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Lee Burgess: Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast. Today we have Karis Stephen
joining us. She's a plaintiff side employment lawyer, writer, and tutor for the
Law School Toolbox. Today we are talking about career paths, law school
success, and we're discussing the CROWN Act. Your Law School Toolbox hosts
are Alison Monahan and Lee Burgess, that's me. We're here to demystify the
law school and early legal career experience, so you can be the best law student
and lawyer you can be. We're the co-creators of the Law School Toolbox, the
Bar Exam Toolbox, and the career-related website CareerDicta. Alison also runs
The Girl's Guide to Law School. If you enjoy the show, please leave a review or
rating on your favorite listening app. And if you have any questions, don't
hesitate to reach out to us. You can reach us via the contact form on
LawSchoolToolBox.com, and we'd love to hear from you. And with that, let's get
started.

Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast. Today we are here with Karis
Stephen, who's an attorney, she's an author, and she works with us and tutors
for the Law School Toolbox and the Bar Exam Toolbox. So Karis, thanks for
spending a little bit of your day with me today.

Karis Stephen: Thank you for having me. What a lovely introduction.

Lee Burgess: Oh, thanks. Well, so our listeners can get to know you a little bit better, why
don't you share a little bit about yourself and your professional journey up to
this point?

Karis Stephen: Okay. So, | guess a place to start is undergrad. | went to Penn undergrad and |

was liberal arts through and through, so | majored in English and Cinema and
Media Studies. And then a minor in Music. Which basically just means that |
read a lot, | watched a lot of movies, | listened to a lot of music. So, | had an
amazing time. After undergrad | did a Fulbright in Malaysia, where | was
teaching English to high school students, and that was really a transformative
year. At the end of that year, | had to figure out what to do, so | ended up going
to law school because | love reading and writing, and | had the big ambitious
goal that many law school students have, which is to change the world. So that
brought me to Penn Law. So | was back at Penn. And there, 1L was really
difficult, and then 2L, when | got to pick my classes, it got so much better, and |
felt really great by 3L in terms of a legal career, even though | didn't really know
what that meant. And then, yeah, | moved to California from Philly. So | took the
California bar, which is a beast, as they say. And | ended up going to Latham &
Watkins, which is a BigLaw firm where | was doing labor and employment law.
And it was on the transactional, kind of corporate side. And made a move after
a year to do plaintiff side employment law, where | specialized in discrimination
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and some sexual assault, child sex abuse cases. So, | have been kind of all over
the map in terms of my career. So that was not an easy one sentence, but yeah.

Lee Burgess: Most of us here at the Law School Toolbox have a meandering career path. It's
totally fine.
Karis Stephen: Exactly, which is why | love y'all. But yeah, | love where I've landed and it feels

right. It feels good.

Lee Burgess: That's awesome. And then, because just working as an attorney and also doing
some tutoring on the side is not enough, you also do some research and writing
for the Daily Journal. Can you share a little bit about that kind of passion
project?

Karis Stephen: Yeah, absolutely. So, I've been writing since | was five years old. | used to write
the short stories and | was writing songs. I'm also a musician a little bit. So | was
just writing and writing and writing. And when | got to law school, | ended up
being in this org called The Regulatory Review, and it's a daily publication that
turns out regulatory news. So we are writing every day, every week. And that
was really cool, because | got my writing muscle a little stronger, especially on
the legal side of things, where in the past I'd only done creative writing and
some pop culture writing, briefly. So, when | got into practice, | really wanted to
figure out how to incorporate writing. And truly, Lee, | don't know how this
happened, but the opportunity dropped itself in my lap, and | think it's because |
was really open about what | was interested in in law school. Previously | was
writing about hair discrimination, which we'll get into, but | published an article
with Pop Sugar about that, about hair in the legal workplace, and | think things
started happening because of that. So, the Daily Journal is a California-based
legal publication and they report on anything in the legal world, like updates
and new developments in the law. So, they reached out to me and they said,
"We want you to write this article about a lawsuit happening in California, and
the plaintiff in the suit is suing based on race-based hair discrimination." And it's
a suit against In-N-Out. It's really interesting, | recommend everyone go and
read it. And you can find it just by looking up "In-N-Out hair discrimination". So |
ended up writing that article, and from there | just kept writing. They kept
reaching out, | asked if | could be a regular contributor. They said "yes", which is
why you should always ask for what you want. | think that's a huge lesson here. |
know we'll get into lessons later, but yeah, | developed this relationship with the
Daily Journal and I've been doing that too.

