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Summit,” that focused on the recruitment and retention 
of African American lawyers. Participants heard from a 
panel of speakers before gathering in breakout sessions to 
discuss how they might work together 
to promote mutual success, according 
to Baynes. While some of the dialogues 
are intended as interracial discussions, 
this event helped Black law firm 
partners — who tend to be both severely 
underrepresented and thinly spread 
throughout the state — to connect. 

“Sometimes these partners don’t 
know each other, but they can be pretty 
influential,” Baynes says. “They can help 
each other, and they can influence their 
firms to do more in support of [DEI].” 

Another recent conversation focused 
on diverse hiring issues. Baynes asked 
the participants to read an article 
about the process for selecting a successor for longtime 
“Jeopardy!” gameshow host Alex Trebek, and then led 
them in a discussion about how that highly publicized 
search correlates to hiring patterns at law firms. He 
asked attendees to consider how the candidate pool for 
Trebek’s replacement appeared somewhat diverse while 
still excluding certain demographics, the ways in which 
the candidates of color were put at a disadvantage, and 
the implications of a White male producer initially being 
chosen for the role. These factors all reflect aspects of hiring 
in the legal field, where job seekers of color often face 
hidden obstacles and those with insider connections have 
advantages, says Baynes.  

“It was really helpful for us to have these kinds of 
conversations with lawyers, both in Houston and elsewhere, 

where we could all brainstorm about what barriers there 
might be to hiring lawyers of color and how you can 
overcome those barriers,” he explains. 

Providing a space for professionals at law firms to 
talk frankly about these issues and to collaborate on 
more equitable hiring strategies benefits UHLC’s 
underrepresented students once they enter the workforce, 
as well as current job-seeking alumni, according to Baynes. 
He also sees these dialogues as necessary for cultivating 
broader change in this sector. 

“The legal profession can open doors and dismantle 
segregation, yet it’s one of the least diverse professions,” 
he says. Despite decades of working to improve access 
and inclusion, people of color remain extremely 
underrepresented in this field, proving that new and 
innovative steps must be taken to create real change, 
according to Baynes. These efforts must include law schools 
and firms working together.

“I think most law firms want to do more, but it’s a 
matter of [schools] figuring out how to really be helpful to 
them, because we can’t keep doing the same old things or 
we’re going to keep getting the same results,” he explains. 

“We actually need to think bigger and 
differently than we’ve ever done before.”

Baynes says his goal with the dialogue 
series is to continue to grow and 
eventually have every managing partner 
in the state of Texas participate in at 
least one session. Past attendees have 
already expressed their eagerness for 
follow-up discussions that will allow 
them to continue brainstorming how to 
overcome hiring and retention barriers 
for underrepresented attorneys. Some 
have created similar dialogues within 
their firms or spread the word about the 
opportunity to their colleagues. This all 
indicates to Baynes the power that such 

open conversations can have on the profession.
“I feel like I have a responsibility, because I am unique 

to this role, to think about creative solutions and provide 
opportunities for creative conversations that will help us 
move further along the path to diversity,” says Baynes, who 
is both a first-generation American and first-generation 
college graduate. “So many times in my career I’ve been 
the first, and I don’t want to be the last.”●

Mariah Bohanon is the managing editor of INSIGHT 
Into Diversity. The University of Houston Law Center is a 
2021 INSIGHT Into Diversity Diversity Champion and a 
2016-2021 recipient of the INSIGHT Into Diversity Higher 
Education Excellence in Diversity (HEED) Award.

Nearly 100 students who have participated in UHLC’s Pre-Law 
Pipeline Program have been accepted to law school since the 
program’s launch in 2015.

Diversity in the 
Legal Profession

In 2020, only 18 percent of 
attorneys and 10 percent of 
law firm partners were from 
an underrepresented ethnic 
or racial group, according 

to the National Association 
for Law Placement. 
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Valedictorian with Nonspeaking Autism 
Delivers Historic Commencement Speech 

In May, valedictorian Elizabeth Bonker 
broke the mold of a traditional 
commencement speaker at her 
graduation from Rollins College, a 
private liberal arts institution in Winter 
Park, Florida. Bonker, who is affected 
by nonspeaking autism, delivered her 
address through a keyboard using a 
text-to-speech program, her sole form 
of communication.

Bonker’s message focused on the 
importance of perseverance in the 
face of personal challenges and the 
acceptance she has received from her 
peers and mentors. 

“As I prepare to graduate, I reflect 
on the questions I first had when 
I came to Rollins: ‘Would I fit in? 
Would people take the time to 
get to know me despite my slow 
typing?’” she wrote in a press release 
through an intermediary. “Happily, 
I’ve been embraced by my professors 
and fellow classmates, and I have 
cherished being treated like every 
other student. I hope Rollins has 
also been impacted by my time here 
in some small way, in seeing the 
potential in students who don’t look 
and sound like everyone else.”

