be 
better served if they could identify high-potential women 
and provide extra professional development and business 
training to better prepare them for the next level.

Conclusion
It is abundantly clear that there is a divide in the way 

women and men are afforded opportunities to become 
leaders in the legal profession. It is also clear that women 
are willing to put in the work, the time, and the mental 
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energy to work toward the goal of true equality. It is up to the profession as a whole to ensure 
that this equality is achieved. 

Christine Amalfe is a trustee of the New Jersey State Bar Association. She is a leading labor lawyer 
and chairs the labor and employment law group at Gibbons.

Endnotes
1. See First Chairs at Trial, More Women Need Seats at the Table, a research report by the 

American Bar Foundation and the Commission on Women in the Profession.
2. See Vying for the Lead in the Boys Club (Sheller Center for Social Justice at Temple 

University Beasley School of Law.
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Leadership Academy Fellows Volunteer  
at Rescue Mission
by Maria C. Anderson

On May 15, and one day before the kick-off to 
the New Jersey Bar Association Annual Meeting 
and Convention, members of the Leadership 

Academy served as volunteers for the Atlantic City 
Rescue Mission, located at 2009 Bacharach Boulevard in 
Atlantic City. Founded in 1964, the Atlantic City Rescue 
Mission is a Christian-based organization that provides 
meals, shelter, clothing, medical care, mental health 
and spiritual counseling, and job readiness programs 
to the poor, homeless, and individuals suffering from 
mental illness or addiction within Atlantic City and the 
surrounding communities. 

Volunteer opportunities are available in the mission’s 
Hopeful Grounds Café, Chapel, farm (where vegetables 
are grown to be used in meals served at the mission), 
kitchen, thrift store, and warehouse. 

The day of service was suggested, scheduled, and 
organized by academy fellow Ryan L. O’Neill, of Riker 
Danzig Scherer Hyland & Perretti. Riker Danzig provided 
the fellows with baseball hats to commemorate the Lead-
ership Academy, and collected seven bags of non-perish-
able items that were donated to the mission on behalf of 
the academy.

The fellows met at the mission at approximately 9 
a.m., and were greeted warmly by the receptionist. In the 
lobby, we were asked for five volunteers to work in the 
kitchen, and the remaining volunteers were scheduled 
to work in the warehouse sorting clothing donations. 
Denise Sharperson, assistant general counsel and direc-
tor of diversity initiatives for the New Jersey State Bar 
Association, and fellows Maria C. Anderson, Elizabeth 
Featherman, Sylvia-Rebecca Guitierrez, Jeffrey F. Nielsen, 
and Suzette Price, volunteered for kitchen duty. Fellows 
Michael A. Austin, Diane L. Cardoso, Emily S. Kelchen, 
Brett E. Yore and O’Neill volunteered to work in the 
warehouse. As many attorneys know, the success of a 
lawyer depends upon time management, the ability to 
work as a team, strong organizational skills, identifying 
systems to create efficiency, and putting your head down 

and churning out the work. The fellows quickly put these 
skills to task, and in four short hours completed the 
preparation of meals to feed approximately 600 people at 
the mission over a two-day period, and sorted 100 bags 
of clothing.

In the mission kitchen, the fellows created an assem-
bly line to sort, clean, chop, and prepare food for meals to 
be served over the two days. Anderson and Nielsen were 
assigned approximately 25 large portable refrigerated 
bags that were filled with hotdogs in prepackaged plastic 
containers donated by WaWa. They quickly engaged in a 
hotdog shucking contest, which required them to remove 
each hotdog from the container, remove the hotdog 
from the bun, toss the hotdog into a metal tray, toss the 
bun into the garbage and stack the plastic containers 
for recycling. As the tray filled, Sharperson removed it 
to wash the remains of the bun from each hotdog and 
stack them in another tray for reheating as a meal for 
the following day. At the same time, Guitierrez prepped 
fresh hotdog buns to be used for the day’s lunch, while 
Price and Featherman chopped and cleaned donated fruit 
and vegetables. At the conclusion of the hotdog shucking 
contest, Nielsen and Anderson, joined by Featherman, 
were rewarded with the task of slicing in half what 
seemed like 5,000 miniature tomatoes as preparation 
for dinner for the next two days. Although the work was 
backbreaking, the fellows chatted and laughed, encour-
aged by Nielsen’s endearing stories of his wife and five 
children.

