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A 
mentor plays many roles in a law-

yer’s professional life—supporter, 

capability developer, thought 

planner, and process partner. 

Inherent in each of these functions is the role 

of educator. Often overlooked by mentors, the 

role of educator is vital to the success of the 

mentoring relationship. A mentor should serve 

not only as an educator of practice competencies 

and professional skills building, but also as a 

guide on well-being, resiliency, and relationship 

development. Whether intentional or not, 

mentors create living classrooms for their 

mentee students. When done right, these living 

classrooms provide a strong sense of belonging 

and an inclusive space where mentees of all 

backgrounds can learn.

The Living Classroom Concept
The living classroom concept is based on the 

idea that learning styles change over time and 

that learning environments should be flexible 

enough to fit a diversity of learning strategies 

and students.1 In the traditional sense, a living 

classroom is focused on the physical space 

and its components (i.e., furniture, technology, 

configuration, elements of nature, hands on 

learning space, etc.). However, when applying 

the living classroom concept to professional 

mentoring relationships, the focus shifts from 

physical space to the six conceptual learning 

areas of a living classroom. These six concepts 

come together to create an optimal learning 

experience that fosters success for each mentee’s 

professional learning needs. 

Mentors as Educators
Creating the Optimal Living Classroom
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Learning Area #1: Instruction
In this concept, the mentor delivers competency 

and skills-building instruction. The focus is 

on conveying specific material to the mentee. 

Communication and feedback are highly 

encouraged and can be delivered in person, 

virtually, through shadowing, or through written 

review and revision.

Learning Area #2: Context
Through the context concept, the mentor con-

veys the interconnectedness of practice areas, 

the legal community, and the profession as a 

whole. The mentor illustrates interconnected-

ness by using tools, resources, and real-world 

examples that provide a wholistic context for 

the instruction. 

Learning Area #3: Collaborate
Using the collaborate concept, the mentor 

provides opportunities for the mentee to work 

with additional mentors or peers to receive 

external perspective and insights. The mentor 

uses their own connections in the legal com-

munity to generate collaborative partners for 

the mentee. The goal is to provide the mentee 

with an improved network and community 

through which to expand learning.

Learning Area #4: Gather
Here, the mentor empowers the mentee to direct 

their own learning by gathering the people, 

tools, and resources they need to further their 

professional learning goals. The mentor’s role 

is threefold: (1) help the mentee identify the 

people or items to gather, (2) provide context 

as needed, and (3) provide insight about the 

effective use of gathered resources. 

Learning Area #5: Reflect
The mentor employs the reflect concept to create 

a space for the mentee to slow down and reflect 

on their learning. In generating opportunity for 

reflection, the mentor validates the mentee’s 

learning process and meta-cognition skills, 

which ultimately encourages lifelong learning.

Learning Area #6: Share
In the sharing concept, the mentor supports the 

mentee in promoting or sharing their learning 
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with the broader community. One example of 

sharing is sponsorship, where the mentor uses 

their position in the profession to open doors or 

create opportunities for the mentee or assists 

in promoting the mentee within the broader 

legal community.

Mentoring as a Pathway to Belonging
Mentors who use the six learning area concepts 

meet the mentee where they are, validate the 

mentee’s experience as a learner, and help instill 

a genuine sense of belonging in the mentee. 

Sense of belonging is broadly understood as 

a feeling of mattering, connectedness, accep-

tance, support, affirmation, and validation.2 It is 

intricately tied to the natural human instinct to 

connect with others and feel included.3 People 

who feel they belong perform better, are more 

willing to challenge themselves, and are more 

resilient. Conversely, deficits in a sense of 

belonging can have debilitating consequences 

for a person’s psychosocial well-being.4 

To date, there is scant empirically derived 

research examining the sense of belonging as it 

pertains to lawyers in underrepresented groups. 

However, literature on the experiences of law 

students from historically excluded groups 

documents strong feelings of isolation, exclusion, 

dismissal, marginalization, and hostility, as well 

as an overall feeling of not being welcome.5 

Increasingly, the literature also demonstrates 

the importance of mentoring relationships on the 

success of groups who have faced decades-old 

disregard in the legal profession.6 Yet research 

is limited on how best to serve lawyers from 

underrepresented groups through mentorship. 