Lee Burgess: | love that. There're so many important things about those lessons. | love the
lesson that you have to ask for what you want, | think that's so important. Also,
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you can find landing spots for your passions. And | think that sometimes we're
so linear as lawyers, we're taught to be these kind of linear thinkers that we're
like, "Okay, well, we have this job and that's what we do." Life isn't that clear-
cut. If you have a secondary passion, you should do that. And it can change over
time. And it's not just even hobbies; they can be professional passions. We can
just pigeonhole ourselves and think, "Oh, | just do this one thing." But that's not
always what excites us or gives us kind of the warm fuzzies. Depending on what
type of law you practice, sometimes your day job doesn't give you warm fuzzies.
You have to find warm fuzzies somewhere else.

No, it's so true, and it's something | wish | knew as a law student, because it felt
like when you graduate and you get a job, you're just in that job and you can't
really explore anything else. It wasn't till | moved to the plaintiff side, which,
one, gives you a little bit more time to be transparent, and two, if you're at a
smaller firm and you have a nice, great employer, they'll allow you to do these
things. Networking, talking to people, writing about stuff, speaking at events —
all of that is part of your practice. And it was this new concept of building my
own practice, like what do | want that to look like? And having some autonomy
in that. And my passion has been discrimination lawsuits generally, but race
discrimination is something | love writing about, learning about. | kind of just
went with my academic interest and then rode it all the way, and then it ended
up getting me here. So, | think there's something really great about allowing
yourself to explore your interests, because you never know where it could lead.

Yeah. And it can be an opportunity even to stretch skills that your day job
doesn't necessarily let you stretch. Of course, I'm sure you write a lot in your
day job, but if writing's a passion, it's going to be very different writing for
clients or the courts than it would be to even write for the Daily Journal. And |
know when | was a newer lawyer, | was using nonprofit volunteering to kind of
work on those skills. So | ended up being on a board of a nonprofit that
supported experiential education for adolescent girls. And | got to stretch
leadership skills that weren't really available in my big firm, because | was at the
bottom of the ladder.

Right, right.

There weren't tons of leadership opportunities for a new associate. You were
pretty much doing what anyone asked of you to do. But in these other
organizational opportunities, it was really great, because my lawyer skills were
sought after in a lot of these other organizations. And then | got to practice
those, and | think that was really meaningful for me. That is a passion project of
mine — empowering young women, especially around leadership. And then | get
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to practice these skills and collaborate with people that | wouldn't necessarily
be collaborating with. | learned a lot that | got to even take back into being a
lawyer and a business owner. But | didn't necessarily think when | started doing
that volunteer work that it was going to be such an opportunity for growth.

Yeah, yeah. | think growth opportunities are everywhere. And | did something
similar about a year ago when | was in... Well, | guess that's more than a year
now. Who knows what time it is?

Time flies.