At approximately 12 p.m., the mission opened for 
lunch, and fresh fruit, cereal, and sandwiches made 
from vegetables and donated hotdog buns were served in 
assembly line-style by Sharperson, Featherman, Guitier-
rez and Price.A patron of the mission complimented the 
team, calling the lunch the best he had ever had.

Anderson and Nielsen cleaned the kitchen area with 
an employee of the mission, and were present to receive 
10 pizza boxes filled with jelly donuts from Ferrara’s 
Bakery on Long Beach Island to be distributed as dessert 
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or the next day’s breakfast. After their work was completed, Anderson, Featherman, Guitier-
rez, Nielsen and Price ate and conversed with the employees, residents and patrons of the 
mission in the lunch hall, which was decorated with inspiring messages of faith, love and 
charity from the Bible.

In the warehouse, Austin, Cardoso, Kelchen, Parson, Yore and O’Neill arranged bins to 
separate clothing based upon size and gender. A plastic bag filled with clothing was tossed to 
them by a mission employee and quickly torn into. The clothing was removed and sorted into 
the bins before them. As the bins filled, they were removed by employees of the mission and 
replaced with empty bins to continue the sorting. Although the work was fast-paced, exhaust-
ing, and dusty, the fellows were cheerful and laughing, and worked like a well-oiled machine.

Clothing is distributed by the mission to individuals in need, or through its thrift store. 
Any clothing not used by the mission may be sent overseas for further donation and use by 
others in need. Continuing the team approach, O’Neill, Price, Yore and Featherman carpooled 
with their co-fellows back to the hotel at the end of their volunteer service at the mission. 

At the end of the day of service, I could see why my co-fellows were selected by the Acad-
emy as future leaders of the state bar. It has been my experience that the truly great lawyers 
and leaders I have been fortunate to work for and with over the past 25 years are those who 
have a passion for service and helping others, and the humility to roll up their sleeves and 
do whatever is right and necessary to get the job done. I saw those qualities and more in my 
co-fellows as they left the mission tired and dusty, smelling of hotdog juice and covered in 
vegetable splatter. As I picked tomato seeds out of my hair, I hoped they saw the same in me. 

Maria C. Anderson is employed by Montclair State University as associate university counsel and 
graduated from the NJSBA Leadership Academy this year. She has been employed by the univer-
sity as in-house counsel since 2008 and focuses on federal and state laws that regulate public higher 
education. Prior to joining the university, Anderson was engaged in private practice and focused upon 
commercial, litigation, insurance coverage litigation, land use law, real estate development, affordable 
housing, and appellate practice. 
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About two years ago, I was in the hallway of a 
New Jersey courthouse casually talking with a 
younger attorney about their career. I assume this 

was a particularly exasperating time for the attorney, who 
stated: “I gotta get out of here, I can’t take it.” I offered 
to follow up and talk more, but the attorney did not 
take advantage of the offer. From time to time, I saw the 
attorney in the same courthouse working in the same 
position, most recently this past August. I am not sure if 
it was by choice or by circumstance that things remained 
the same. 

The truth is, regardless of this attorney’s predica-
ment, we have more control over our careers than we 
realize. We are in full control of the decisions and choices 
we make. This requires being proactive and strategic in 
managing our careers, so we will never be in a position 
where we feel we have our backs against the wall and 
need to make a rash decision. In fact, the ‘back against 
the wall/I hate this job’ day is the absolute worst time to 
make such a decision. 

As diverse attorneys, there is much we have to 
contend with. Career opportunities may take a bit more 
time to materialize for us than for non-diverse attorneys. 
Our performance and persistence must exceed that of our 
non-diverse counterparts. Mistakes we commit may not 
be forgiven as quickly. All of this is in addition to balanc-
ing the remainder of our professional life, such a bar 
association activities and involvement in other member-
ship or service-based organizations.

