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“…professional 
readiness is an  
ongoing process  
and that continued 
learning strengthens 
both individual  
attorneys and the 
legal system as a 
whole.”

Each generation of lawyers enters the profes-
sion shaped by the realities of its time. Today’s 
attorneys begin their careers in an environment 
defined by rapid technological change, evolving 
client expectations, and increasingly complex legal 
and professional demands. These conditions have 
influenced how lawyers work, communicate, and 
approach problem-solving, and they have also 
brought meaningful strengths to the profession.

New and modern-day lawyers bring adaptabil-
ity, comfort with emerging tools, and a collabora-
tive approach to practice. Many arrive with a 
strong interest in continued learning and profes-
sional development, recognizing that success in 
the practice of law does not end with admission to 
the Bar. These qualities benefit not only individual 
attorneys but also the profession as a whole.

National data reflects both the strength of new 
lawyers entering the profession and the ongoing 
discussions about professional readiness. More 
than 82 percent of 2024 law school graduates 
secured full-time positions requiring bar admis-
sion within ten months of graduation, with overall 
employment rates reaching historic highs.1 These 
outcomes reflect the value that new lawyers bring 
as they enter practice.

National conversations also continue to focus 
on how best to support lawyers as they transition 
from academic training into practice. Surveys of 
early-career attorneys consistently show strong 
interest in practical skills training, mentorship, and 
hands-on learning opportunities. This emphasis is 
not a critique of legal education or new lawyers 
but a recognition that the realities of practice 
require ongoing development, experience, and 
professional judgment. The Rhode Island Bar  
Association is also examining ways to strengthen 
the training and resources available to new law-
yers so they can successfully navigate the transi-
tion into practice and build sustainable careers.

The core responsibilities of practicing law 
remain unchanged. Sound judgment, ethical 
decision-making, effective advocacy, and pro-
fessionalism continue to define the profession. 
Practical training and hands-on experience play 
an important role in helping attorneys translate 
knowledge into day-to-day practice and develop 
confidence in their work. This is true for new 

lawyers and equally relevant for those with many 
years of experience, as the profession continues  
to evolve.

Across the country, bar associations, courts, 
and legal organizations are responding by expand-
ing skills-based education and applied learning 
opportunities. These efforts reflect a shared under-
standing that professional readiness is an ongoing 
process and that continued learning strengthens 
both individual attorneys and the legal system as 
a whole.

The Rhode Island Bar Association plays an 
important role in supporting this professional 
growth. Through CLE programming, committee 
work, and leadership development, RIBA offers re-
sources that reinforce practical skills, professional 
judgment, and engagement with the broader legal 
community. These opportunities reflect both the 
enduring values of the profession and the realities 
of modern practice in Rhode Island.

As part of this commitment, at the beginning 
of my term as President, I asked RIBA committees 
to think intentionally about proposing skills-based 
CLE programming. Committees are uniquely po-
sitioned to identify areas where practical guidance 
can be most helpful, drawing on the experience of 
practitioners who understand the day-to-day reali-
ties of practice.

Several committees have already taken steps  
in this direction. The Government Lawyers  
Committee sponsored a free, one-credit practi-
cal skills seminar in February, and the Criminal 
Law Bench/Bar Committee has a practical skills 
seminar scheduled for the spring. Skills-based pro-
grams support attorneys at all stages of practice 
by providing practical insight, reinforcing best 
practices, and encouraging continued professional 
development.

The Leadership Academy is another example 
of RIBA’s focus on preparation and professional 
growth. The Academy is designed to help attor-
neys develop practical skills, leadership capacity, 
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The Bar Journal assumes no responsibility for opinions, statements, and facts 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review, except to the extent that, by 
publication, the subject matter merits attention. Neither the opinions expressed 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review nor their content represent the 
official view of the Rhode Island Bar Association or the views of its members.