I'm in my third year of practice now, which is crazy to say, but when | was at a
bigger firm, | was trying to find ways to kind of feed my soul on the side. So, |
ended up joining this arts nonprofit organization on their young professional
boards, which is also a good hot tip for law school students. A lot of orgs have
young professional advisory boards and it's a great way to get involved, to meet
other people and to do something you like that's outside of the law. But your
skills, again, like you were saying, Lee, are completely transferable. So, now I'm
the head of that board and it's really cool because I'm working with people that
| admire, but also putting on events for kids and the community, all of which
feeds back into why | originally set out to be a lawyer. | think community
building is so important. And advocacy is understanding the people you're
advocating for, and their problems and trying to figure out ways to legally help
them. So yeah, | think it's so important to just be involved where you can be. Of
course, don't spread yourself thin, but | found in creating my practice, it only
helps me be more human and to talk to people. | mean, in law school it's not
really taught, but client relationships and advocacy, and being able to have a
conversation with people and understand where they're coming from is such a
big part of the law, and that's what makes great lawyers, in my opinion.

So true. Okay, well, let's circle back a little bit to employment discrimination and
how that became an area of interest. | know that you mentioned that
discrimination had been an area of interest for you, it sounds like, through law
school, post-law school. But when you were shifting out of BigLaw, how did you
kind of know that that's where you wanted to land?

Yeah. It started in law school, which is why internships | think are so important.
But after my 1L year, | didn't know what | was going to do at all. | ended up
applying to all kinds of firms. The job that | got was in employment, plaintiff side
employment firm, in Philadelphia, a small one. So, kind of similar to where | am
now. | did that summer and | was like, "Oh, | can see myself practicing this." And
why | love employment discrimination and employment law in general is, | think
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the workplace is kind of a microcosm of what else is happening in the world. So,
people are facing discrimination and all these challenges with identity on a large
scale, right? But a workplace is a place where people have to go every day.
People are going every day, and there are so many employers who perpetuate
some kind of mistreatment, right? So, you have bad bosses, you have coworkers
who aren't treating you well, or your wage an hourisn't all in line or whatever.
There're all these little things that actually add up to be illegal. And | was like,
"That's really cool, because that's really tangible." So | started doing that, | loved
it. And then | ended up doing an internship at the EEOC, where | worked for an
administrative law judge, and | really liked that. It was weird because | was
writing full-length opinions, but | was a 2L, so | was like, "How am | doing this?"
And that was kind of where | found my place in the law. | think it's also really
important for students to understand where they want to go, where they want
to fit into the law, because it's so vast, there're so many areas. But this was one
where | was seeing people on the plaintiff side who were partners, who | really
admired. And | was like, "That's cool work. That's work | want to do." But
eventually, yeah, | got sucked into Biglaw, which was a learning experience.

As many of us do.

| learned lot. | learned quickly that it wasn't for me, so | kind of started looking
around. But again, the theme here —something fell into my lap. And | think it's
because | was very vocal about what | was interested in, because even in
BigLaw, | was like, "I'm doing labor and employment." At Latham, it was a very
small group, but | weaseled my way into it. | was like, "This is what I'm doing."
So, in law school | had the great honor of meeting one of the most prominent
female lawyers and female women's rights advocates in the U. S. — Gloria Allred.
| again was very vocal. | said, "l want to do employment discrimination plaintiff
side." And from there she became kind of a mentor to me. And we just kept in
touch, we would check in, and the time came where | was looking for other jobs,
and we got lunch. And from there, | ended up at the firm I'm at, which is her
firm. And it's been incredible, truly the opportunity of a lifetime, to work with
some of the most brilliant legal minds on the plaintiff side, especially in
California and New York. So yeah, that's how | got here, and | hope to stay here
for a little while. A long while hopefully.

That's amazing. | want to go back to this mentor/mentee relationship, because |
think that those relationships are so important, but often what | see is an easy
mistake that folks make, and it doesn't sound like you made this mistake. So let
me know if there are any learning moments.

Karis Stephen: | will let you know.
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It's that as the mentee you often do have to somewhat be the driver of that
relationship. You would need to be the one who is reaching out and making
asks: "l could use guidance about this. | could use help with this." Because
usually, your mentor is busy and they're not going to be able to own the
relationship in the same way. They may be able to show up for you as you need
them to in the relationship, but they're probably not going to remember, "Hey, |
haven't heard from Karis in a while, | should send her a note." Right? That's
hard, to ask someone who is holding so much at a different point in their career.
So, with an important relationship like that, that you kept alive, what do you
think were some of the best practices that you had that you could encourage
other people to implement when trying to keep a mentorship relationship like
that going?

