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Chapter 1

Expectations of a  
First Year
Brad D. Kaufman*

You’ve done it—you’ve made it through law school; you’ve 
taken the bar exam, and you even got a little time off before 
starting your full-time job as an associate. Congratulations! 
You’ve made it through the hardest part.

About 55 million students attend public or private ele-
mentary schools through grade 12 during any given year. In 
2011, 83% of high school students graduated in the United 
States, or 3.1 million. This number was 3.6 million for 2018.1

Of those 3.1 million in 2011, 2.1 million enrolled in col-
lege, roughly 70%. Of those 2.1 million, about 59% gradu-
ated from college, approximately 1.25 million. Of those, 
about 37,000 matriculated to an ABA-accredited U.S. law 
school. And of the class of 2017, 23,000 graduated with full-
time long-term jobs for which bar passage was required. Of 

*  Shareholder, Global Chairman of Professional Development & In-
tegration, Vice President & Treasurer, Greenberg Traurig LLP.

1. See Nat’l Ctr. for Educ. Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/ 
fastfacts/display.asp?id=372. 
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those 23,000, 16,000 took positions as lawyers in law firms 
employing at least two lawyers. Of those, there are roughly 
3,500 positions at the largest 100 firms. Therefore, of the 3.1 
million, you have already been whittled down to roughly 
3,500. You are one of the .1%. Relax. Enjoy!

Well, perhaps the word “relax” isn’t necessarily the best 
advice, but you should take a moment to appreciate all that 
you have accomplished. In this chapter, we are going to 
start preparing you for the wild ride that is being a junior 
associate. To be successful, you first have to understand the 
expectations of a typical first year in a large law firm. For 
that matter, you need to understand that nobody is typical 
and no two people will expect exactly the same thing. While 
one person may think you are doing just fine and experi-
encing the typical, steep learning curve, you may find a 
senior associate breathing down your neck, making you feel 
incompetent.

The simple truth is this: both are right. You may not 
feel terribly competent the first year of practice, but that is 
because you aren’t necessarily taught in law school the most 
relevant, practical aspects of daily law practice. Law schools 
have made some significant changes in how and what they 
teach, but they remain confined to teaching to a Bar exam 
and according to an accreditation process. As a Vice-Chair 
of Vision 2016, a Florida law school effort to drive change in 
legal education, I have seen many law schools creating inno-
vative, practical programs, but legal pedagogy still teaches 
you things you may never need in your daily practice. And 
you may not have learned some of the practical things we 
senior leaders in law firms are looking for from our associ-
ates. I have therefore been asked to be as practical as possi-
ble in helping you understand what people want from you.

Our expectations of junior associates can be boiled down 
into a few basic things:
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Careful thought and analysis, excellent organizational 
skills, the ability to manage up (as well as down and across), 
the ability to learn from mistakes, and consistent quality on 
everything you touch are all expected. And in addition, an 
interest in and knowledge of cutting edge technology, great 
client relationships, and being a team player will be the 
icing on the cake. Only the first attribute listed here—care-
ful thought and analysis—is something you probably stud-
ied in law school. The other factors are simply attributes you 
have probably demonstrated to come as far as you have. 
On the other hand, sometimes natural intelligence or even 
great organizational skills helps hide other deficits.

Let’s walk through some examples of associates demon-
strating they had what it takes to succeed.

Example One: Provide Careful Thought and 
Analysis

You are given your first research project on a matter you 
have never heard about. It involves something to do with 
the ability to sue for damages based on a very special-
ized law. You can’t find anything on point in the case law. 
Nothing comes up regardless of whether you are doing key 
word searches or key note searches. You are close to giving 
up. But before you do that, think about where there are any 
kinds of analogies you can make to other laws or situations. 
One of the best legal research memos I saw came from an 
associate who came up empty on case law; however, she 
realized that she could argue the same legal theory based on 
seemingly different, unrelated cases she found. I asked the 
associate how she came up with that approach, and she said 
it was simply desperation. She found nothing, and she just 
needed to sit and think before she could face returning to 
me empty-handed. It worked. Her careful thinking yielded 
some useful approaches.
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Example Two: Be Organized

An associate had to manage a multi-country structural 
reorganization. It involved creating, executing, and orga-
nizing multiple agreements for each of more than forty 
countries as a result of a new tax strategy. The first thing 
the associate did was prepare a chart that contained each 
country and what documents were needed for each one. 
That sounds simple enough, but what the associate did 
that took it up a notch was to insert links to the document 
in the document management system so that one person 
could open any document selected just by clicking on the 
link in the chart. It was genius, yet simple. I don’t know that 
I would have thought to do that. But a combined knowledge 
of technology and how to leverage it made this person indis-
pensable. Know how to manage your time, but also know 
what tools your firm has available. Know your resources 
and how to leverage them to benefit you and others. And if 
the partners and senior associates who supervise you don’t 
know they exist or how to use them, take some time to tutor 
them on the new technologies. You will be making yourself 
indispensable.

Example Three: Be Able to Manage Up, 
Down, and Across

A partner will be the first to admit we don’t always know 
everything we need to do in a given day. We try to stay 
focused on all the demands, but we also rely heavily upon 
our teams to deliver what we need, when we need it. Some 
of that means reminding us of deadlines and priorities, and 
other aspects include giving us work far enough in advance 
that you ensure we will have the time to review it in a careful, 
thoughtful way. Putting something on my chair at 7:00 p.m. 
when I have said it needs to go out first thing the follow-
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ing morning is probably not the best approach, unless I just 
gave it to you at 5:00 p.m. However, if I gave you something 
and say I need to deliver it to the client for review in a week, 
giving it to me in three days gives me the time and space I 
need to review it. And then when you remind me to send it 
out after another few days, you’ve again shown that you own 
the work as yours. We expect that you will take that owner-
ship and be sure that everything you touch makes it to the 
finish line perfectly.