So, what can we do to plan our careers, navigate the 
rough waters of the profession, and hopefully find some 
meaning in what we do? Here are a few suggestions. 
First, dig deep to reveal why you are considering new 
employment. What is it about your current job that you 
don’t like? To uncover these answers in some type of 
methodical fashion, consider the following questions. Try 
answering each one on a scaled basis (where one equals 
extreme dissatisfaction and 10 equals extreme satisfac-
tion). You should really pay attention to numbers of less 

than seven. By thoughtfully going through this series of 
questions, hopefully you will arrive at the core issues 
behind your quest for new employment.

1) On a scale of one to 10, how satisfied are you with 
your position? Here is an example of how your thought 
process might evolve: Let’s say you were a trial animal—
trying cases left and right, always in the well of the court-
room prepared to dance. In fact, that courtroom success 
has led to a promotion to a more senior position that 
requires you to supervise and manage. Your new respon-
sibilities have significantly reduced your courtroom time. 
But you could never put your finger on why you weren’t 
satisfied with your new position. You are with the same 
employer, same people, and same practice area, yet some-
thing has changed. The positional shift could be it. Going 
from senior trial counsel to deputy chief (of a division, 
bureau, section, unit) may come with increased stature and 
pay, but if this new position is not truly aligned with your 
interest, skills, or passion it is not likely to be a good fit.

2) On a scale of one to 10, how satisfied are you with 
your practice area? Maybe you are fine with the position 
you hold with your employer, but you absolutely hate the 
work you do. To the extent that there are opportunities 
within your employer (big, medium, or small) you can 
pursue an internal transition to a practice area that is 
more suitable for you. Be forewarned: You may transfer 
into your desired practice area but find out after the fact 
that the leadership is so bad and toxic that it is difficult 
to enjoy working with the new team. 

Bad move? Probably not. You made the best decision 
that you could at the time. More importantly, through 
‘positional’ leadership you can always positively influ-
ence the work environment and team. If after all of your 
efforts, things just don’t seem to work out, the transition 
was internal so for resume/CV purposes it is better than 
having left to go to another employer for just a short 
period of time.

3) On a scale of one to 10, how satisfied are you with 
your practice setting? Consideration should be given 

Navigating Your Career in a Changing Legal 
Profession: Part One
by Cedric Ashley

New Jersey State Bar Association Diversity Committee 10
Go to 

Index



to where you work (small firm, mid-sized firm, biglaw, 
local government, county government, state government, 
federal government, nonprofit legal agency). Where you 
work can have a major impact on your level of work 
satisfaction. Each of these entities will have different 
workplace cultures and values. They will offer different 
types of career advancement (or lack thereof). They will 
offer different levels of resources and support. They will 
service different types of clients. Prospective employees 
will be attracted to or not attracted to these settings for 
particular reasons. Often overlooked, assessing how you 
fit (or don’t) within a practice setting will help narrow the 
reasons behind your desire to transition.

4) On a scale of one to 10, how much do you enjoy 
the people you work with? There’s nothing worse than a 
toxic workplace. You love what you do and you are good 
at it. But if you are surrounded by disgruntled, unhappy, 
scheming, or outright biased co-workers and supervisors, 
you are unlikely to thrive in the setting. If the toxicity is 
manageable, and you are fairly certain it is not affecting 
your health, you may choose to hold out. However, toler-
ating and holding out should not be a long-term strat-
egy. If there is a possibility that you can be a detoxifying 
change agent, then go for it. However, make sure you do 
a reality test. When it’s time to pack it in, it is time to 
pack it in.

5) On a scale of one to 10, how productive (or mean-
ingful) (to you) is your current work? For example, day 
in and day out, are you stuck in a room reviewing tons of 
documents; reviewing a section of a section of a section of 
a thousand-page corporate closing document; summariz-
ing depositions or preparing draft answers to interroga-
tories for a more senior attorney? It is quite possible that 
you are only seeing a slice of the matter, with no client 
involvement, or no involvement with more senior attor-
neys when it comes to case strategy. These limited role, 
limited scope tasks do not lead to employee engagement. 
It’s okay if this type of work appears intermittently, along 
with more substantive work. But if this is all you are 
doing, it is understandable if you don’t find meaning in 
what you do. It’s time to have a meaningful conversation 
with the attorney who assigns work.

