
 

For several years now, the Palo Alto 
Women Lawyers Committee has been bringing 
together women lawyers to talk about their 
work.  The titles of these events have differed:   
Telling Our Stories and Breaking the Glass 

Ceiling are a couple that have been used.  No 
matter their name, the focus of these events re-
mains constant:   how we survive and succeed in 
a profession that historically at least, prizes our 
dedication to our practice more than our fami-
lies, friends, ourselves.  

Listening to the panelists at the most recent 
event  Breaking the Glass Ceiling was both 
inspiring and encouraging.  Inspiring, because 
these women lawyers managed their own way to 
a sustainable and satisfying legal career during 
the same span of years in which they married, 
raised children, were separated or divorced.  

Encouraging, because the Glass Ceiling of which 
they spoke did not appear to be an impenetrable 
barrier but instead, a clear, hard film that could be 
dissolved with enough perseverance, and with a 
flexible approach to stain removal.  

I won't recount the individual stories which 
were unique and personal.  But, the message each 
sent was pretty much the same.   That there is no 
single career path.  Be strategic.   Know yourself, 
work on your weaknesses, play to your strengths.  
Mentors are important.  Difficulties can be  
endured.  And significantly, you can take time to 
have a family and friends.  

There are costs of course.  And we will per-
haps never know the number of great lawyers and 
judges we have lost because that cost has been too 
high to pay.   But if what these women had to say 
is true:  that law firms 
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BREAKING THE GLASS CEILING 
Jennifer L. Elliott  

Women have made great strides in the legal world.  For 
some time women have comprised almost fifty percent of the 
enrollment of many law schools, and incoming attorney 
classes at many law firms today have unprecedented percent-
ages of female attorneys.  Despite this strong pipeline of 
women entering the profession, however, the percentage of 
women becoming partners at those same firms remains dis-
appointingly low.  Even among this small group of female 
partners, only a small handful are in positions of direct firm 
leadership.  The glass ceiling still seems to be in effect, 
preventing women from attaining the same success in the 
legal world as their male peers.  

On May 6, 2004, the Women Lawyers Committees of 
both PAABA and the Santa Clara County Bar Association 
brought together five eminent female attorneys from the  
local area to discuss this unseen but still acutely felt barrier.  
In front of a large (and mostly female) audience at Wilson  
Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati s offices in Palo Alto, the  
panelists described their own experiences and what they see 
today in the legal profession. 

Lisa Herrick, Deputy Country Counsel for  
Santa Clara County , served as moderator. 
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are increasingly recognizing that ambivalence to working mothers needs results in economic loss both in the short and long term 
and are making the changes needed so that women can still practice and thrive in their careers while they have and raise their kids
then some of the change must be within.  

Women lawyers need to learn to ask for business.  Not be shy about talking about what good lawyers we are.  And, stop harshly 
comparing ourselves to others.   For the message is clear:  there is more than one way to define and reach success.  And the opportu-
nities are everywhere.  

It will be interesting to see in years to come how our stories change.  Will the number of female partners in large firms remain 
stagnant?  Will the number of women in Congress multiply instead of decrease as in recent years?  If the women lawyers on the 
panel are any indication, women will make their way. 
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Lisa Herrick, the Deputy Country Counsel for the County of 
Santa Clara served as moderator.  Previously a partner at 
McManis Faulkner & Morgan in San Jose, she currently serves 
as President of the Santa Clara County Bar Association.  The 
four panelists were Susan Spaeth, Janet Craycroft, Catherine 
Kirkman, and Robin Kennedy.  

Ms. Spaeth is the Managing Partner for Operations at 
Townsend Townsend & Crew LLP, and was recently named one 
of the top 50 Most Influential Women in Business by Silicon 
Valley Business Journal at their Women in Business Break-
fast.  Ms. Craycroft is a Senior Litigation Counsel for Intel 
Corporation in Santa Clara, and previously was a partner in the 
Palo Alto office of Gray Cary Ware & Freidenrich.  Ms. Kirk-
man is a partner at Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati, resident 
in the Palo Alto office, and is a member of the No Glass Ceiling 
Task Force of the Bar Association of San Francisco.   
Ms. Kennedy had the most varied career path of the panelists, 
starting as an entertainment attorney at a Los Angeles firm,  
becoming Associate University Counsel of Stanford University 
and Director of Real Estate Programs and Lands Management at 
Stanford, and working as a solo practitioner of real estate law.  
She currently is a shareholder in the Miller, Starr & Regalia 
Transactions Group.  

All of the panelists felt that the glass ceiling is still very 
much in effect today, though all agreed that the situation today 
is not what it once was.  For example, today over fifty firms 
have signed on to the Bar Association of San Francisco s Break-
ing the Glass Ceiling Commitment, thereby committing to  
having at least 25% women at the partnership level in law firms 
by the end of 2004, having at least one female chairperson or 

managing partner by 2005, retaining men and women at  
approximately equal rates, and embracing flexible work  
schedules.  The days of (male) partners roaming the halls late at 
night to assign the best projects to the (male) associates appear to 
be receding.  

