DIVERSITY, EQUITY, & INCLUSION

Many Hands Make Light Work

By MICHELLE DUPREY

lawyers with disabilities and I have

been pushing the legal profession
in Connecticut to advance diversity, eq-
uity, and inclusion for lawyers with dis-
abilities. Often, we are singular voices.
Disability is not part of most DEI con-
versations, especially if we are not in
the room.

For more than 15 years, a few other

Let’s start with the statistics: people with
disabilities make up about 25 percent of
the American population, about 50 per-
cent of people over the age 65 have one
or more disabilities, and yet, in the lat-
est CBA survey on diversity, only one
percent of lawyers identify themselves
as having a disability. Disability is a pro-
tected class that anyone can enter at any
time by accident, illness, or age. There are
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certainly barriers to the profession for di-
verse groups, particularly people living
with a disability who must craft creative
ways to work in this profession. There’s
discrimination and fear of those living
with hidden disabilities. And there’s
a misconception that disability means
those with the most visible disabilities,

like using a wheelchair or a guide dog to
mitigate the effect of their impairment.

Last summer, I was a presenter at a Con-
necticut Legal Conference session where
participants were asked if they had a
disability at the start of the session and
at the end. After educating attendees on
what disability means under the Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act, more attend-
ees identified as having a disability at the
end. When you ask people if they have
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a health condition (physical or psycho-
logical) that affects one or more major
life activities, those numbers naturally
go up because, in their minds, it is dif-
ferent than what people see as having
a “disability.”

There are many lawyers living with
health conditions that meet those criteria
and yet they don’t self-identify as having
a disability. Disability pride, while long
discussed in the disability rights commu-
nity, has not made it to our mainstream
culture yet. Should we be proud of being
lawyers with disabilities? I say yes. Many
attorneys that have worked with a hear-
ing loss, a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis,
major depression, and on and on, should
be proud that those extra hurdles made
them a better person and possibly a bet-

“Disability is a protected class that anyone can enter at
any time by accident, illness, or age.”
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ter lawyer. I challenge those lawyers to-
day to speak up, to raise your hand when
asked if you are a diverse lawyer.

My goal before the end of my career is
that I and my current roster of vocal law-
yers with disabilities are no longer the
only ones in the room asking about dis-
ability diversity, making sure all lawyers
with various disabilities are valued and
given valuable opportunities. Opportu-
nities our current small group may not
have had for ourselves in our careers but
hope that with the help of those of you
now realizing you have a disability; you
raise your voice to increase disability di-
versity in the legal profession because
many hands make light work. l
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The Constance Baker Motley

Speaker Series on Racial
Inequality

Register for these upcoming
. seminars today!

March 22:
The Constance Baker Motley Speaker Series on Racial | critical Race Theory

Inequality was established by the Connecticut Bar | in Practice
Association and Connecticut Bar Foundation as an May 10:
ongoing forum for the Connecticut legal community 10 | vioting Rights
explore issues of racial inequality and systemic racism.
This series is named in honor of civil rights trailblazer Judge Constance Baker Motley
with the goal of supporting and fostering renewed commitment to advancing civil
rights and social justice.

Visit ctbar.org/MotleySeries
fo register and access past seminar recordings.
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