6) On a scale of one to 10, how proficient (or 
competent) are you in your current position? Be honest. 
Sometimes we find ourselves undertaking matters that 
just overwhelm us. During the early years of an attorney’s 
career, they may have to figure it out for themselves. We 
are not talking ethical violation lack of competence, but 

more of the generalized getting your sea legs variety. 
Lawyers—the superheroes that we are—can be unwill-
ing to confess that we have no clue about some matters 
foisted upon us. You might be in a commercial transac-
tion practice group after spending your law school career 
in trial advocacy courses and competitions. Alas, you are 
here, and the money is good. But for how long can you 
continue this struggle of learning while doing?

7) On a scale of one to 10, how well does your 
current employment align with your core inner beliefs, 
values, principles? For example, are you representing a 
large financial institution whose lending practices led to 
foreclosures in communities that you identify with? Are 
you working for a firm that regularly hosts fundrais-
ers for a political party you are not affiliated with? Not 
certain why you go home every night with a knot in your 
stomach? It is possible that the work you do five or six 
days a week, for 10 to 12 hours each day, is so internally 
inconsistent with who you are that your job is making 
you sick. 

That’s not always the case, and for varying reasons 
some people are able to manage this internal dissonance. 
However, we can attempt to harmonize this for only 
so long. In the end, our values will win out. They have 
been with us since childhood and refined during adoles-
cence. By the time we become adults, our values are so 
ingrained in us they seem to be part of our DNA. When 
your values speak, you need to listen. 

For now, ponder the questions presented here and 
determine if any speak to you. In the next edition of this 
newsletter, I will pose more questions for you to consider. 
In this competitive and changing legal profession, you 
should be deliberate and thoughtful about your career 
decisions. Unless you choose to work for yourself, having 
a CV/resume full of too many employers with short peri-
ods of service will work against you as you are trying to 
find the right fit. 

Cedric Ashley is a sole practitioner in Princeton, concentrating 
in business, employment, and criminal litigation. He serves 
as the assistant editor of the ABA GPSolo Magazine and 
served as the diversity director of the ABA GPSolo Division 
for the 2017-2018 bar year. Ashley has served as co-chair of 
the Diversity Committee of NJSBA from 2017 to the present. 
He also serves as the co-chair of the Law Office Management 
Committee of the NJSBA.
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The Serial Podcast Explores Criminal Justice System
by Roger Lai

The third season of the podcast Serial was recently 
released. This season, Serial is taking a look at 
the criminal justice system. Specifically, these 

hour-long episodes undertake an examination of how the 
criminal justice system works. At the time of this writing, 
only the first two episodes have been released. This is not 
a look at the sensational aspects of the criminal justice 
system; it is a look at the many factors that go into the 
disposition of the cases that populate the courthouse daily. 

Listening to Serial is a must for anyone interested in 
how race, gender, socio-economic standing, and even 
nepotism influence the justice system. Serial asks ques-
tions and presents facts about all of these issues, but 
leaves the listener to draw their own conclusions. 

According to Serial’s narrator, Sarah Koenig, after the 
podcast’s first two seasons she was often asked: “What 
does this case tell us about the criminal justice system?” 
Instead of examining cases that are ripped from the 
headlines, this season portrays the criminal justice 
system as it is on a daily basis. The Serial team spent a 
year following the criminal justice system in Cleveland, 
Ohio. Cleveland was selected because Serial received 
unfettered access to record within the justice complex. 
No restrictions were imposed, resulting in incomparable 
access and transparency. 

In episode one, Koenig points out that 96 percent 
of the system’s cases are resolved through plea bargains. 
Episode one’s featured defendant is a white female who 
is arrested after a bar fight. She is charged with felony 
assault against a police officer. The defendant allegedly 
struck the officer, who was attempting to break up the 
incident. During the case, the Serial team conducts inter-
views with the defendant, defense lawyer and prosecutor 
as plea negotiations are ongoing and the lawyers are 
preparing for trial. The narrative follows the case from 
start to finish. 

