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A s in any field, the first year in private practice has its 
challenges. Rest assured, you made it through your 
first year of law school and you will make it through 

your first year as an attorney. Here are some things you can do 
to ensure a good start to your legal career.



Have Perspective

For a first-year associate, anxiety about proving yourself to your new employer is 
natural. The level of responsibility given to you may range from just researching an 

issue to managing a case on your own. At times, the workload and what is expected 
from you can be overwhelming and you may feel like you are struggling too much or too 

often. However, do not let the stress of work translate into self-doubt about your abilities as a 
lawyer. Remind yourself that this is only your first year practicing law.  You will not know the 
answer to every question so don’t beat yourself up for not knowing what you or someone else 
thinks you should know. What is important is that you work hard and have a good attitude and a 
willingness to learn. Be confident about your abilities, which have gotten you this far, and know 
that with more experience, you will gain more knowledge and skills.



There’s a Rule for That

As you learned in law school, the federal and state rules of 
civil procedure govern how civil suits are conducted in those 

respective jurisdictions. Additionally, Pennsylvania counties have 
separate local rules of civil procedure. 
The answer to many, if not all, the 
procedural questions you may have 
will likely be addressed by these rules. 
Thus, it would be prudent for you to 
read and familiarize yourself with 
them. That way, when you are faced 
with a procedural issue, you will have 
a general sense of where in the rules 
to find the answer.

The Cheat Sheet

When you are assigned a case as a 
new associate, it is important for you 

to review and familiarize yourself with it. 
One way to stay on top of your cases is to create a 
summary for each case with details such as:
 • The parties, counsel, and court;
 • A timeline of the relevant facts;
 • The procedural history;
 •  Relevant facts that may not already be covered in 

the timeline (e.g., particulars of a loan document or 
insurance policy involved in the case); 

 •  Upcoming deadlines (which should be added to 
your calendar); and

 •  Potential legal issues that need to be researched.
Print out your summary and keep it nearby so that it is 
accessible. That way, if a partner calls with a question 
about a case that you have on your desk, you can 
take a look at your summary and hopefully find the 
answer instead of looking through the whole file.

Utilize the Resources

It’s a given that as a lawyer, you are in for working hard and sometimes long hours. 
But this does not mean that you have to do it all on your own.  In additional to online 

sources such as Lexis and Westlaw, their customer service representatives can also 
help you with the research process. Look at documents on the firm’s document management 
system to see if the issue has been addressed previously (but see #5). If you’re still unable to find 
an answer on your own, ask another associate or partner if he/she has dealt with the same issue 
or has suggestions on where else to look or how else to approach the problem. Another great 
resource is the firm’s paralegals and administrative staff who likely have more experience than you 
in handling the procedural aspects of a case. Reaching out to them for help may also save you 
some time.



Reliance on a Document 
Management System

Most firms use a document management system to store 
documents created internally. Such a system can be a great tool to 

a young associate who is asked to draft a pleading or motion for the first 
time. However, the system is not a repository for only final drafts but is where 
nearly every draft of every document is stored, regardless of accuracy or 
completeness.  Hence, the key in using the system is to avoid wasting time by 
reinventing the wheel while also not relying solely on somebody else’s work.

If you are going to rely on someone else’s document, first read the rules 
pertaining to the document you have to draft so that you are aware of 
procedural requirements. Look at more than one example of the document 
on the system to get a general idea of how it has been done before. Use a 
document authored by someone else only as the most basic template for your 
work. If you simply cut and paste from another document, you run the risk of 
repeating any errors and failing to make the necessary changes.  After drafting 
the document, read the document carefully, from the caption to the signature 
line, and double check everything.  

Confirm Before Using

It is natural to reach out to a colleague about an issue that 
you are researching or working on, but a lead given to you by 

another attorney may not be the final answer. Rather than blindly 
using that information, first confirm that the advice is good and applicable 
to your case. You need to ensure that there have not been any changes in 
procedure or case law that render the advice ineffective, and you need to 
understand why the rule or case is appropriate for the facts in your case. The 
document you submit to a partner is your document; you cannot blame typos, 
references to the wrong rule number or incorrect case law contained in your 
document on anyone other than yourself, even if the information came from 
another document or attorney. In double-checking the information, you are 
not only engaging in the learning process but you can also be confident that 
you are using the correct information.



Got Skills?

During your first year, take advantage of training 
opportunities that will help develop your skills.  This includes 

training that your firm may offer as well as continuing legal 
education seminars and workshops. If you are seeking more responsibility, 
consider taking on a pro bono case where you will not only be helping out 
a needy client but will certainly be gaining exposure and developing legal 
skills. In the end, the more skills you have, the more opportunities you will 
have as well.

Networking and Building 
Your Brand

 While bringing in business may not be on your mind 
just yet, it will become an important part of your career 

in the years to come. You can get a head start by getting involved 
and networking with your state and local bar associations. In doing 
so, you will not only interact with your peers and learn about the 
type of work they do but you will also become a familiar face and 

name to them. Connections such 
as these will help broaden your 
legal community network, which 
may translate into more business 
coming through your door in the 
future.   

Another way to get your name out 
there is to offer to help an attorney 
in your firm who is submitting a 
piece for publication or presenting 
at a seminar. You will likely get 
recognized for your efforts while 
learning something substantive 
along the way and adding to your 
list of accomplishments.

Track Your 
Progress

Many firms conduct an annual 
evaluation of their associates. In 

preparation for your self-evaluation, keep a 
running list of your achievements throughout 
the year.  This should include work that you 
have done for the firm’s clients (e.g., “drafted 
motion for summary judgment,” “drafted 
deposition outline for partner X”) as well as 
other ways in which you have contributed to 
the firm and the legal community (e.g., pro 
bono work, participation in bar associations/
committees, etc.).  The partners will not be 
able to remember all that you have done, and 
by keeping track of your accomplishments, 
you will be your best cheerleader.



Work-Life 
Balance

Many attorneys struggle with 
having a work-life balance. The sooner 

you work on achieving that balance, the easier 
it will be for you in the long run.  Make time to 
meet with family, friends and former classmates; 
volunteer with organizations or groups that 
are important to you; take vacations; join the 
Philadelphia Bar Association and its Young 
Lawyers Division where you will meet other 
young attorneys. While you may be unable to 
leave work at 5 p.m. every day, the goal is to 
fill your life with things other than work and 
people other than colleagues.  

The legal field is one in which the learning is 
never ending. During your first year in private 
practice, the learning curve is huge and the 
things that you may struggle with initially will 
come naturally to you later.  If you are dedicated 
to working hard and have a positive attitude, 
you will be off to a great start.  Good luck!
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