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It started inauspiciously as a father’s concern for one of his children.  Eight years ago, my son Jeff, who is cognitively disabled, returned to Houston for the summer from the Riverview School.  I had arranged a job for him at my law firm working in the conference center.  It was his first job, designed to see how he would manage the challenge of employment.  The experiment turned into a major success for Jeff; he had a great summer.



Much to my surprise, Jeff’s experience proved invaluable as well to our firm. After he left to return to school, the people he worked with told me how they were so positively impacted by the spirit and attitude he brought to the office each day, by his obvious joy at a job well done and his caring nature.  As one of his co-workers said: “Mr. Smith, we gave Jeffrey something that he needed, but he gave us something that we needed.”  It was a transforming moment for me.  As a parent of an individual with special needs, I was acutely aware of the positive influence that he had had on my life.  What I had not appreciated until then, however, was how that “positive influence” could be experienced by his fellow employees as well.



Based on my son’s experience -- but even more importantly, based on our employees’ response -- I asked our staff to establish a program to bring individuals with disabilities into the firm.  I asked each of our domestic offices, at a minimum, to hire one person with special needs for a staff position.  In each of our offices, the same thing kept happening over. . . and over. . . and over again.  We got as much or more out of this experiment as did our special needs employees.  


The response from our lawyers and staff to my request has been tremendous.  We now have individuals with disabilities filling essential staff positions in all of our offices in the United States, and we are beginning to reach out to other professional service firms to share our experience with them.  It just so happens that professional service firms -- law firms, accounting firms, consulting firms and the like -- are ideal places to work for individuals with cognitive or physical disabilities.  We have a safe and quiet environment that lends itself to training and mentoring.  We have a relatively well-educated and caring workforce.  But most importantly, we have important work that needs to get done that they can master.  And as I often like to say, we’re not just helping them make a living, we’re helping them make a life. 


Our staff program has become a core element of our diversity effort, one that is fundamentally rooted in the desire to give each individual in our organization the opportunity to succeed to the best of his or her abilities.  A very positive consequence of our program has been an increased awareness and focus by our entire workforce, lawyers and staff alike, of an individual’s abilities, not their disabilities.  I believe this has contributed to a fundamental and very positive attitudinal change in our firm.  We now take pride in how we respect, accept and even celebrate differences.  



Most interestingly, a natural consequence of our staff program has also been an increased awareness among our partners of the potential for hiring lawyers with disabilities, and an increased desire to see that they too have “every opportunity to succeed”.  I’m very proud that we now have several lawyers with disabilities in our offices throughout our firm, both domestic and international, and I expect their numbers will continue to grow.


Just think, all of this because eight years ago a young man took a summer job in our conference center.
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