Importantly, the podcast focuses on the people 
involved in each case. This is not a law school recitation 
of black letter law. Enough explanation is provided to 
advance the narrative. Race and gender loom large, even 
when they are not distinct factors in the cases at hand. 
The first two episodes certainly leave the listener think-
ing about the ways these factors influence the outcomes 
of these cases. 

For those who may have missed the first two seasons, 
Serial is a podcast that is produced by public radio station 
WBEZ Chicago. In the first season, released in 2014, Seri-
al explored the criminal trial of Adnan Syed, a Baltimore 
teenager who was convicted of killing a classmate. The 
case was anything but ordinary. The participants were 
a hodge podge of different cultures and ethnic groups. 
Importantly, Syed had the benefit of a private attorney, 
and expert witnesses were prevalent. The popularity of 
season one of Serial can only be described as a phenom-
enon, which included a parody on Saturday Night Live. 

Season two followed the legal proceedings of soldier 
Bowe Bergdahl, an alleged deserter who served five years 
as a prisoner of the Taliban. 

No matter your thoughts about Serial’s portrayal 
of these real-life events, the podcast will leave listeners 
thinking about the impact of race, gender and diversity in 
the criminal justice system. 

Roger Lai is a co-chair of the New Jersey State Bar Associa-
tion’s Diversity Committee.
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We were honored and 
privileged to interview the 
Honorable Marie White 

Bell, J.S.C. (Ret.). She is a pioneering 
trailblazer, distinguished by a legacy of 
many firsts. Judge Bell is a remarkable 
role model and has served as a mentor, 
particularly to women of color. She 
began her professional career during 
the turbulent social milieu of the 1960s 
and the emerging quest for gender 
equality in the 1970s. Describing 
herself as independent and self-assured, 
Judge Bell excelled despite the societal 
discr imination and bias against 
African-Americans she experienced starting as a child 
growing up in York, Pennsylvania.

As part of the small percentage of women with 
careers outside of the home, in 1958 she obtained a 
degree in biology and chemistry from Lycoming College 
in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, followed by post-graduate 
work at the University of Pennsylvania. Then, she moved 
to Montclair, New Jersey, starting a 13-year career as a 
research biologist at Hoffman-LaRoche, a multinational 
pharmaceutical healthcare company based in Switzer-
land, with a facility in Nutley. The first African-American 
employed there, she became a group leader in the areas of 
chemotherapy, parasitology and virology. Her work also 
provided a unique opportunity to travel, which expanded 
her world view. In 1964, she married Conrad Bell, a 
pharmacist, who then acquired his medical degree, 
ultimately leading them to move to Burlington County 
to start his medical practice. While working full-time at 
Hoffman-LaRoche, she attended Seton Hall Law School. 
Characterizing it as somewhat of an “extra-curricular 
activity,” she attended classes every night until she earned 
her juris doctorate in 1973. She then became the first 
African-American law clerk in Burlington County, serv-
ing the Honorable Alexander Wood III.

With a background as a research 
biologist, a law degree in hand and 
her judicial clerkship behind her, she 
became involved in civic, social and 
political activities in Burlington County, 
while building a private law practice. 
She became the first African-American 
elected to the Willingboro Township 
Council in 1977, and then the town-
ship’s first African-American mayor in 
1980. She was appointed Willingboro 
municipal court judge in 1981, serving 
until 1996. Judge Bell also served as a 
municipal court judge for the cities of 
Camden and Chesilhurst. Her commit-

ment to service also extended to her beloved Lycoming 
College, where she served on the board of trustees, and to 
the Rutgers University Board of Governors. 

Judge Bell made history again in 1997 when she was 
appointed to the New Jersey Superior Court, becoming 
the first African-American female judge in Burlington 
County. She served from 1997 until her retirement 
in 2006, and then as a recall judge in the Burlington, 
Monmouth, Camden and Gloucester vicinages from 2008 
until her second retirement on Sept. 2, 2016, at age 80. 
Judge Bell made an indelible mark on the legal profession 
as an exemplary public servant, dispensing justice in her 
own gracious, professional and unassuming manner. 
While her extended judicial career placed her on family 
matters, she also handled civil dockets, and particu-
larly enjoyed complex environmental matters because 
of her earlier career in biological research. Her service 
also extended to the New Jersey State Bar Association’s 
Dispute Resolution Committee and Committee on the 
Aged and the Burlington County Bar Association’s Bench 
and Bar Committees for the Family Part and Municipal 
Court, Professionalism Committee and Judicial Appoint-
ment Committee. 

