Best Practices
for Supporting
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First Gen
Students in the
Workplace
Adapted, in part, from “Don’t Hire Me as a Token: Best Practices for Recruiting & Supporting Student Externs from Historically Marginalized
Backgrounds,” (Forthcoming, South Carolina Law Review), by Alexi Freeman, Associate Dean for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion and Social Justice
Initiatives at the University of Denver Sturm College of Law.

Career Development
at Rainier Scholars:
Putting Principles Into Practice

Rainier Scholars leadership and career development work is grounded in our anti-racist
mission and orientation. We strive to provide programming and support that benefits

and reflects the experiences of students of color in professional and leadership settings,
and we expect that our partners commit to their own anti-racism work as part of
supporting our scholars.
What follows is a set of principles and strategies that internship and early career programs
should consider and work to implement in order to best support students from
underrepresented backgrounds. These practices are designed to elevate and enrich
scholars’ opportunities to grow and thrive as future professionals.
Finally, these are just a sampling of recommended actions/reflection points as you prepare
to support students from underrepresented backgrounds. Expanding access to

professional opportunities for First Gen/BIPOC students is critically important, however
should occur alongside intentional planning, processes, and organization-wide efforts
to expand and meaningfully address diversity, equity, and inclusion. Additionally, while
this resource is focused on supporting BIPOC and First Gen interns and young
professionals, this is not a monolithic group and intersects with individuals also living within
different genders, sexualities, abilities, nationalities, etc. Having initiatives and synergy
around being a more inclusive workplace is critical to meaningfully fostering equity,
inclusion, and justice.

Recruitment
& Hiring
1. Have a transparent application process with clear information about application
procedures and job responsibilities.
a. Be mindful of language or jargon/acronyms that may not be familiar to individuals without
previous experience in or exposure to a particular field.
b. Include salary ranges where possible for transparency and in an effort to reduce the gender and
racial pay gap.
c. Focus descriptions on ACTUAL job requirements (not dream/wish lists, which may scare some
students away). Consider whether skills can be learned on the job.

2. Have a clear statement on why your organization has a Diversity Statement, Diversity
Recruitment Plan, and/or values diversity and inclusion.
a. If your organization has done (or is doing) internal work to advance goals related to diversity and
inclusion, make this evident. It signals to the student that you are taking diversity outreach, as well as
internal equity & inclusion, seriously and have thought deeply about it.

b. Consider sharing diversity-related programming and resources, and/or details about upcoming
meetings or activities.
c. Be open about where your organization stands on diversity recruitment, retention, and
philosophy (and be willing to share actual data, whether or not it represents your aspirational
goals). This will avoid unexpected surprises for students, and also allows you to share where you
want to go (even if you are not there yet).

3. Use authentic images and inclusive language in website and promotional materials.
a. Avoid staging to enhance the perception of diversity/inclusion if it’s not authentic (and used with
permission of clients, staff, interns). Embed equity and inclusion throughout your materials, not
just at the end (e.g. adding “people from diverse backgrounds are encouraged to apply.”).

4. Consider holding designated spots for Rainier Scholars applicants (and/or other
organizations that work to support first gen/BIPOC students).

5. Be proactive about discussing the value of incorporating diverse voices/perspectives into
the workplace generally, and to your work and workplace culture in particular.
a. Discuss diversity and inclusion in the interview process with all applicants – underrepresented or
not – as it encourages dialogue on such topics and signals to students that these topics matter to
you and your office.

6. Make sure internships are paid at a competitive wage.
a. Students perform better when they are not juggling multiple jobs/priorities, as is often required
when internships are unpaid.

7. Be supportive of candidates’ experience and interest in activism, if applicable.
a. Some, but not all, first gen/BIPOC students may have engaged in service or political activism that
focuses on identity. Students may shy away from discussing these activities or including them on
application materials (especially if not directly related to the job). Even so, you can signal interest
in such activities by inquiring about them during an interview process and/or expressing support.
This can be especially helpful/important in times of unrest and active movements, such as the
summer of 2020.

8. Be clear about your ability to support students who may have special needs and/or require
accommodations.
a. You can also consider asking students whether there are any accommodations they need in
order to be successful in the work/office environment.

9. Explore whether you are able to provide opportunities for students who are undocumented,
and if so, clearly advertise this availability.
10. Ensure that staff/interviewers involved in hiring and recruitment are well versed on DEI
matters and work to minimize bias throughout the interview/hiring process.
a. The interviewing team should be fully informed about the risks of implicit bias, aware of
microaggressions, and conversant about the organization’s interests and goals around these
issues and inclusion more broadly.