Rhode Island Bar Journal
Editorial Statement
	 The Rhode Island Bar Journal is the Rhode Island Bar 
Association’s official magazine for Rhode Island attorneys, 
judges and others interested in Rhode Island law. The  
Bar Journal is a magazine published bi-monthly, six times 
annually, and digitally distributed to, among others, all 
practicing attorneys and sitting judges, in Rhode Island. 
This constitutes an audience of over 6,300 individuals. 
Covering issues of relevance and providing updates on 
events, programs and meetings, the Rhode Island Bar 
Journal is a magazine that is read on arrival and, most 
often, kept for future reference. The Bar Journal publishes 
scholarly discourses, commentary on the law and Bar 
activities, and articles on the administration of justice. 
While the Journal is a serious magazine, our articles  
are not dull or somber. We strive to publish a topical, 
thought-provoking magazine that addresses issues of 
interest to significant segments of the Bar. We aim to 
publish a magazine that is read, quoted and retained.  
The Bar Journal encourages the free expression of ideas 
by Rhode Island Bar members. The Bar Journal assumes 
no responsibility for opinions, statements and facts in 
signed articles, except to the extent that, by publication, 
the subject matter merits attention. The opinions  
expressed in articles, interviews, columns, and editorials 
are not the official view of the Rhode Island Bar Asso
ciation. Letters to the Editor are welcome.

Article Selection Criteria

>	� Contributors are requested to submit article, book 
review, editorial, and interview topic ideas for approval 
to the Managing Editor prior to submission.

>	� The Rhode Island Bar Journal gives primary preference 
to original articles, written expressly for first publication 
in the Bar Journal, by attorney and judicial members of 
the Rhode Island Bar Association. The Bar Journal does 
not accept unsolicited articles from individuals who 
are not members of the Rhode Island Bar Association 
unless co-authored with a RIBA member. Law student 
members may submit articles co-authored by either a 
law school professor (not necessarily a RIBA member) 
or a RIBA member.

>	� A maximum of two authors (co-authors) is permitted 
for article submissions. 

>	� Articles previously appearing in other publications are 
typically not accepted.

>	� All submitted articles are subject to the Journal ’s 
Editor’s approval, and they reserve the right to edit 
or reject any articles and article titles submitted for 
publication.

>	� Selection for publication is based on the article’s 
relevance to our readers, determined by content and 
timeliness. Articles appealing to the widest range of 
interests are particularly appreciated. However, com-
mentaries dealing with more specific areas of law are 
given equally serious consideration.

>	� Preferred format includes: a clearly presented state-
ment of purpose and/or thesis in the introduction; 
supporting evidence or arguments in the body; and  
a summary conclusion.

>	� Citations conform to the Uniform System of Citation
>	� Maximum article size is approximately 3,500 words. 

However, shorter articles are preferred.
>	� While authors may be asked to edit articles them-

selves, the Editor reserves the right to edit pieces for 
legal size, presentation and grammar.

>	� Articles are accepted for review on a rolling basis. 
Meeting the criteria noted above does not guarantee 
publication. Articles are selected and published at the 
discretion of the Editor.

>	� Submissions are preferred in a Microsoft Word format 
emailed as an attachment. 

>	� Authors are asked to include an identification of their 
current legal position and a photograph, (headshot) 
preferably in a jpg file of, at least, 350 d.p.i., with their 
article submission.

Direct inquiries and send articles and author photographs 
for publication consideration to:
Rhode Island Bar Journal Editor Erin Cute
email: ecute@ribar.com
telephone: 401-421-5740

Material published in the Rhode Island Bar Journal 
remains the property of the Journal, and the author 
consents to the rights of the Rhode Island Bar Journal to 
copyright the work.

4	 March/April 2026  Rhode Island Bar Journal

and a deeper understanding of the profession 
through hands-on learning and meaningful 
engagement. Through a partnership with Lead-
ership Rhode Island, participants engage in 
leadership development programming, includ-
ing CliftonStrengths training, that encourages 
self-awareness, collaboration, and effective 
communication. Participants also gain a deeper 
understanding of RIBA’s work, build connec-
tions across practice areas, and develop tools 
that support effective leadership and service 
within the Bar and the broader community.

Equally important is the role of collegiality  
and shared learning within the profession. 
Rhode Island’s legal community is close-knit  
by nature, and many of us work in the same 
courthouses and appear on the same calendars 
week after week. In a small state, opportunities 
to learn from one another, exchange perspec-
tives, and share experiences help reinforce  
professionalism and support attorneys through-
out their careers.

As the practice of law continues to change, 
the Bar’s role remains clear. We support attor
neys by providing education, fostering con-
nection, and promoting professionalism. We 
recognize the strengths that new and modern-
day lawyers bring to the profession, and we 
understand the importance of practical train-
ing and continued learning in ensuring those 
strengths are fully realized.

