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It's not a sign of weakness to ask for
help

Good luck not flunking out
after your first semester of
college! These were the words of
encouragement from my high
school honors economics
teacher. Her comments stung
like a bee. She taught me that I
could not trust or rely on
anyone.

I was scared. My gut told me she knew I was a fraud, and that my graduating was a
fluke. She made it clear that I did not belong in college; rather, I belonged with the rest
of my Laotian refugee community - living on welfare, being a teenage mom, a
high-school dropout, a gang member, or dead.

I learned very quickly that I would have to work much harder than everyone else. My
honors and advanced classes were not as rigorous as my classmates from wealthy
communities. For every one hour that my classmates spent reading and writing, I had
to spend 10 hours playing catch up.

At the time, doing it alone served me well. Not only did I not flunk out, I graduated
with highest honors and was even accepted to a top law school. I felt I had made it. But
I was wrong.

I did fairly well my first semester of law school, but depression sunk in as the
pressures of school and life added up. I retreated to what I had learned and served me
well until then - doing it alone - and withdrew from school, friends and family. My
grades took a dive. At on-campus interviews, I found myself 20 pounds heavier,
wearing a cheap suit that clearly no longer fit me, and lacking confidence at job
interviews.

For the first week of interviews, I was rejected from every single employer. My
well-intentioned classmates would share how many callbacks or offers they have
received by then, and ask about me. I was embarrassed and ashamed. I was a failure.

I cried. I drank a lot of wine. I slept. But I did not give up. And for the first time in a
long time, I asked for help.

I started with reaching out to friends who were very successful at getting callbacks
and job offers. I researched online about law firm interviews. I reached out to the
support system I had lost touch with over the years, including teachers and counselors
from high school, college and law school.

I let my supporters know that for the first time in a long time, I worked very hard and
failed. And most importantly, I shed my old strategy of doing it alone, and let others
help me. My supporters gave me candid advice with compassion. Their words of
encouragement and advice on what to highlight as strengths they saw in me allowed me
to regain my confidence. And during the second week of on-campus interviews, I
showed up as my authentic self. By the end of the recruiting season, I received several
offers.

Through my personal experiences, my work as a career counselor, and my own work
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as a private career coach, I realize that most people I have worked with also feel
pressure to do it alone. The most common fears I hear are:

- Networking feels fake.

- I'm anxious and nervous, and afraid of things being awkward.

- I don't have anything to offer, and I don't want to bother people because I know
they're busy.

- I think it's weak to ask for help.

- I never had anyone to rely on, so how can I count on strangers.

All of this boils down to, "I am afraid that I am not enough."

For many years, I have thought about sharing my experiences and what I've learned.
But I have been held back by the fear that I don't have anything to offer. But it is only
through facing our fears that we conquer them.

The most important thing in any relationship, including networking, is connection.
For someone to care about you, you need to connect. This is how you get around feeling
disingenuous or fake. Recognize that we are all anxious and awkward, including
attorneys who have had several years of practice. Instead of being afraid of this,
embrace it. Bring your inner awkwardness out while still being professional. Being real
and vulnerable will allow you to connect even more.

We all have value to bring to the table. If you are at a networking event to meet with
attorneys, the attorneys who are there appreciate getting a breath of fresh air hearing
about your enthusiasm for the future. Think back to when an undergrad asked if they
can ask you about law school. Weren't you excited to share your knowledge and support
them? Likewise, attorneys who are at the event are happy to talk to you about their
experiences, and when asked, to provide great advice. People feel good when they can
help others.

We all need support. Asking for support is not weak; it's what smart people do. If you
read about attorneys and other professionals who are successful, they have all had
mentors and sponsors. Keith Ferrazi shares insightful findings on this very issue in his
book, "Who's Got Your Back."

Even if you did not have people who you felt you could rely on when you were
younger, finding a support group is important to your growth. Trust that when you
connect with people on a genuine level, they will be invested in you, and will share their
best and candid advice with you. Having said this, it's also important to recognize that
you have to take ownership of your career and life. What this means is that your
supporters provide you guidance, and ultimately, you have to make a decision based on
the information you've collected.

Looking back, I wish I had called on my supporters much sooner. While my high
school economics teacher had no faith in me, many other wonderful teachers, friends,
and counselors did. And reaching out to them when I needed help is what got me
through. Remember to do the same.

Samorn Selim is the founder of Samorn Selim Career Coaching and the associate
director for the graduate class at UC Hastings College of the Law.
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