Bonker closed her speech by 
encouraging her fellow graduates 
to bring about change in their 
community through service.

“God gave you a voice,” she said. 
“Use it.”

With college now behind her, 
Bonker plans to grow her nonprofit 
organization, Communication 4 
ALL, which provides communication 
resources to other individuals with 
nonspeaking autism. An estimated 
40 percent of people diagnosed with 
autism are nonverbal, according to 
the nonprofit association Autism 
Speaks.●

CLOSING INSIGHT

Top: Elizabeth Bonker delivered a graduation address though a keyboard and 
text-to-speech program during the Rollins College commencement ceremony on 
May 7, 2022 in Winter Park, Florida. Bottom: Bonker (left) and fellow graduates are 
honored during the ceremony. Photos courtesy Rollins College
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Kelly Daniel and Jocelyn Lucero are leaving their 
mark on the history of the University of Kentucky 
and the J. David Rosenberg College of Law — they’re 
the first two women of color to simultaneously 
hold the college’s prestigious student law journal 
leadership positions of editor-in-chief.

Daniel has the distinction of being the first Black 
editor-in-chief for the Kentucky Law Journal, and 
Lucero, who is Latinx, is the outgoing head of the 
Kentucky Journal of Equine, Agriculture and Natural 
Resources Law. 

These first-generation college graduates are paving 
the way for future students. 

The UK Rosenberg College of Law prepares 
students for meaningful and responsible 
engagement within and across diverse communities, 
consistently striving to improve its efforts to build a 
diverse and enriching environment, and to raise the 
awareness of the importance of such efforts. 

Learn more about the UK J. David Rosenberg 
College of Law and its commitment to 
diversity and inclusion: law.uky.edu

A BRIGHTER 
FUTURE FOR 

EVERY WILDCAT, 
THIS IS WHAT’S 

WILDLY POSSIBLE 
FOR YOU
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150 YEARS

ADVANCING

JUSTICE.

In 1872, our founders 
put forth a bold vision. Less 
than a decade after the end 
of the Civil War and nearly 
50 years before women 
won the right to vote, they 
envisioned a law school 
open to everyone.

Throughout the century and a half 
that followed, our alumni have 
served on the front lines of the 
fight for equality in all its forms, 
ever aspiring to achieve the nation’s 
founding promise of equal justice 
under law for all people.

Today, in the spirit of our founders, 
we have embraced a bold vision 
and enacted an ambitious plan to 
help build a future in which the legal 
profession fully reflects the rich 
diversity of the United States. 

The work continues.

CLASS OF 1935
Willard Brown served as 
lead counsel for the West 
Virginia NAACP in Brown 
v. Board of Education, the 
landmark Supreme Court 
case that included 16 states and 
the District of Columbia, and he then 
worked tirelessly to desegregate public 
schools throughout West Virginia.

>

CLASS OF 1881
Alice Stone Blackwell 
led the charge to merge 
two organizations into the 
National American Woman 
Suffrage Association, 
largely credited with securing the 
passage of the 19th Amendment.

>

CLASS OF 1976
John Ward, the first openly 
gay man to argue a case 
before the US Supreme 
Court, founded the 
groundbreaking organization 
GLBTQ Legal Advocates & Defenders 
(GLAD), which played a key role in the 
fight for same-sex marriage, among other 
legal victories.

CLASS OF 1883
Wilford Horace Smith 
was the first Black man 

to win a case before the 
US Supreme Court, which 

ruled his client’s conviction 
unconstitutional because members of his 

race were excluded from the grand jury.

<

>

CLASS OF 1959
Barbara Jordan was the 
first Black woman elected 
to the US House of 
Representatives from the 
Deep South and, in 1994, 
she received the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest 
civilian honor.

>

CLASS OF 1937
Neal Pike was the first blind 

man admitted to the bar 
of the US Supreme Court, 

and he was instrumental in 
passing several landmark 

civil rights statutes that 
made it illegal to discriminate against

people with disabilities.

<

CLASS OF 1959
Clarence Jones, an 

attorney and trusted advisor 
to Martin Luther King Jr., 
smuggled notes from an 

Alabama jail cell and released 
what would later  become known 
to the public as the “Letter from a 

Birmingham Jail.” He also helped draft 
King’s iconic “I Have a Dream” speech.

<

CLASS OF 1995
In 2021, Time magazine 

named Manjusha Kulkarni  
among the most influential 

people of the year for 
cofounding Stop AAPI Hate 

in response to a rise in anti-Asian hate 
incidents during the global pandemic.

 

<