Yeah. In law school, | had a professor tell me this, which is: "Whenever
something happens to you in your professional career, in your educational
career, something you're proud of — maybe a move that you've done, something
you're learning that you're interested in, some engagement that you'd done,
some event that you went to — just take two seconds and email a little update to
your mentor." Like, "Oh, | just attended this amazing conference about
employment discrimination, and it reminded me of you. Hope to chat to you
soon." Something like that. But keeping people in the loop on your life,
especially if you want to develop that relationship, it's really important. They
want to know what's going on, and you want them to know where you're at,
because you never know when it's going to come in handy. Like, | was really at a
crossroads and | didn't know what to do. | just knew | wanted to be on the
plaintiff side, and it came in handy there. | just emailed one of my law school
professors two days ago to do just that — to reach out and say, "I've been writing
these articles for the Daily Journal and it reminded me of your class." That's all it
has to be, it doesn't have to be anything extravagant. But you're right in that it's
really important for the student to drive that relationship. And | just think it's
invaluable, because people are the basis of everything. And if you need help and
you have that relationship already, you can reach out. And | think that's another
lesson, is to ask for help when you need it. And if you're in a tough spot and you
want to pivot, you never know who knows someone who could help you. So, |
think it goes back — and I've said this so many times — about one being vocal,
say, "l want you to be my mentor." People love to hear that. If someone said
that to me, | would say, "Oh my gosh, yes. | would love to do that."

I'm sure somebody will say it to you. It's just a matter of time.
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| hope so. If you're listening out there and you want a mentor, | don't know that
much, but | think | could help you a little bit. Yeah, | think it's important to have
mentors, and it's something that | took lightly. But then when you need
guidance and help, or a job or anything, it's absolutely invaluable. So reaching
out, sending the little emails, it's important.

| love that too, because as someone who is slightly further in my career than
you are, | get a lot of emails and many of them are annoying. But annoying as in
the fact that they don't make me feel good — somebody wants something, their
bills. And | run a business, | have a busy life, all of that stuff. A nice email update
from someone with positive news is always welcome. | love getting a happy
email that's not about something that went wrong or something that they need
something immediately. And | think that oftentimes we can forget that too, that
we are inundated with messages and maybe you feel like, "Ugh, nobody's going
to want to see one more email." Somebody further in their legal career is going
to get hundreds and hundreds of emails a day. But when they're scrolling and
then they see an update and it's a happy update — that's so great. And then
they're going to probably shoot off a reply. And | think we forget that, that just
because you're busy doesn't necessarily mean that you don't want those little
happy nuggets in your email. | think most of us do.

Yeah, exactly.

And then we get to smile and we get to say something nice in return. It's like a
nice interaction.

Professors, law school professors too. You were their student, they taught you,
they want to hear what you're up to. And | remember when | was in law school,
some of my professors would have their former students come back and it was
like they were so proud of them. And the students, the mentees had so much to
say about their career and how this professor impacted it. Who wouldn't want
to hear that? If | was a professor, I'd be like, "Yeah, look at this. Look at the
relationship we have." It doesn't have to be anything too extravagant. Just a
little note, really.

Yeah. And you just don't really realize how these relationships stay with you. |
have a little funny story. A few years back | had a nanny who helped with my
kids and she went to the same undergrad. | went to the Claremont Colleges, she
went to a different Claremont College than | did. But | am friends with a
professor at that school who was coming over for dinner, and | forgot to warn
her, because she had also taken one of his classes. And so, he walks in to have
dinner with my husband and |, and she is like, "Why is professor so-and-so in
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your house?" It's like, she'd been out of school for multiple years, you forget
that sometimes these folks are just people. He was just coming over for dinner
and | forgot that she was also a Psychology major as | was. And so she had
probably taken one of his classes.