Without research from our own profession, it 

can be helpful to look at research available in 

other professions. For example, research from 

the education profession suggests that mentees 

in underrepresented groups prefer and benefit 

from “equity-minded” mentoring relationships.7

Equity-Minded Mentoring
In the context of education, “equity-mindedness” 

refers to the perspective or mode of thinking 

exhibited by practitioners who call attention to 

patterns of inequity in student outcomes.8 But 

the concept easily translates to the mentoring 

of lawyers from underrepresented groups. 

Mentors who question their own assumptions, 

recognize stereotypes that harm lawyer success, 

and continually reassess their practices as 

mentors and leaders to create change in the 

profession can more effectively improve their 

mentees’ sense of belonging.

Engaging mentees as active participants 

in their professional learning is a central tenet 

of equity-minded mentoring. The mentoring 

relationship is not something that happens 

to the mentee. Instead, it happens with the 

mentee. Equity-minded mentors listen to and 

build relationships with their mentees. They let 

them know that their ideas are important and 

central to the betterment of the legal profession.

Inclusive Classroom Techniques
Inclusive classroom techniques developed by Ro-

setta Lee provide a framework for mentors seeking 

to create, support, and uphold equity-minded 

mentoring relationships where mentees can 

both learn and reach their full potential.9 This 

approach incorporates four guiding questions: 

Do you see me? Do you hear me? Will you treat 

me fairly? Will you protect me? The goal is for 

the mentee to be able to answer yes to these 

questions. Below are just a few of the techniques 

that mentors can use to advance this objective.10 

Do You See Me?
 ■ Incorporate multiple perspectives into the 

instruction and collaborate with people 

with diverse backgrounds.

 ■ Share personal history that demonstrates 

experiences of marginalization or a greater 

understanding of experiences of mar-

ginalization.

 ■ Create opportunities for mentees to share 

personal experiences if they choose to 

do so.
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 ■ Make efforts to connect with mentees 

on a personal level (e.g., learn about 

their values and demonstrate curiosity 

about their lives).

Do You Hear Me?
 ■ Seek content and experiences that allow 

mentees to be the experts in various 

aspects of the mentoring relationship.

 ■ Offer mentees regular opportunities to 

provide feedback.

 ■ Give mentees a concrete process for 

expressing any concerns about the 

mentoring relationship, sharing their 

experiences as a mentee, and discussing 

other challenges they may be facing.

 ■ Demonstrate empathy toward mentees 

and others at all times.

Will You Treat Me Fairly?
 ■ Create clear and high expectations for 

mentees to engage in the mentoring 

experience and for yourself as a respon-

sive mentor.

 ■ Support mentees in struggle and push 

them in success.

 ■ Create a mentoring experience that 

contemplates and values different types 

of success.

 ■ Don’t hide the ball—create concrete steps 

for mentee improvement and learning.

 

Will You Protect Me?
 ■ Minimize classic marginalizing experi-

ences in the profession (e.g., learn how 

to pronounce the names of people with 

different cultural or ethnic backgrounds, 

and prepare to support mentees who are 

the “only” in their organization).

 ■ Call out comments, jokes, or behaviors 

that are oppressive or exclusive—and 

do so in the moment. 

 ■ Recognize and work to limit or eliminate 

individual, interpersonal, institutional, 

and structural biases.

Conclusion
Fostering a sense of belonging in your mentee 

is important, but it need not be complicated. 

While more research is needed to evaluate a 

mentor’s role in cultivating belonging in the 

legal profession, the techniques above have 

meaningfully supported other professions in 

cultivating mentors and leaders capable of 

generating trust, empathy, and strong working 

alliances. These techniques may be particularly 

helpful to legal mentors and leaders seeking 

to take an equity-minded approach to their 

work with peers and colleagues. Ultimately, 

we are all responsible for generating equity 

and inclusion within the living classrooms 

of our profession. Through our shared need 

for belonging, the living classrooms of the 

legal community can become generative 

containers for the very best we have to offer 

to one another.  



M A R C H  2 0 2 2     |     C O L OR A D O  L AW Y E R      |      13