We encourage our more experienced 
members of the Bar to play an active role in 

this work. RIBA invites seasoned practitioners 
to propose, produce, or serve as speakers on 
practical skills panels that draw directly from 
real-world experience. Sharing what you have 
learned—what works, what does not, and how 
judgment develops over time—strengthens 
the profession and ensures that institutional 
knowledge is passed on to the next generation 
of lawyers.

At the same time, we encourage newer 
lawyers and members of younger generations 
to engage in this effort by identifying the skills 
they want to develop, proposing topics that 
would be most helpful in practice, and partici-
pating actively in skills-based programming. 
Whether through committee involvement,  
panel participation, or thoughtful feedback, 
your perspective helps ensure that RIBA’s 
programming reflects the realities of modern 
practice and meets the needs of today’s lawyers.

Professional growth is strongest when it 
is shared. By contributing across generations 
through teaching, learning, and collaboration, 
we strengthen the Bar, support one another, and 
reinforce the values that define our profession.

ENDNOTE
1  Karen Sloan, Law grad job rates surged to historic 
highs in 2024, ABA Data shows | Reuters (2025), https://
www.reuters.com/legal/legalindustry/law-grad-job-rates-
surged-historic-highs-2024-aba-data-shows-2025-04-23/ 
(last visited Jan 21, 2026).  ◊
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Establish Yourself as a Thought Leader! 

You have a lot to share, and your colleagues appreciate learning from you. We are always in need 
of scholarly discourses and articles, and we also encourage point-counterpoint pieces. Or, if you 
have recently given or are planning on developing a Continuing Legal Education seminar, please 
consider sharing your information through a related article in the Rhode Island Bar Journal. While 
you reached a classroom of attorneys with your CLE seminar, there is a larger audience among the 
over 6,500 lawyers, judges, and other Journal subscribers, many of whom are equally interested in 
what you have to share. For more information on our article selection criteria, please visit the Bar’s 
website, under News & Resources, and click RI Bar Journal. The Editorial Statement and Selection 
Criteria is also on page 4 of every issue. Please contact Communications Director Erin Cute at  
401-421-5740 or ecute@ribar.com if you have any questions.



Rhode Island Bar Association Volunteer Lawyer Program
39 Years of Pro Bono Service 1986-2025
2025 Highlights and Accomplishments

Assistance with Language Barriers
For over 20 years, dedicated bilingual staff have fielded calls 

and completed intakes for Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking 
clients. Interpreters are provided during Court proceedings, 
but many non-English-speaking VLP-eligible clients are in dire 
need of an interpreter for their case prior to court. We are very 
fortunate to have Spanish translation services donated by Maria 
Valdez of One Voice Interpreting Service in Providence. We also  
wish to acknowledge Monica Teixeira, Professor of Law at 
Roger Williams University School of Law, for volunteering to 
translate for Portuguese speaking clients. With their assistance, 
non-Spanish/and Portuguese-speaking attorneys have the op-
portunity to accept pro bono cases for clients who speak these 
languages.

There is a continuing need to increase the number of  
bilingual volunteer attorneys. Their recruitment is an ongoing 
program priority. 

CLE – Recruitment & Recognition
VLP attorneys were offered free registration for several CLE 

seminars throughout 2025 in exchange for accepting pro bono 
cases. Recruiting and retaining existing VLP members is essen-
tial to respond to the legal needs of the most vulnerable in our 
state. Historically, the most effective method of recruitment and 
retention is through sponsoring and providing the benefit of free 
continuing legal education. This is accomplished annually in  
cooperation with the Bar’s Continuing Legal Education (CLE) 
department and the ongoing support of the Public Service 
Involvement Committee members and outstanding volunteer 
speakers.

Annually, volunteer attorneys are given the opportunity to 

attend CLE seminars free of charge in exchange for accepting 
a pro bono case through the VLP. In September, VLP attorneys 
had the opportunity to attend Culture Shock! Understanding the 
Differences in Latino Language & Culture to Better Represent 
Your Clients. In October, during National Pro Bono Month, the 
VLP sponsored Ethical Considerations in Probate Guardian-
ships. This seminar was available as a live webinar or in person 
at the RI Law Center. The program featured Attorneys Janne 
Reich and Margaret Steele, along with Probate Judge Tracy  
Loignon, who presented and moderated the discussion. During 
the fall, volunteer attorneys were also offered free registration 
for Immigration Law for Non-Immigration Attorneys and  
Supporting Clients with Trauma: Keeping it Safe. In December, 
Dos and Don’ts for QDROS was also offered free of charge. 