Preparing
to Welcome
Interns

3. Think holistically about how you’ll make sure

1. Have a dedicated welcome & orientation

bigger picture and how your company or team

session. Make sure students feel welcome,

works together.

comfortable, and included.
a. Make sure you know how to properly
pronounce interns' names (it's fine to
ask!)
b. Explicitly explain office lingo, norms, and
dynamics. Avoid unwritten rules and
excessive use of jargon. Clarify dress
code/expectations.
c. Clarify who students should approach if
they have questions/concerns.

2. Identify mentor(s) and/or establish a
buddy system.
a. Where possible, match students with a
mentor or buddy who also identifies as
BIPOC or first gen, or at a minimum
ensure that the mentor is equipped and
interested in supporting a student from
a historically underrepresented
background.

students have the support they’ll need to
succeed. As a manager or team member, it’s easy

to forget what it feels like to be new as well as how
much institutional knowledge you may have.
Approach onboarding with empathy and take steps
to help students understand how they fit into the

a. Before students start, reflect on questions
including:
i. What would help students feel connected to
the rest of my team?
ii. Do they have access to all information they
need?
iii. How are we creating a space where students
feel allowed and encouraged to bring their
authentic selves to work without judgement?

4. Where possible, provide templates and
concrete examples of work product.
5. Prepare to ensure equity in knowledge as
much as possible.
a. First generation professionals may not have
had as much exposure to certain fields as
some of their peers. Consider organizing
group trainings or facilitating access to
professional development opportunities.
Relatedly, be mindful about who is delivering
such trainings in terms of race, gender, sexual
orientation, disability status, etc.

During the Internship
1. Set up ongoing, two-way street feedback and evaluation measures.
a. Rainier Scholars will facilitate mid and end-of summer check-ins or evaluations, but attempt
to provide ongoing, contemporaneous feedback throughout the internship where possible
(from multiple voices, if applicable).
b. Have a process for actively soliciting feedback from the student – both general and DEI
related. It can be hard for a student to share honest feedback given workplace power
dynamics (and potential employment aspirations), but asking students for their input also
demonstrates your commitment to cultivating a supportive and inclusive workplace.

2. Be mindful of different learning styles and take steps to learn about your intern’s
learning preferences, abilities, and strengths.
3. Encourage students to attend professional meetings and conferences and have them
contribute or present if/when possible.
4. Cultivate and help facilitate networking opportunities (ideally inside and outside your
company or organization).
5. Promote culturally conscious community-building, networking, and social events.
a. Organizations should explore multiple ways to foster community with staff and interns and
should diversify both what they do and where they do it. For example, thinking critically
about where events are held (location & venue), what cuisine is served, or what materials
are discussed/referenced can help ensure different groups and cultures are represented
and feel welcome.

6. Check your own biases and assumptions and encourage colleagues to do the same.
a. Avoid assuming skills/interest areas based on racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds.
b. Ensure equity in types of assignments, distribution, access/exposure to a range of staff, etc.

7. Avoid "flaunting" the "diverse intern."
a. While it’s no doubt a positive step to work with and expand access for students from
underrepresented backgrounds in your field, it can be counterproductive (and alienating
for students) to continually publicize their diversity status. As noted by a DEI Professional,
“Few things are more off putting than feeling tokenized or having one’s difference on
display and used for the benefit of others.”

8. Be mindful of news/current events that might particularly have an effect on interns
and/or employees of color.
a. Consider whether your office addresses local or national incidents/issues that affect
historically marginalized communities (e.g. Incidents of police brutality, hate crimes). It can
be helpful to facilitate organization-wide active conversations about these incidents, and
at a minimum acknowledge and condemn their occurrence.

9. Demystify the postgraduate job search process within your organization or field and
do so early to give students a genuine opportunity at employment.
a. Consider hosting a “brown bag” or info session on employment pathways/opportunities,
as well as steps students can take to increase their competitiveness in the org or field.
b. Consider guaranteeing an interview for interested students who have interned with you in
the past (as a means of tempering the implicit and sometimes explicit bias that research
shows exists when reviewing resumes from applicants of color).

After the
Internship
1. Keep in touch with your interns.
a. Check in with them and offer to provide
support as they advance in their
school/their careers.

2. Consider your ability to be a mentor, or
perhaps more importantly, a sponsor!
a. Studies show that women and people of
color are least likely to have a sponsor at
work (mentors provide advice/guidance,
whereas sponsors actively seek to open
doors and provide opportunities). Where
possible, be open to serving as a mentor,
and ideally also a sponsor for former
interns from underrepresented
backgrounds.

3. Be willing to facilitate networking
connections and access to your network
4. Share internship leads/job posting
(+ be willing to advocate and put in a
good word!)