An Interview with the Honorable Marie White Bell, 
J.S.C. (Ret.)
by Sharon Price-Cates and Carolyn V. Chang
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After her retirement, Judge Bell still maintained her 
involvement in the communities of Burlington County, as 
well as promoting the welfare of youth through service on 
the Burlington County Juvenile Prevention Policy Board. 
With countless awards and recognition over her profes-
sional career, in 2017 the New Jersey State Bar Foundation 
extended to Judge Bell its highest honor, the prestigious 
Medal of Honor awarded for exemplary contributions to 
improving the justice system and enhancing New Jersey’s 
legal legacy. The Burlington County Bar Association 
honored Judge Bell in April of this year, with the Martin 
L. Haines Award, its highest honor. Most recently, in June 
the Garden State Bar Association honored Judge Bell with 
its coveted Roger M. Yancey Award. 

What do you consider to be some of the defining 
moments in your life?

First is my marriage on Oct. 10, 1964, to my late 
husband, Dr. Conrad Bell. He passed away in 2002. 
Other defining moments were my election to the Will-
ingboro Township Council in 1977 and then when I 
became the mayor of Willingboro in 1980. Along with 
my appointment to the superior court in 1997, those were 
the most defining moments. 

Who are your heroes in the law and in your life’s 
journey?

There was my cousin Herb Millan, who is now 
deceased. He graduated from the University of Pennsyl-
vania Law School way back in the 1940s, and I think he 
was the second person of color to do so. He went on to 
become the first African-American judge in Pennsylvania 
(and the 13th black judge in the United States). He served 
on the Philadelphia municipal court. I was a young girl 
at the time, growing up in York, Pennsylvania. Then I 
would say the Honorable Alexander Wood III, who was a 
judge in the Burlington County Superior Court. I served 
as Judge Wood’s law clerk back in 1973. 

What do you think are the most pressing challenges 
facing the Judiciary and the administration of justice?

I can tell you we need more minority judges; judges 
of color. And I have always been concerned about the 
incarceration of persons of color and issues of rehabilita-
tion for those getting out of prison.

You were involved in politics at a time when few women 
were politically engaged. Do you have some thoughts 
and advice for women getting involved in politics today?

Well, I think first of all you should get familiar 
with social and community issues and do a lot of 
volunteerism. I first became involved in politics up in 
Montclair, New Jersey. A neighbor of mine, Matt Carter, 
was the first African-America mayor of Montclair. I was 
involved in his campaign. My dad was a Republican, 
would you believe it? He was a Republican commit-
teeman, so at an early age I was out distributing his 
pamphlets and collecting things for him. He had been 
a committeeman for as long as I can remember. So that 
was my introduction into politics. But when my husband 
and I moved to Willingboro, I saw that there were very 
few African-Americans [on the township council]—in 
fact there were none; the township council was all white. 
There were very few women involved in politics. And 
that’s when I got involved in local politics by serving 
first on the library board and then as vice chair of the 
democratic organization. But I saw few women getting 
involved at that time and I think that subsequent to my 
involvement on the council several women came behind 
me, which was a good thing. Collectively, women should 
join together with other women to get involved in state 
and national interests.

What do you think is the role of legal professionals in 
combating hate, bias, intolerance and incivility in our 
society?

I think that the legal community has to become more 
active—certainly the African-American legal commu-
nity—because we are seeing a lot of our brothers being 
shot. I am not saying that the police are always respon-
sible, but it seems that there is an aggregate of young 
African-American men being shot at or at least not being 
dealt with in a respectful manner. I think that we have to 
speak out about that and deal with what I consider to be 
the deterioration of civil society. I think lawyers are in a 
position to get involved in that process.

Is there a question that no one asks, but you wish they 
would because you have a lot to say on the subject?