The positive response to the case placement appeals, “Thank-

Ethical Considerations in Probate Guardianship (l-r): Margaret Steele, 
Esq., Probate Judge Tracy A. Loignon, and Janne Reisch, Esq.

Program Summary 
The Rhode Island Bar Association has administered the Volunteer Lawyer Program (VLP) for 39 years. Each year, VLP members share 
their expertise with financially eligible clients in crucial need of legal advice and representation. Members of our community turn to the 
VLP when they are unable to afford representation on their own or obtain it legally through other providers. 

Participating attorneys are asked to accept one or two cases per year, in their specified areas of civil law, on a pro bono basis. When  
initially contacting the volunteer member regarding a case, the VLP staff provides detailed information. Attorney members have the 
choice to accept or decline. At the initial meeting with the client, the volunteer attorney has the option to go forward with representation. 
While the case is active, the VLP program coordinator(s) communicate periodically with the attorney regarding the status of the case and 
are always available for any questions or concerns. 

The Bar Association supports and applauds Volunteer Lawyer Program members in recognition of their public service focus and dedi
cation to providing marginalized persons legal assistance in priority areas. The end goal of their commitment is to increase the quality  
of their client’s life. Annually, VLP attorneys donate hundreds of pro bono hours to Rhode Island’s neediest families and individuals, 
including veterans and the elderly. Each VLP attorney’s valued contribution is essential to upholding our statewide system of justice.
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The Rhode Island Mechanics’ Lien Law:
Illustrating Potential Pitfalls for Property Owners  
and Practitioners
This article is a special project by a participant of the 2024–2025 Leadership Academy, developed with  
feedback and edits from their mentor. It reflects the dedication and growth fostered within our program.  
We are proud to showcase the hard work and insights of our future leaders.

[The Rhode Island Supreme Court] consis-
tently has noted that the [Mechanics’ Lien 
Law] lacks clarity, not merely to empathize 
with local practitioners and judges who 
struggle with its complexity, but rather with 
the hope that our Legislature would rewrite 
the statute so that all could read it, com-
prehend it and apply it without continually 
turning to this Court.1

This article aims to provide an overview of  
the Rhode Island Mechanics’ Lien Law (G.L. 1956  
§§ 34-28-1 to -37), discuss some of its history, 
and then drill down into what a lawyer needs 
to know—at a minimum—to effectively rep-
resent his or her client, whether the client is a 
subcontractor that has not been paid on a recent2 
construction project, an owner that has received 
notice of a lien against its property, or a general 
contractor being pulled in both directions in  
payment disputes.

The Mechanics’ Lien Law3 (the “Statute”) is a 
powerful statutory regime that has existed in one 
form or another for almost two hundred years. 
The Statute was preceded by a version enacted in 
18344; the direct predecessor of the current Statute 
was enacted in 1847 with substantial amendments 
in 1888,5 reenacted in 1965, and has seen critical 
sections added in this century as well.6 The Statute, 
over the years, has been shown to contain techni-
calities and potential pitfalls that will be enforced 
strictly.7 Confusion and legitimate disagreement 
over just one or two words can be expected from 
a law that has been described as a “single sentence 
of gargantuan length,”8 and one that “requires 
us to don our miner’s helmets and once again 
descend into the subterranean labyrinth that is 
the Rhode Island mechanic’s-lien statute.”9 One 
needs to know the potential traps to maintain 
the validity of a mechanics’ lien, which in turn 
provides incentive for all to resolve these disputes 
in the preferred way—bringing all parties to the 
bargaining table early to minimize items in dispute 
and avoid unnecessary attorneys’ fees.10

Stated succinctly, the Statute “is intended to af-
ford a liberal remedy to all who have contributed 
labor, material, or equipment towards adding to 
the value of property to which the lien attaches 
and should be construed accordingly.”11 However, 

it is not without critics, because it can “result in  
a lien created in favor of the subcontractor that  
is imposed on the landowner’s property without  
a hearing and with minimal due process.”12

Mechanics’ Liens Generally
A mechanics’ lien, despite the name, has noth-

ing to do with the person who fixes your Volks
wagen; it is a claim placed on real property by a 
contractor, subcontractor, or supplier who has not 
been paid for labor, materials, or services provided 
to improve said property. Mechanics’ liens are 
powerful tools in the construction industry, offer-
ing a means of securing payment from a property 
owner with whom a subcontractor likely does not 
share contractual privity. Mechanics’ lien rights 
are explicitly protected by the Statute, and con-
tract terms purporting to bar a contractor’s right 
to file a lien are void as a matter of public policy.13

