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First-Generation

Law Students
BY PROFESSOR LORI DELANEY JOHNSON,
UNLV WILLIAM S. BOYD SCHOOL OF LAW

As a first-generation law student, it wasn't until I began
teaching law (and specifically legal writing, skills, and
professionalism) that I fully grasped the unique challenges
similar students face in attaining the competence
necessary to succeed in law school and thrive in the
practice of law. While the term "first-generation" (or
"firstgen") student is clouded in a bit of controversy
concerning its precise definition, when applied to law
students it typically refers to "a student who does not
have a familial relationship to the legal field."' Many
of these students also identify as firstgen in the
broader sense, encompassing students whose parents
have never enrolled in post-secondary education. 2

tI I Iv i ty I \ c ;d ~ I L I~ ~ a"

WiIliaml S. I~c\ I School o 1 LI\\ .\\ c do

lnot Colkcct daton Ilo\ IflLInl o oti

ilicic Atc Idn IICI\ ci pirsc. I~Cllc

ther arlcc~ II\ nilct lIIhred torsI l\

Ilnc iIh anCI c >C i rcc. tha ccILest atji

\'I- lllsig\ I> cc- studen: clot mmIlc ocd\

thosC >1Kr a1121 tIircIILt clcac uldn

t!N VI \v h~lcrc mnor I1uLW 50 pecn ofi c

IIc ldcl]I. Iurder h ccinin in ciL 1_rtc

z

19



iostlx Iy minority) pra-lax itndents. hoth
to Cncuragle them to pirsu a l gal
adication and to equip itemt \ tilh som

Il thc sk ill, nsccs"ar to thrixe upon

mairiculation. More thtan 70 studctnts
have p rticipatcd in the pro'rami, and

more than a dozen DoIglas ellowx

haC tatriculated to Boyd in the past

T he, students hrina incredihle
tirci'tt and. ,ikills 1o thteir Icital

idUCation includingi adaptibil ity.

maturity. gL t resilicnce.
nd stirong x ork ethic.

Ilovx iS ir. Irstaen student,
also face miriad challcnites.

Spclficalli thc ti ically

-lack the social culural.
ial i a citnncoesrl that

more aditional avm a tudcnt t
at il de in purui haiCeiuc
,uecce,. TheC Challenge,

arc often ampliled and
thacerhatd i the
high-preusure, hiuh-
atii k M si intcmmii To ensure th
to hc school. W e Si students thr
hIcal educator, are law school, I

alroad csin that hin educators m
ti aimptn' it 'rlm a mindful and
thce studemns n ith the intentional s
docatrinl kno\ aedge to effectivel
and skillit ncada~ry these remar
to heCOm la teris. students.

but to reach and teach
dth contingent ofb
,ludens. vvC 111U, do 1MIre.

T, e11surc that Iirstgen students

thrive in lawe school. legal educators

must remain mindful and implement
intentional strategics to ethlectiv ly
edUcalt1 these rcemirkahle ,i udenta

What mihtllow" are retlections on several

straCatIes I hay e success ull deplo 'ed
in more than a decade ol educating
fipartse1 la students. A, a tcavet this
hriel article Cannot prov ide the ,pace

to dceply consider the hrendth and

depth of expiriences o all firstgen
student, and must, bnecessity, mAk

gencrdlizationls. Nonetheless. i hope

this in form1ation i, helpful to those
wvho might join as at Boyd as Iegal
educators. a; wv ell as those2 mentor, and

super isors uv ho contlinue to educate
these sudents vvhen thley enter tihe

practice ola I'mIrI- in Nev ada and
[bC\ond.

Challenges
and Rewards
ofEdctn
First-Generation
Law Students

at firstgen ® """ ' W41
ive in
egal
uea Building Communityust remain
implement and Connection

trategies Suicccs, in cducatiIn'
educate irstaen law students

kable requirs rcoagnition oh thei
uniqui plsition. skills and
cxpariances. conthincd with
eflTrt> to build commulnit\

across the entire iatx school classroom
Doing "o lbenalhts not oli tht irstoci

,tudantts. hut also the aitira lcarnin
communillity. I hava oftt sttuaggld to
deterilina the best methods to permit

studcints to share their hackground and
e\pericnces in a xx ay that does not LealI
othering or tokenizing. Technoloaical

adx ancs arising in the xxakc of the

pandemic have been particnlarly helpful

in this area. While the impact of the

pndcntic on classrooms carried many

negatives. one positive take-axay wa,
enhanced ahility to Cifectix Clx koc

ClaCtrotnic tools to build Comtunit

hetxxcen traditional and firstgcn studants.
In each of m1 clantx ,. I started

crcating an interactixe online discussion

board permitting students to share
their hackground using a varicty of

media (\x ritten. audio. v isuaL etc. )

I ty pically pro ide a couple l1oosc

pompt a heira b hri' Imy km1
iackui> I> d stor. A t the same time.