Well do you mean as a judge or as a citizen? In what 
capacity? I think there is some overlapping, but I think 
that we have to ask and deal with why there is so much 
violence in our present society. And incorporate why are 
African-American men so much under attack? That ques-
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tion has not been asked, and that is what occurs to me 
when you ask that question. Why? Why is that happening? 

What advice do you have for lawyers who aspire to the 
bench?

Well, first of all, I think you must continue your legal 
education and get involved in local and state issues. You 
really have to keep learning. You can’t stop. For example, 
the Rules of Evidence and Court Rules, and such. I found 
as a judge that sometimes attorneys coming before me 
did not know the rules. This places them at a disadvan-
tage. So, that would be my advice, keep learning and 
perfecting your profession. 

In telling your own story and sharing your truth with 
aspiring and new attorneys, how do you want to define 
your legacy?

Well, I would rather have other people do that. I 
can’t define it. I can only tell you this: I grew up in the 
1940s and 50s, and I experienced discrimination. Not 
being able to go to a restaurant and sit down to have a 
good meal because you were African-American, black, 
Negroes, at that time. And prohibited from, even though 
eligible, being able to get into the Honor Society and 
other clubs. My mother was an advocate for me, and 
she went to the PTA and complained. But there were so 
many things that happened to me when I was a child. 
My father was arrested in my presence. He was trying to 
help a blind African-American homeless man who was 
being badgered by a white gentleman who was the owner 
of a company across the street from where we lived. The 
police came and arrested my father and, of course, I was 
screaming and yelling and calling the police all kinds of 
names. But that was very traumatic for me. And then I 
found out later that my father, as a Republican commit-
teeman, had helped elect the judge that he went before. 
So that kind of experience helped, minimally, to steer me 
towards the law. I remember that event to this day, and I 
was 14 years old at the time.

At 16 or 17, one of my best friends and I used to 
drive around at night and attempt to go into restaurants 
just to see what they would do. We would be refused 
service and told to come back in a half hour or so, and 
could pick up our food from the back door. Those are 
some of the things that I experienced, and, of course, I 
went to an all-black school as well. The positive aspect of 

that was that I learned my black history because we had 
all minority teachers.

When you started as a research biologist, and later as 
an attorney and a judge, there were few roles models 
that looked like you. What advice do you offer on giving 
support and bringing others along as they pursue their 
professional ambitions?

We need to start with the schools, particularly 
schools that have a large percentage of minorities. We 
need to show kids that there are successful black profes-
sionals. We need to expose ourselves to them. Also, I 
remember the annual affairs at Rutgers Camden, of color 
female lawyers being mentors to the female law students. 
We did not exclude males, but we had a special interest 
in female students. 

Do you have a personal mission statement guiding and 
ordering your steps, as some might say?

Yes. Work hard and defend your African-American 
legacy. 

What role has your faith played in your life? 
My faith has played a very strong role in my life. 

My father was a Baptist deacon. My faith is a number 
one priority, and it was particularly important when my 
husband passed away suddenly. Had it not been for my 
strong faith, I don’t know what I would have done. My 
faith has been a guiding light. 

Sharon Price-Cates is a deputy attorney general in the 
Department of Law and Public Safety. Her practice includes 
commercial litigation and labor and employment matters.

Carolyn V. Chang is in private practice in Burlington County, 
where she specializes in family law.
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An Interview with Judge Lawrence Lawson (Ret.)
by Nicole Alexander

Lawrence Lawson is of council 
w i t h  McE l roy,  D eut s ch , 
Mulvaney & Carpenter, LLP, 

where he focuses his practice on 
mediation and arbitration matters. He 
is also chair of the firm’s diversity & 
inclusion committee. 

He started his career in private 
practice in the city of Asbury Park, 
where he practiced for 13 years. During 
this time, he served as the municipal 
prosecutor of the city of Asbury Park, 
from 1981 to 1986, and was the first 
African-American mayor of Neptune 
Township from 1984 to 1986. In 
January of 1987 he was appointed as the first African-
American superior court judge of Monmouth County. 
His initial assignment was to the Civil Division. Shortly 
thereafter, in March he was assigned to the Criminal 
Division and in September of that year he was designated 
as the presiding judge of the Criminal Division. In 1990, 
Judge Lawson returned to the Civil Division as a trial 
judge until 1992 when he again returned to the Crimi-
nal Division. He served as a trial judge in that division  
until April of 1993 when he was appointed as the first 
African-American judge to become the assignment judge 
of the Monmouth Vicinage and of the state of New Jersey. 
He remained as the assignment judge until he retired  
on Sept. 1, 2014.