That's so funny. It's like your teacher in the grocery store.

It really was. She was like, "Why are you in my place of work, and hugging my
boss? What's happening here?" It was very funny, but it's a good reminder that
we are all human and those little nuggets of interaction are really important.
And most of us had a mentor that was meaningful to us. And as you said, you're
looking forward to the moment when somebody's going to turn to you so you
can kind of pay it backwards. But the idea that you are going to want to give the
same gifts that have been given to you. And | think most of us have had those
people, most of us have had someone where we say, "So-and-so did something
for me. | will now look for the opportunity to do that again." So you want to give
someone the opportunity to be helpful — I think that is really important.

Yeah. A career is not built by just one person. That would be impossible.
No. A career, a life takes a village for all of it. All of it. Yeah.
So true. So much work.

So much work, yeah. But it's worth it. Big, beautiful chaos. That's what | call it.
Alright, well, | want to make sure that we have time to really dig into this area of
law that you really enjoy writing about and that you've gotten a lot of attention
for, which is about the CROWN Act in California and hair discrimination. So, I'd
love to take some time now for you to educate the listeners a little bit about
what is this area of the law, because | think some people may have heard of it,
but if they haven't taken Employment Discrimination, they may not have heard
of it.

Yeah. Yeah, definitely. Okay, so we'll start at what it stands for, CROWN. So it's
"Creating a Respectful and Open World for Natural Hair". And it was created
and passed, the first state to adopt was California, as we are often seeing in the
law, and was passed by Newsom in 2019. Now, what it is, it changes the
definition of race to include natural hairstyle, so braids, locks, twists, which it
actually says in the legislation of California, which is really cool, but it adds hair
as a proxy for race. Hair has been used historically to marginalize Black people,
and other people too, in terms of cultural practice and as a device of
suppression and oppression. So yeah, this legislation is incredible. It's already
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been adopted in | think 27 or 28 states, somewhere around there, but written
by a group of amazing legislators, who understand the cultural context of this
kind of law. But it's specifically targeting schools and workplaces, which is why it
is a part of the employment discrimination kind of theme. And yeah, California
put it in the Fair Employment and Housing Act, FEHA, as a definition. So that's
kind of where it's coming from. And unfortunately, throughout history, a lot of
people have deployed this word, "professional”, to put down Black hairstyles.
So, it's not "professional”, or you can't wear that in the workplace. You can't
wear that for your hockey team, you can't have your hair like that. And I'll use
the Daily Journal article that | wrote, about this In-N-Out lawsuit as an example.
This plaintiff, his name is Elijah. He is Black and his hair is free and wearing itin a
way that he wanted to wear it. In-N-Out, | don't know if you've been to In-N-

Out.
Lee Burgess: I mean, | grew up in California. I've definitely been to In-N-Out.
Karis Stephen: Okay. For people in other states, they have these little hats that all the

employees wear them. They're like, | don't know, like boat shaped a little bit.

Lee Burgess: Yeah, they lay flat and then they pop out. They're very old school. It looks like
something out of the 1950s, yeah.