I require each studeint to post about

themsalx es and respond to t o or more

of their classmatas' post- iduntitf ing
Coinonalitics This uheisi V 1u1
quiC and easy {and dare I ay lim) ha>
opened lines ot llmuitnication and

while at the same tinte allow ia me.

a, their pi-olcssor. to hCgin to idcinti Ix

the diverue hackarounds present in the

learnin_ enx ironnicnt. Tli"

p-sakcs applroach ha>

nr tted studcnts xx ho oltcn
initi elly Ie uncomlirtIll or
niimidated in the kmix school

cIli'room1 to neagc a their

aitiOIlntiC 511C , m r I ll\.

Bridging the Gaps

I he more dilicul ta i
in 12ducating iirsteen lavv
stiudcnts airisis Im coiisidciI

Ioxx hot il la I t Cap,

hetw een them :iid their ntor1

traditional peer, Irom( a
Ilarnmli perspectix . T h12e caps include

cultural, education'1, financml, and
,orii1l cnsiderationi ii ix band that

carefullv planned method> Ior dClix arina
ecdback; a lona with the incorporation

school curriculumni cal help lirsten

tldests kscip paca e v ith their traditional

peers. xxhilc also hencfittin ou1r entire

>tiemhi hIol

Rcgardin- Iedhack on xx rittnn

and acaLemic w ork xxile it max ,eet

couitCr-intuitive irstgcn laxx studants

can sometimte2s he a hit resitart to

direct, personalized feedback for

s>cv ral reasons. First, their educational

hackground, tend to haxe typica I
placed thctt in larmer classroom,, as
opposed to the smaller or one-on-one

Icarning env ironments atlforded to more

>ocio-cconotically adv antagcd students

As such, irstgen studeants arc somtimes

simply less accustoicd to haxing

individual discUssions about their xxwork

As a resltlL even constructiec critique

can sem daunting and intitidatini

at first hMush. Furithcr many firstgen

studcits, as the first in their (ai y to

chart a certain path, are independant and

gnCaItly accustomed to "liiurilnl thinas

out on their owxn.x.

z

20

r



In order to bridge this gap, I employ a
technique referred to as "autonomy supportive
feedback." Autonomy supportive feedback
harnesses firstgen students' inherent internal
motivation to succeed by highlighting existing
strengths in written work and modeling how those
strengths can be deployed to improve the entire
assignment.- This approach enhances a student's
understanding of their own competence and frames
the portions of the assignment that require revision
as opportunities to improve, rather than mistakes.'
As a result, this technique fosters more "buy in" to
the critique and editing process. Further, autonomy
supportive feedback avoids "hiding the ball" and

provides more transparency regarding the goal
for the finshed work product. This approach is
valuable to firstgen students who are not only
learning how to think and write like lawyers, but

simultaneously navigating a newN profession and set
of customs often completely foreign to them.

I also attempt to weave lessons and advice on
the "soft skills' surrounding the legal profession
into the day-to-day discussion in my classroom.
I often task students xxith role-playing senior and
junior lawyers (or even lawyers and clients), in
brief discussions and presentations about ongoing
assignments. I then deconstruct what the students
found effective during those exercises wxhile

providing adv ice on best practices in law otlice
behavior and legal professionalism. Making sol
skills a holistic part of the curriculum avoids the
need to single out firstgen students who may not

otherwise have familiarity with law office culture.
Surprisingly, these feedback and skill instruction
methods have proven effective across the entire
student body.

First-generation students will continue to
comprise a larger and larger segment of the
law student population, and resultingly the
legal profession as a whole." As such, if we
as legal educators hope to continue producing
well-prepared lawyers to lead our profession
forward, we must increasingly strive to meet the

educational needs of this extraordinary cohort.
This necessity extends to those serving in the role
of supervisors and mentors of junior attornexs,
xxwho continue to educate young lawyers long after
they have left the halls of law school. Intentionally
creating community, providing effective
feedback, and respectfully teaching and model inc
professional skills are just a handful of wavs we
can achieve this goal. In so doing, we can make
each student's dream of a successful legal career,

and consequently a more robust and diverse legal
profession. a reality.

PROFESSOR LORI DELANEYJOHNSON joined the faculty of UNLV's
William S. Boyd School of Law in 2010. She researches and
writes about the intersections of legal practice, corporate
law, ethics, and rhetoric. She teaches legal writing, business
organizations, professional responsibility, and contract drafting.
Prior to joining the law school, Johnson practiced real estate,
mergers and acquisitions, finance and corporate law and Related
tigation in Chicago and Las Vegas.
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