Understanding how mechanics’ liens function 
and their implications can protect property own-
ers and construction professionals alike. The lien 
attaches to the property itself, which means it can 
affect the ability of the property owner to sell or 
refinance the property until the lien is resolved.14 
Essentially, the lienholder becomes a creditor to 
the property itself, rather than to the property 
owner—without waiving its claim to be fully  
satisfied from the party who has yet to pay, such 
as a project’s general contractor.

A mechanics’ lien can only be obtained—
perfected—by complying with a series of steps 
intended to put the property owner and other 
parties with an interest in the property on notice 
of the contractor’s intent to place a lien on the 
property and cloud title. When the lien is per-
fected, the contractor has the legal right to hold 
its claim against a property until payment is made 
for work performed or materials supplied, even if 
that payment is not obtained until after judgment 
in a civil action. The Statute does have provisions 
preventing indefinite encumbrance of the property, 

The Bar Journal assumes no responsibility for opinions, statements, and facts 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review, except to the extent that, by 
publication, the subject matter merits attention. Neither the opinions expressed 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review nor their content represent the 
official view of the Rhode Island Bar Association or the views of its members.

“One needs to 
know the potential 
traps to maintain 
the validity of a 
mechanics’ lien.”

Matthew R. O’Connor, Esq.
Pierce Atwood LLP
Providence

	 Rhode Island Bar Journal  March/April 2026	 7











common law; and hence it must be strictly construed.” Faraone v. Faraone, 
413 A.2d 90, 91 (R.I. 1980).
8  Faraone v. Faraone, 413 A.2d 90, 91 (R.I. 1980) (Weisberger, J.).
9  GSM Industrial, Inc. v. Grinnell Fire Protection Systems Co., Inc., 47 
A.3d 264, 265 (R.I. 2012) (Flaherty, J.).
10  This is not to say fights worth fighting are not worth fighting for, because 
the Statute does permit the court, at its discretion, to award costs as to any 
party and attorneys’ fees for “prevailing party.” § 34-28-19.
11  Section 34-28-32.2.
12  GSM Industrial, Inc. v. Grinnell Fire Protection Systems Co., Inc., 47 
A.3d 264, 265 (R.I. 2012) (emphasis added).
13  Section 34-28-1(b) makes such contract terms “void and unenforceable,” 
but does allow contract provisions which require a contractor to execute a 
waiver of its lien rights at the time of payment. In practice, your client may 
have over the course of the project executed numerous “partial” or “con-
ditional” waivers but that only limits lien rights as to the work for which 
payment has been made.
14  “[A] mechanic’s lien proceeding is an equitable in rem proceeding. The 
true respondent, therefore, is the land upon which the lien attaches.” Tilcon 
Gammino, Inc. v. Com. Assocs., 570 A.2d 1102, 1107 (R.I. 1990) (cleaned 
up).
15  Section 34-28-10.
16  See § 34-28-17.1 (“If any person in interest, including, but not limited to, 
an owner or contractor, claims [the lien is invalid for a number of enumer-
ated reasons],” which include “by reason or failure to comply with the 
provisions of § 34-28-1 et seq., then in such event, such person may apply 
forthwith to the superior court for the county where the land lies for an 
order to show cause why the lien in question is invalid, or otherwise void, or 
the basis of the lien is without probability of a judgment rendered in favor of 
the lienor.”). Prior to the enactment of this section in 2003, property owners 
had “precious few avenues for relief from a perfected lien.” Gem Plumbing 
& Heating Co. v. Rossi, 867 A.2d 796, 805 (R.I. 2005).
17  See § 34-28-17 (providing procedure for release of lien upon deposit of 
cash or a bond in the registry of the court).
18  Holders of an interest in the property, including mortgages, are required 
to file a notice of interest and account of their claim. § 34-28-16. The 
priority of any given mechanics’ lien with respect to prior and subsequent 
recorded liens or mortgages is set forth in § 34-28-25.
19  Section 34-28-4.1, applying to persons “other than material suppliers,” 
provides the text of the required notice. If your client does not regularly in-
clude this notice in its contracts, you ought to advise it to do so in the future.
20  Section 34-28-4.1.
21  Id.
22  Section 34-28-35 requires information in addition to the street address, 
which can normally only be obtained reliably through a title examination. 
§ 34-28-25 (in addition to the street address you must know the “metes and 
bounds description,” “the taxing authority’s assessor’s plat and lot designa-
tion,” or “the book and page of mortgage”).
23  A mechanics’ lien “shall be void and wholly lost . . . unless the person 
shall, before or within two hundred (200) days after the doing of such work 
or the furnishing of such materials, mail by prepaid registered or certified 
mail, in either case return receipt requested, a notice of intention, hereinafter 
described….” § 34-28-4.
24  See § 34-28-9 (“A notice of lien shall be effective as to any retainage 
earned but not paid, for work furnished pursuant to [the Mechanics’ Lien 
Law], and said notice of lien shall be effective from commencement of said 
work. Retainage is a percentage of the total contract amount that is withheld 
by the owner from the general contractor and by the general contractor 
from the subcontractor until the entire job is completed and the project 
is accepted by the owner and by the general contractor, at which time the 
retainage due is paid.”).
25  When materials are “furnished” by a contractor has been the subject of  
a recent dispute and at least one Superior Court justice has concluded “until 
the materials are delivered to the property, the landowner and the land have 
no benefit” and therefore to furnish materials means delivery to the property 
subject to the lien. Element5, L.P. v. Bayberry Hill, LLC, No. WM-2024-
0144, 2024 WL 3564708, at *4 (R.I. Super. July 23, 2024) (Licht, J.).
26  This is not the case in our neighboring Commonwealth, where mechanics’  
liens under Massachusetts’s statute filed by contractors or subcontractors in 
part depend on the last day of work by any contractor on the project. See, 
generally, Mass. Gen. Laws c. 254.
27  Section 34-28-35, see note 22, supra, requires you to know metes and 
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I extend a personal “Thank You” to each and every one of you for your support of the RI Bar Foundation, an  
organization that empowers our youth, supports pro bono efforts, and shapes the future of the legal profession. 
The RI Bar Foundation works to improve the public’s understanding of the law and our judicial system. We strive 
to ensure citizens have full and equal access to justice through our legal system. Your donations have been integral 
to this endeavor.