Judge Lawson received his undergraduate degree 
from Bowie State University and his J.D. from The Catho-
lic University of America, Columbus School of Law. He 
also attended Norwich University Military College. After 
law school, he served as the first African-American judi-
cial law clerk in Monmouth County with the Honorable 
Thomas L. Yaccarino, J.S.C.

Do you feel any meaningful gains have 
been made over the past decade in 
diversifying the legal profession? If not, 
what needs to change?

There have been some meaningful 
gains in diversifying the legal profes-
sion, but we have a long road ahead of 
us in terms of breaking down the barri-
ers of unconscious bias in the work-
place. Law firms are making strides to 
recruit diverse attorneys, but very often 
there is not enough follow-up to ensure 
that diverse attorneys are truly being 
included in every aspect of the firm’s 
culture. This includes opportunities for 

advancement and with the diverse attorneys feeling truly 
included in the firm’s culture. There cannot be diversity 
without inclusion. 

There is clearly a business aspect to this. By fostering 
a diverse and inclusive environment, firms can harness 
multiple talents and perspectives that ultimately will 
improve the services they can provide to clients. There 
are several studies that have been published that note 
that law firms with inclusive cultures are more likely to 
be high performing and, thus, exceed financial targets. 
Corporate America is paying more attention, and in some 
ways is more advanced in these endeavors. Many compa-
nies demand the law firms they retain demonstrate a 
clearly defined and proven commitment to diversity and 
inclusion in the workplace. 

What challenges do law firms encounter when trying to 
implement diversity and inclusion initiatives?

As noted by my colleagues, and more recently in 
a best practices article in the National Law Journal, you 
really need buy-in from the top down in a firm. Decision 
makers need to demonstrate their commitment by taking 
an active role in not only supporting the recruitment of 
diverse attorneys, but also the cultivation and promotion 
of those attorneys. You can recruit the best attorneys in 
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the world, but without inclusion being embraced in the firm culture and without opportunities for 
advancement, those candidates will leave. 

You mention recruitment, what recommendations do you have for finding diverse talent?
I think you have to cast a wide net, and go to law schools where a firm has not historically 

gone for on-campus interviews. We regularly go to Howard and Catholic University School of 
Law, not just because I am a Catholic alum, but because those schools have been proactive in 
recruiting diverse students. Locally, schools like Seton Hall and Rutgers have programs devoted 
to providing interview opportunities to diverse students. The Rutgers MSP Program, in particular, 
is a progressive initiative that has placed several star students in law firms that will support their 
professional development. Law firms need to think differently about recruiting diverse students. 
There is no magic formula. 

What is McElroy doing to foster diversity and inclusion in the workplace?
Well, as you know, we have a very robust diversity and inclusion committee at McElroy. We 

meet monthly and are comprised of staff members, associates, of counsel and partners from all of 
our 14 offices. Currently, we are focusing on several clearly defined targets: mentorship; uncon-
scious bias training; pro bono and sponsorship, and we are holding ourselves accountable in these 
pursuits. We have status updates at every meeting to ensure transparency and that progress is 
being made. Accountability, on every level, is a big factor in the success of diversity and inclusion 
programs, along with enthusiastic participation by management. 

I note that you are very passionate about these initiatives.
I am. I was humbled to be the first African-American mayor of Neptune Township, the first 

African-American judicial law clerk to work in Monmouth County and the first African-American 
judge to be named as an assignment judge in the state of New Jersey. I was given opportunities 
to learn, develop and succeed. I believe that it is incumbent on leaders in the law profession to 
provide diverse, talented attorneys with the same opportunities. I am confident that the diversity 
initiatives at McElroy will lend to the success of our diverse attorneys. 

Nicole Alexander is the director of professional and business development at McElroy, Deutsch Mulvaney 
& Carpenter, LLP. 
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