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Good Afternoon!

My name is Sara Schnorr.  I’m a commercial real estate lawyer and Of Counsel in the Boston office of Locke Lord.  An increasing rarity in the profession, I’m still practicing with the same firm I joined directly out of law school 38 years ago.  Former Chair of a predecessor firm’s Real Estate Department and former member of the hiring and legal opinion review committees, I’m currently a member of the firm’s pro bono, and the Boston office’s diversity, committees.  

Let me begin by thanking Patrick Gennardo (a former Edwards Wildman partner of mine) for asking me to speak today.  I feel particularly honored to be speaking today with Lambda Legal’s Tara Borelli and Phyllis Frye, two fierce legal advocates for transgender rights.  As a transwoman and as a lifer in a large law firm, today’s event is a very exciting opportunity for me to share with you the story of my challenges and experiences coming out in BigLaw and what I’ve learned about how gender impacts the practice of law; and to celebrate with you the increased visibility of transgender people and the growing level of support for their rights within the legal community.

Before I share my personal story with you, I’d like to frame my presentation with three prefatory observations that I’ve borrowed from a close friend who conducts sensitivity and training workshops for businesses dealing with employees who are transitioning in the workplace:

· First, people don’t have a choice in being transgender, but they do have a choice in deciding how to deal with being transgender
· Second, no one transitions alone – their family, friends and colleagues also undergo a transition 
· Third, no two transition stories are the same.  There really is no stereotypical or archetypal gender transition journey. My story and my experiences that I’m about to share with you are my personal story and my personal experiences.
So on to my story
I grew up in Pittsburgh, PA, of Irish and German Catholic heritage, attending parochial elementary and high schools.
I’ve run the Marine Corps Marathon in DC 8 times, and I taught high school German and English in Kingston, MA and North Haven CT.
I am a parent.  My daughter is 24, my son 29.  They both played soccer, Little League, and ice hockey, so I’m a soccer, Little League, and hockey parent as well.  I’m also the proud grandparent of my daughter’s soon to be 3 year-old son Trevor.
At age 3, I told my parents I wanted a cowgirl skirt for Christmas.  When Santa brought me a cowboy hat, holster and gun instead I was disappointed.
For the next 6 tor 7 years, I regularly swapped clothes with my girl cousins to the anger and disgust of my parents, uncles and aunts.
At age 12, a parish priest tossed me out of “sins”, admonishing me by saying, “you really don’t want to stop dressing as a girl, now do you?  Don’t bother to come back to confession until you do.”
I thus learned that I had no real choice but to “man-up” despite my feelings. 
But those feelings never went away.  I often prayed at night for God to transform me into a girl when I woke up.  After studying Goethe’s Faust in high school, I even offered my soul to Satan if he would transform me into a girl.
Of course, none of those wishes ever came true. 
So, for the first 61 years of my life, I worked hard at being a guy’s guy.  I wrestled competitively, winning varsity letters in high school and college; I became a partner in a high-powered Boston law firm; I tried to be the best husband and father I could be.  
But like many attorneys who suddenly found themselves at the same firm for 25-30 years and struggling with the changes in the legal industry over that period, I finally reached the point where I needed to do something to re-engage in, re-calibrate, and re-invigorate my life and my practice.  I also needed to resolve the gender issue with which I had been wrestling for most of my life.  I needed a change.
But unlike those in my cohort who pursued mid- to late-career change by moving to a different firm, or by retiring to teach or become a sail makers, I chose to follow –with a grateful nod to Robert Frost – the road “less traveled by, and that has made all the difference” in my life.
After having spent 20+ years of paying several therapists to “cure” me of the gender dysphoria I had battled – mostly by repressing and feeling guilty about it, but never being able to escape its imperative – I started working with a therapist who actually understood gender identity struggles.  After months of weekly therapy, hours of reading, and meeting with others struggling with gender identity issues, I finally embraced my true identity and accepted the fact that I was transgender.  So in January of 2009, I began to take controlled, progressive steps, both medically and socially, to transition to living completely as a female.  Those steps included things such as electrolysis, cross-gender hormone therapy, and voice lessons.
But I was uncertain of how my plans to transition to female would be met by my firm and clients.   Though the firm had progressive and inclusionary equal employment opportunity and non-discrimination policies, they only protected employees of the firm, not its partners.  And though I had learned of a small few lawyers who had transitioned, I knew of none who had done so as a partner in a BigLaw firm.  There was no roadmap, there were no role models, for me to follow.  Though supportive, my therapist was also a realist, and cautioned me that my plan to transition at the firm entailed risks no easy to measure.
So I took a large leap of faith in mid-July of 2009 when I disclosed my gender transition plans to firm management and to my 3 most significant clients.  Firm management said, “Of course we’ll support you!”  My key clients told me that “why would that make a difference to us?  You’ve represented us for years.  You understand our business, you are responsive to our legal demands, you solve problems creatively, and our staff likes and respects you.  To retain you as our lawyer, we will gladly learn to call you Sara….”
Over the next few months I obtained a probate court order changing my legal name to Sara, changed my name for social security and other employment records, the gender marker on my driver’s license, and underwent extensive “facial feminization surgery” in Chicago.  So with the support of the firm, my colleagues, my clients and the Boston legal, governmental and affordable housing communities I had worked with for 30 years, on my return from Chicago in December I began to practice law as Sara.  My transition to being Sara, my true and authentic self, had achieved initial success.  To my knowledge, I’m the first person who openly and publicly came out as a transwoman while a partner at an AMLaw 100 firm.