	 Armando E. Batastini, Esq.
	 President
	 RI Bar Foundation

Below is a list of donators who contributed July 2025 – February 2026.

Edmund L. Alves, Jr., Esq.
Joseph Avanzato, Esq.
Robert M. Barge, Esq.
David N. Bazar, Esq.
Meredith A. Benoit, Esq.
Leon C. Boghossian, III, Esq.
Laura J. Bottaro, Esq.
Michael R. Bottaro, Esq.
Hon. William E. Carnes, Jr.
Eileen K. Cheng, Esq.
Jeffrey B. Cianciolo, Esq.
David D. Curtin, Esq.
Hon. Melissa E. Darigan
Hon. Francis J. Darigan, Jr.
Susan Leach DeBlasio, Esq.
Sonja L. Deyoe, Esq.
Thomas M. Dickinson, Esq.
Joseph M. DiOrio, Esq.
Megan Maciasz DiSanto, Esq.
Christine J. Engustian, Esq.
Carol Bourcier Fargnoli, Esq.
William A. Farrell, Esq.
Keith E. Fayan, Esq.
Hon. Robin E. Feder
Cassandra L. Feeney, Esq.
Robert G. Flanders, Jr., Esq.
Allan W. Fung, Esq.
Deborah A. George, Esq.
Robert D. Goldberg, Esq.
Timothy N. Gorham, Esq.
Gerard R. Goulet, Esq.
Christopher D. Graham, Esq.
Douglas G. Gray, Esq.
James H. Hahn, Esq.
Julie P. Hamil, Esq.
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Patrick O. Hayes, Jr., Esq.
Carly Beauvais Iafrate, Esq.
Patricia J. Igoe, Esq.
James A. Jackson, Esq.
Christian R. Jenner, Esq.
Howard Carl Johanson, Esq.
Patrick T. Jones, Esq.
Paul M. Kessimian, Esq.
Lisa M. Kresge, Esq.
Hon. Erika Kruse Weller
Peter V. Lacouture, Esq.
Hon. Jeanne E. LaFazia
Bruce A. Leach, Esq.
Christopher M. Lefebvre, Esq.
Peter L. Lewiss, Esq.
Carl B. Lisa, Esq.
Anne Maxwell Livingston, Esq.
Thomas W. Madonna, Esq.
Thomas J. McAndrew, Esq.
Hon. John J. McConnell, Jr.
Sally P. McDonald, Esq.
Michael R. McElroy, Esq.
Joseph J. McGair, Esq.
Hon. Kevin F. McHugh
Bruce W. McIntyre, Esq.
Jerry McIntyre, Esq.
Andrea L. Merolla-Simister, Esq.
Nicole L. Micklich, Esq.
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Stop Waiting to Be Invited:  
The Case for Bar Participation