Karis Stephen: Yes, because In-N-Out's whole franchise vibe is like a retro. So anyways, this
employee braided his hair down so that it would fit in the cap. He was trying to
conform to the employee handbook grooming standards, which is often a
device used in workplaces, these grooming standards, to prohibit Black
hairstyles — maybe not knowingly, but that's kind of the undercurrent of it all.
And that's what this law is trying to combat. But Elijah had sideburns. He had
sideburns and it was part of his hairstyle. His boss kept telling him, "You've got
to shave those off, you've got to do this, you've got to do that, you've got to
make your hair smaller, to essentially fit our uniform standards." And Elijah, to
his credit, opposed this conduct. He was like, "You can't do this to me."
Eventually, he got fired for it. So he was terminated from In-N-Out. It was his
first job out of high school, | believe. And he was there for a while and they just
fired him on the basis of his hair. So because of that, he sued. So, it's an ongoing
lawsuit and it cites the CROWN Act as being the main legislation saying you can't
do this to employees. And hair is such an individualized thing. And | think the
pushback is like, "Well, why couldn't he just shave it off?" And | think the answer
to that is, hair is so deeply personal, and as a Black person it's even more
personal, because for so long it's been something that wasn't accepted,
permitted, or okay. But it's also been a symbol of resistance and civil rights. And
| think it goes back to the idea, if one of us isn't free, none of us are. And if you
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can't do the most simple thing, like wear your hair how you want to wear it,
then that's going to bleed into all other parts of how you treat employees or
students or people in public places. It's a thing that really matters, given the
cultural and historical context of it all. So, that was the In-N-Out part. But the
law specifically talks about hair texture and protective styles, which goes back to
the locks and the twists and things of that nature. But it's really cool, because it
changes the definition of race to be inclusive of that, which is groundbreaking
because it's never been explicitly codified in law. And you'll see in discrimination
all of these things that are used as proxies to mean other things. So, hair can be
race, or if someone's a woman, in the workplace they're called assertive or
aggressive or loud, or things that have a context, right? Words mean stuff. And
of course this is hair, but | think it's very, very similar in terms of what is
communicated there. And | see it a lot in my practice, words being a proxy for
some other kind of discrimination. So | think that's what this law's really getting
at, and it's an incredible effort. They have their own website for the legislation,
and you can sign the petition there and just learn more about it. But it's really
exciting that it already is in 28 states, and the aim is to make it federal and to
get it in all the states, so states have legislation that's crafted similarly, because
this stuff does happen, unfortunately.

Yeah. Another story you told me the last time you and | were talking about this
was how this is coming up in high school and around sports and things like that
too, not just workplaces. Could you share a little about that? Because as a
parent, | will be honest, | did not really think about how this could apply to
youth sports and the protection of diversity in that space as well.

Yeah, yeah. | think as parents... I'm not a parent, but if | was a parent and | had a
child, it's something to really look out for, because it's illegal. You can't treat one
student differently. And part of that is a lot of times, certain sports have these
standards, and that's again, the proxy. They're saying, "This is just the standard
for the sport. You have to do this." And it's not valid. It's not valid. And kids,
they're just trying to go to school, just trying to do their sports, and it's this
added layer of discrimination and say they want to wear their hair like that. |
think there was a case, | can't remember where, and | wish | did, but it was a
student wearing dreads, and he was discriminated against because of that. And
the coach ended up saying, "You can't do that", and trying to make him shave
his hair off. But it does come up in that context. So the legislation is crafted for
both of those contexts, but you'll see it a lot in workplaces. Yeah.

Yeah. | mean, | have a pre-teen boy living in my household and | had no idea
how connected he was going to be to his hair. It's very much a part of his
identity. It doesn't have the historic racial context that it does for a lot of
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children, because he has the privilege of being a White child with blonde hair.
But it is really important to him. That is so much of his identity, and | think as
watching him grow, it is more important to him than it ever was to me. And so |
think that's also when | think about these laws in the different contexts, that
hair itself can have meaning. If we just open our eyes a little bit and really start
to see how for many of us it can have historic meaning, it can have racial
meaning, it can just have personal expression meaning, that it is more of an
identity than | think | really thought it was. | mean, | definitely spend time on my
hair, but it wasn't something that was really a lot of my identity. | understand
for many people in my life, especially friends who felt discriminated in the
workplace, or commented on, or seen as less than because of the way that they
choose to wear their hair. It is a real challenge, but even watching children grow
up now, as | am in that role, | can see that for so many children it is just very,
very personal.