My transition has gone much better than I ever could have expected, and much better than the experiences of my other lawyers who have transitioned in private practice in law firms large and small

My metrics – billable hours, billings, and collections – have increased year over year – despite the recession and the weeks that I spent recovering from extensive additional transition-related surgeries in 2010 and 2011 and a hip replacement in 2012 (thank you to those 8 marathons!).  I have acquired new clients, and I have received more internal referral work from other practice areas within the firm than I have in years.

About three years after I had transitioned, one of my partners told me that I had noticeably changed for the better:  pre-transition, I was perceived as an amiable, hard-working, and solidly reliable partner; but since my transition, I had morphed into a more personable, happier, engaging, and outgoing lawyer!  Other lawyers in the Boston office have told me that they really don’t remember me as Tom, but rather only as Sara, someone they feel like they’ve known for years.

I think my transition has been successful for a number of reasons.

I had spent 30 years developing a lot of skill and goodwill in the affordable housing and community development communities, which  – at least in Massachusetts – that involve predominately diverse, progressive and open-minded professionals who realized that my transition would not affect my legal skills and experience.  
The firm has always been culturally progressive.  When I joined Palmer & Dodge in 1979, the firm had 3 women partners and 2 openly gay partners; and several years before I transitioned, “gender identity and expression” was added as a protected class to the firm’s equal employment opportunity and non-discrimination policies.
I was – and continue to be – a contributor to my firm’s economic bottom line, to associate hiring and training, and a huge promoter and supporter of pro bono work.
And I have what’s called “passing privilege” - I present convincingly as a stereotypical, professional 60+ year-old woman who is physically indistinguishable from and blends in with the other “older” female lawyers in Boston.   In other words, I don’t embarrass my firm or my partners, since new clients and new partners – who were not connected to my firm in 2009 when I “made the change” – frankly have no idea that I’m not a genetic woman.  I readily admit that one of the major reasons why my transition in BigLaw has succeeded is because my gender expression comfortably fits what many transgender and gender non-conforming advocates call a “conservative and disconcertingly gender-normative worldview.”  I think that is a quite apt description of the dominant culture in BigLaw today.
Based upon my rather unique perspective of having been on both sides of the gender divide, I’ve learned a lot about the role that gender plays in the dynamics of the practice of law.
Many male lawyers and clients do in fact treat female lawyers differently than they do male lawyers.  Males approach female lawyers with less respect, often with a mildly condescending attitude, and typically assume the female lawyers really don’t have the same skills that men do.  Mansplaining is real.  [Provide examples – DND/VBCDC meeting…internal strategy session with PST and J…EDC lease negotiations] It will likely take several more generations before that changes.
The gender make-up of working groups also has a major influence on the dynamics and the flow of transactions [State LIHTC examples]
Physical attractiveness of women lawyers is overly important to males still in control of BigLaw; gender discrimination remains pervasive in the profession. Women associates who meet traditional notions of being attractive progress much more rapidly in the associate ranks than do their sisters who are more “plain” in their presentation.  That remains one of the shames of the profession.  And this kind of “lookism” privilege affects the careers of males in the profession as well.
Even though I dropped several rungs on the status and privilege ladder merely by changing my gender, and even though I often find that male lawyers and clients treat me in ways they never would have done while I was practicing as Tom, I’ve found that accepting my authentic self has been truly liberating.  I am now happier, more outgoing, and healthier – both physically and emotionally - than ever before in my life.  I’m more productive as a human being and as a lawyer than I ever was before.  My heart, my soul, my innermost sensibilities and my body are now integrated and whole.  And I enjoy richer, more emotionally open and honest relationships with my wife, my kids, my extended family.    

So what has my story taught me about myself and about society and the communities we live and work in that I want to share with you?

First, strive always to be true to yourself.  Only you know who you are.  As hard as it may often be, don’t let others – parents, friends, pastors, culture – dictate to you who you must be.  Of course listen to the voices around you, but always remain true to your inner voice.   Hiding and repressing your identity to please others around you will cause you much pain, depression, sadness and regret, and will make you a less open and honest person, and a less productive and creative entrepreneur or employee.

Second, I am struck by how relatively quickly part of American culture in general and many in the legal profession have become increasingly accepting of LGBT folks in general and trans persons in particular.  While we are not accepted and embraced by everyone, things are much better than they were but a decade ago.  I urge all of you to take the time get to know us personally and professionally and socially, 

But many segments of society still demonize and hate us.  Far too many LGBT trans youth are homeless because their parents – sadly too often due to religious beliefs – reject them. And it is still not illegal under state law in approximately 29 states to discriminate against trans persons in hiring, firing and promotion decisions in the workplace.  Much work needs to be done.
Third, develop strong social and business support networks with others in the LGBTQ communities.  Become active in the LGBTQ employee resource groups and affinity groups sponsored by your employers.  Participate in professional networking activities sponsored by organizations such as Pride in Our Workplace (PIOW) here in the Boston area.  Pride in Our Workplace (PIOW) is a network of LGBT Employee Resource Groups/Business Resource Groups from prestigious corporations, financial service companies and professional services firms in the Greater Boston area and provides a forum for professionals and executives to share inclusion and diversity best practices, promote networking and professional development and build ERG/BRG capabilities.
And finally, recognize that you - as the future movers and shakers of the business and entrepreneurship communities - will have the unique opportunity to show the world how embracing diversity in the workplace will lead to even more successful business models and success!
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