So if firms are starting to reshape their attitudes towards the 
particular needs of women, is there still a glass ceiling?  The  
answer was a resounding yes, though no single issue appears to 
be to blame.  

First, female lawyers generally appear to have an inherent 
unwillingness to go after business as male lawyers do.   
-Ms. Craycroft observed that whenever a lawsuit is filed involv-
ing Intel, the phone calls flood in from people pitching her their  
business all of them men.  She also noted that she often  
receives courtesy articles or copies of cases from male attorneys 
wanting to maintain a business relationship with her, but almost 
never from female attorneys.  The panel agreed that there seems 
to be a certain reticence on the part of women lawyers to take 
those steps and to sell themselves, a reticence which is not shared 
by the men.  Ms. Kennedy emphasized that there is absolutely 
nothing wrong with introducing yourself as an excellent attorney 
if that s indeed what you are, but that women often hesitate to 
describe themselves in that way while their male counterparts 
frequently have no such qualms.  

The panelists themselves were the best examples of the value 
of self-promotion.  Ms. Kennedy described how she made efforts 
to get her name out to the public as a solo practitioner, joining 
with in-house counsel at Cornish & Carey to give continuing  
education seminars to real estate brokers.  When Ms. Kirkman 
took some time away from the firm to raise her young child, she 
published and distributed a legal newsletter which kept her name 
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A packed room attends to hear panelists and discuss current events 

From left: Ms. Spaeth, Ms. Craycroft, Ms. Kirkman and Ms. Kennedy 
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in front of potential clients.  
Ms. Spaeth expanded on this idea to point out that newer  

attorneys, particularly women, need to be proactive in their prac-
tices, to ask for more and better work when their past work per-
formance supports it.  By taking a backseat, women may be miss-
ing many opportunities that their male counterparts are seizing.  

Second, though programs are in place, there seems to be a 
general unwillingness on the part of many to use them.  Several 
audience members indicated that though their firms have flex-time 
or part-time programs in place, they are hesitant to make use of 
them for fear that they will be seen as not as committed to the firm 
and the work as their coworkers.  Ms. Kirkman addressed this  
directly, saying that she jumped right in as the first female partner 
to participate in Wilson Sonsini s  program and hopes that others 
will follow her trailblazing lead, female or male.  The consensus 
was that the only way such programs can work is if the attorneys 
in them go on to become partners, serving as role models.  

Finally, law firms may need to be convinced that it is in their  
economic interest to change.  The panelists agreed that a law firm 
is first and foremost a business, and will be driven by business 
concerns.  Though the exact number is unknown, all agreed that it 
takes hundreds of thousands of dollars to train a new attorney to 
the point where they are a full-fledged and profitable member of 
the firm. Losing attorneys after only a year or two, before they 
have become profitable, is clearly not good for the firm s bottom 
line.  It has only been recently that women have been entering the 
profession in such numbers, so this economic reality is only now 
starting to hit home.  

Clients can also be a driving force for change due to economic  
reasons.  When clients demand that a diverse group of attorneys 
work for them, the firm has no option but to meet that demand.  
Ms. Spaeth said that she is seeing such demands from an increas-
ing number of clients, who specifically request that women and 
minorities be staffed on their projects.  However, it was acknowl-
edged that not all areas of law have similarly enlightened clients, 
and that more work needs to be done on this front.  

So what are women to do about these barriers, self-imposed or 
otherwise?  The consensus was that mentoring is incredibly help-
ful in removing barriers.  Some firms, such as Townsend, have set 
up formal mentoring programs.  But in the absence of a structured  
program, the panelists encouraged women to seek out a mentor.  

Michelle Tidalgo of the SCCBA Women Lawyers Committee  
informed the audience about its ongoing mentor-mentee program, 
and invited the audience to participate.  Several of the panelists 
indicated that they felt it was particularly important for senior  
female attorneys and partners to mentor less senior male associ-
ates, serving as an informal positive example and perhaps chang-
ing ingrained attitudes on an individual level.  The panel further 
agreed that serving in bar associations provides tangible benefits in 
increased contact with other attorneys outside your firm, in  
increased visibility in the profession, and in personal confidence.    

The PAABA Women Lawyers Committee thanks  
Ms. Herrick, Ms. Spaeth, Ms. Craycroft, Ms. Kirkman, and  
Ms. Kennedy for a lively and interesting discussion and Wilson 
Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati for graciously hosting this important 
event.    

Julia Wei and Chiara Rosati of PAABA will be organizing  
another event for the WLC in September 2004.  If your firm is 
interested in hosting, please contact them. 
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