I.  Introduction: Paying for a Bar You Do Not Use
Rhode Island has a unified, mandatory bar. 

Every practicing attorney writes the same dues 
check each year. Many of us complete the annual 
registration, skim the latest email blast, and then 
return to our own calendars. For newer lawyers, 
the RIBA can feel like a distant institution rather 
than a place where they actually belong.

New lawyers say they want mentorship, vis-
ibility, and a stronger sense of professional com-
munity. Bar leaders consistently look for members 
willing to write, teach, and serve. In a mandatory 
bar, that gap represents untapped value inside an 
institution the profession already supports.

During my first several years in practice, I tried 
to understand where the disconnect came from.  
I waited for invitations that never came. I assumed 
there were informal criteria I had not yet met.  
I assumed there were gatekeepers I did not know. 
When I started asking other newer lawyers, I real-
ized the problem was not apathy. It was a lack of 
visible on-ramps.

II.  The Wait-to-Be-Invited Problem
When I speak with lawyers who have been 

practicing for less than ten years, I rarely hear that 
they are disinterested in the Bar. More often, they 
describe a quiet hesitation.

Some worry about being presumptuous. They 
assume the Bar Journal is looking for articles from 
partners or subject matter experts with decades 
of experience. Others assume CLE programs are 
populated by people who were chosen in closed 
rooms based on long-standing relationships. Still 
others assume committees are for the already 
established, and that there is no role for someone 
who is new, busy, and still learning.

The reality inside the Bar is different. The 
people who keep the institution running know 
that new energy and new ideas are essential. They 
need authors. They need panelists. They need 
committee members who are willing to read mate-
rials, attend meetings, and take on small projects. 
The bottleneck is not a lack of opportunity. It is 
a lack of clear on-ramps and a culture that still 
assumes people will find the right door without 
much direction.

III.  How New Lawyers Actually Enter Bar Life
The most common misconception among new 

lawyers is that participation in Bar life begins 
when someone of higher status invites you into 
the fold. In practice, the more common route is 
the opposite: an unexceptional act of showing up, 
raising a hand, or sending an email.

My first serious exposure to Bar participation  
did not come through a grand plan. It came 
through three ordinary pathways: writing, teach-
ing, and committee work. None required seniority. 
All required attention and follow-through.

A.  Writing for the Bar Journal
My first Bar Journal publication began not with  

a call for papers, but with a partner approaching  
me about co-authoring a piece on a change in  
expert discovery practice. At the time, I had not 
been reading the Journal regularly and had only 
a vague sense of what it published. I assumed the 
editorial bar was high and that submissions came 
from recognized experts. That assumption was 
wrong.

The Journal is serious, but it is not an academic 
journal. It publishes topical, practice-oriented 
writing that helps Rhode Island attorneys do their 
jobs. The process is not mysterious. The editorial 
board evaluates submissions for relevance and 
clarity, edits for length and style, and publishes 
pieces that serve the membership. Nothing in the 
process required a title or a decade of practice.  
It required a useful topic and clean execution.

Co-authoring also forced me to learn a pro-
cedural issue far more deeply than I would have 
through ordinary casework. Publishing the piece 
had a professional effect that was both simple 
and real: it demonstrated that I could produce 
substantive written work for a statewide audience, 
and it placed my name in a context where col-
leagues later recognized it.

If you want to write but do not know how  
to start, think small. Pick one issue that comes up 

“Confidence comes 
later, after you have 
actually done the 
work.”

Hannah Vitello, Esq.
Trial Lawyers for Justice
Providence

The Bar Journal assumes no responsibility for opinions, statements, and facts 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review, except to the extent that, by 
publication, the subject matter merits attention. Neither the opinions expressed 
in any article, editorial, column, or book review nor their content represent the 
official view of the Rhode Island Bar Association or the views of its members.
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