Karis Stephen: Yeah, it is really personal. And | like how you said in different places it can have
meaning. And | got into this area of law originally because of my own hair. As a
kid | was relaxing it, chemically altering it, because | wanted to conform. And
again, that was a personal choice. | grew up in a really, really White space and
that led me to do that to my hair. And | begged my mom to do it, and | knew it
broke her heart. And | did it for years and years and years. There's nothing
wrong with it. But what was wrong with it for me was because | couldn't accept
my hair, because messaging in the media, it wasn't around. No one was wearing
an Afro. No one was. Well, I'm sure people were, but it wasn't accepted widely.
But that was a personal choice that | didn't really understand why | was making
until much later in my life. But the legal issue comes when you're requiring
people to conform, right? You can't require it and force them into a hair
mandate. You can't just force people into compliance, especially when it's highly
racialized, which hair is. Hair is political. It's historically been a battleground for
freedom and justice and the civil rights fro and all of these things. It all matters,
even though it feels sometimes like it doesn't. It's something that people don't
think about, and | don't think you have to think about it unless you've been
there before. But when | was going into legal practice, | was really scared about
what to do with my hair. And | remember talking to other people in my law
school class, other women specifically, who were Black and we were like, "What
are we going to do with our hair?" It's just an extra consideration. And this
weaponization of the word "professional" is just rampant. It's everywhere. You
can't just go to work without looking "professional". And what does that mean?
It means usually somehow trying to "tame", quote unquote, your hair, and
make it conform to something that is frankly just a White standard. So, I'm
happy, really happy and also really relieved that it's going that way. And going to
work feels safer. | can wear all kinds of hairstyles to work, and it's really fun and
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everyone respects it. And | think that is what the law is really trying to get at.
You just want people to respect each other really, and yeah, not require
someone to look like everyone else.

Yeah, and to be your authentic self, whatever that self is.
Yes, exactly.

But to allow you to get to choose. The workplace doesn't get to choose. You get
to choose your authentic self.

Exactly, because people can't just fit into perfectly neat boxes and categories,
right? There are so many idiosyncrasies and nuances in personhood, and the law
has to be able to recognize and accommodate that, especially in a space where
it just hasn't historically. So, it's a really beautiful movement. What's
unfortunate is, a lot of employees don't know about the law. It's still fairly new.
So yeah, | think it's important for conversations like this to happen and for
people to understand that they have a private right of action. They can sue for
discrimination like this, because it is discrimination. It's not just a grooming
standard or a uniform policy; it's so much more than that. And | think when
people speak up as they do with everything, every kind of discrimination,
change can happen. Policies can change, and that's the beautiful thing about the
law. It's really fluid and it's always, ever changing. And the fact that this was
passed in so many states already shows that it has credence, validity, and it
should be passed everywhere.

So, one other question | had, because a lot of the examples that we use, outside
of your own personal example of kind of talking to other friends in law school
and your own personal concerns about your own hair, the litigation we've
talked about has been about men. Do you find that women are also litigating
this issue as well?

| believe so. If they aren't, they should. | think everyone should litigate this
issue. | think it is so cool that we've gotten this far.

We have layers upon layers, right? Because you have the racial stuff, and then |
think as women, we have a lot of pressure to look a certain way. And as a
woman, | feel like there are many layers around this issue.

Karis Stephen: Yeah, | think there're so many layers. | mean, women in general, everything is
coming at us at all angles all the time, right? It's just a lot, which is why
something else really cool in California is, intersectional discrimination is
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officially codified. Like, you can sue on the basis of your race and your gender,
your race and another protected trait. And that's allowed, which | think is trying
to encompass exactly what you're saying, which is, it comes at a lot of different
angles. A lot of times, women will experience some kind of sexism in the
workplace, and it might be coupled or compounded by comments about hair or
something in the grooming standard about hair, right? So these are things to
fight back against. | also think women, because we have so much pressure on
us, especially in professional settings, a lot of times | think there's a fear of
speaking out too, because we're just trying to be equal a lot of times, which a lot
of times is not the case in workplaces. So, is there maybe something going on
about vocalizing what we feel is discrimination? Yes. Because I've been in
workplaces previously that felt like I'm being treated different because I'm a
woman in a male space, but I'm not going to say anything, because | just want to
get through the day, put my head down, just be treated as an equal. So there
might be some of that going on because it is very internalized that we are
treated this way, and a lot of women don't feel comfortable pushing back. And |
think that is completely valid and fair, because that's scary, that there's such a
fear of retaliation. But there are so many women who are also speaking out,
and | hope that with women and men and everything in between, with
everyone speaking out against these practices, we can actually make a real
change in the employment discrimination space, and hopefully, | won't have to
litigate this anymore. Litigate termination cases in general, that'd be great.

Lee Burgess: | know, you could have to find a new passion project. I'll be honest, I'm not that
optimistic, given the way the world is going this moment. However, | am
optimistic about lawyers and legislatures continuing to help create protections,
so we can focus on the work that we all do, and not just what we look like or
how we show up to do it. | mean, there are many bigger problems that we could
focus on, but we need to create these protections, because this discrimination is
happening. And | appreciate that you are here talking to us about it today, and
writing about it. You educated me on it when | first met you, and | appreciated
that, and then | had to go read about it. That's why we need to talk about it,
right? Because as you said, if folks do not know their rights, they may not even
be able to recognize that something like this is happening or happening to
somebody they care about, and that's just incredibly important.

Karis Stephen: Yeah. No, | think you're right. Education is everything, and people need to be
talking about this, because you can push back and you can have a voice in your
company and your company's policies, and you have power in that. And the law
backs you up on this issue. And what a beautiful conversation to have on Martin
Luther King Day.
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| know, | thought about that today, because we mostly just scheduled this out of
necessity that we both had this time off. And then | realized this morning, it is a
beautiful conversation and a great way to honor someone's spirit who is so
transformational.

Exactly. So, like we were saying, context is everything. And the context in which
we're recording this is MLK day in 2026, which, it's been a crazy few years. And
yeah, | hope together we can make the world a better place, but we'll see.

Yeah. Well, we all do what we can in our corners of the world, right? That is
what we do. Well, as we wrap up, whenever | have one of our team on the
podcast, | love to leave with three pieces of advice you would give a current law
student. So, what are your three pieces of advice?

Yes. I'm so happy you told me to prep this, because now | have a list. Okay, so
three pieces of advice. Number one. And | think it goes into our conversation
today and what | did, but follow your curiosities. If there's an area of legal
practice and the law that interests you, don't be afraid to let it be known. You
never know where that will take you. Number two, which is something | needed
to hear in law school: Don't be too hard on yourself. Law school is objectively
difficult. You'll make your own career and craft your own practice despite what
your grades are, and just do your best. And then | have a sub-point, which is...

I love it. Let's do it.

Oftentimes your approach and your attitude matters so much more than your
grades ever will. So, literally just having a can-do attitude and eagerness to learn
and to educate yourself on whatever it is you want to do — that matters far
more than any letter on a piece of paper at the end of the year. And then three
is just to take care of yourself and to give yourself grace as you navigate this
time in your life. It's really special time, but it is really hard. So, take the time
you need. Sleep. Make sure you're sleeping, please.

Sleep is so important. So important.

Yeah, yeah. And that's it, my three things.

That's amazing. Well, thank you so much for your time today. If anyone has any
questions for Karis, they can reach out to our contact form at

LawSchoolToolbox.com and we can put you in touch. Thanks for the beautiful
conversation.
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Karis Stephen: Yeah. Thank you!

Lee Burgess: If you enjoyed this episode of the Law School Toolbox podcast, please take a
second to leave a review or rating on your favorite listening app. We'd really
appreciate it. And be sure to subscribe so you don't miss anything. If you have
any questions or comments, please don't hesitate to reach out to myself or
Alison at lee@lawschooltoolbox.com or alison@lawschooltoolbox.com. Or you
can always contact us via our website contact form at LawSchoolToolBox.com.
Thanks for listening, and we'll talk soon!
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