The reverse is also true. I expect you to be sure you 
have final approval before sending documents to the cli-
ent or opposing counsel. If I say I don’t have time to look 
at it before it goes out, that means I both trust and rely 
upon you for careful proofreading. You may want to take 
it upon yourself to find a colleague whom you trust to be 
your proofreader, but ultimately you are responsible for 
anything that might be incorrect—including anything your 
assistant reviews. If you have a great assistant, that’s terrific, 
but even if he or she proofreads something for you, you are 
still responsible for any errors or typos. That means taking 
responsibility when things go wrong, and letting me know 
you alone are responsible. Again, mistakes do happen, but 
how you deal with them and take responsibility in the face 
of more senior attorneys is critical to building those import-
ant relationships.

And finally, your ability to be humble, kind, and respect-
ful with everyone at your firm will be noticed. As a new attor-
ney, you are walking into an office with receptionists, office 
services professionals, paralegals, and legal secretaries who 
may have been doing their jobs since well before you grad-
uated from high school and possibly before you were even 
born. They have a lot of wisdom to offer and can make your 
job and life much easier. Do yourself a favor and respect 
their knowledge and experience because they deserve it and 
will be loyal to you if you treat them appropriately.
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Example Four: Learn from Your Mistakes

I once had an associate call me to say he had made a 
mistake and inserted the wrong language in a settlement 
agreement. On the one hand, I appreciated his candor. But 
when I got a call a few months later with a confession of the 
same kind, it gave me pause. I know that mistakes happen, 
I truly do. But I expect a few things related to those mis-
takes: first, that you review your work carefully enough that 
you catch them before I do. It is one thing if you misunder-
stand an unclear direction once in a great while, but making 
a mistake or forgetting something cannot be something that 
repeats itself. When that happens, people learn from that—
they learn they can’t rely on you. And if an attorney can’t rely 
on you, he or she won’t give you more work. We start giving 
that work to other people who we trust and know we can 
rely on 100%. Is that a high standard? It certainly is, without 
question. But it is also one of the primary reasons why those 
numbers cited at the beginning of this chapter are so small. 
It takes a lot to get to this level. Our clients expect a tre-
mendous amount from us, and they pay a very high rate to 
obtain that level of service, trust, knowledge, and reliability. 

So, you need to track and learn from your mistakes. If 
you miscalculate a tax proration or a tenant fee per square 
foot, it may be that you simply didn’t know how to do it in 
the first place. Perhaps it wasn’t taught in law school and 
your partner or senior associate failed to show you how in 
detail. Perhaps you failed to ask. But once you learn how to 
do it, you need to be sure you have either a careful system 
or a great memory to be sure you can apply that knowledge 
the next time you face that situation. If, a month later, you 
have a similar assignment and again don’t know how to do 
it or make the same mistake, you will be raising a red flag to 
those around you that you aren’t picking things up quickly 
enough. Make a point of finding out the answer yourself, 
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if necessary, but be resourceful to continue to learn and 
grow at all times. It may be easier to simply ask the assign-
ing attorney who is next door, but it may be harmful to your 
reputation.

Example Five: Be Consistent on Quality

Consistency is about quality control. Assuming you learn 
from your mistakes, as you just read about, you will consis-
tently improve your work quality by slowing down and tak-
ing the time to check your work carefully. The trick with this 
for a first year associate really relates to being a bit obses-
sive. It means checking your work over and over. It means 
taking a break, working on something else, and returning to 
it with a fresh eye. It also means reading things slowly and 
out loud. It means never relying on forms too much. If your 
brain turns off because you are using a form, that’s when 
you are most likely to leave the last client’s name in a form 
rather than revise it everywhere. Regardless of all the tools 
available to help you and all the assistants the firm provides, 
your name is on the document and there is no way to pass 
along responsibility to anyone else. So keep your brain on at 
all times. If you can’t think anymore due to lack of sleep, take 
a break, get an extension, and do whatever else you need 
to do. Always reread that email before you hit send, even if 
you just made one minor change. You will be glad you did 
because your reputation for quality will grow from there. 

Example Six: Know the Future of the 
Practice—Learn the Technology and  
Embrace It

If you are like me, you have a smart phone and a tablet, 
and you use them all the time. But I am hoping you are not 
like me in that you know more about what new technology 
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is out there to help you be more efficient. As the newest 
generation in the workplace, the more senior attorneys are 
looking to you to keep us cutting edge. In fact, many law 
schools and organizations are targeting young attorneys to 
discover and help develop new technology in legal practice. 
I may be accustomed to assigning people to look for the 
words “orange juice” in thousands of emails in the discovery 
process, but I rely upon people like you to tell me, “Brad, I 
don’t actually need to do that. There is software that we can 
train to look for the word in all the emails, and it will save 
the clients thousands of dollars.” Partners expect you to stay 
up-to-date and be ahead of the curve. That means reading a 
lot, all the time. We expect you to read legal periodicals and 
stay up-to-date in your legal area, but we also expect you to 
be knowledgeable about the business world and trends. The 
associate that reads about artificial intelligence in the legal 
world and reads the Wall Street Journal on a daily basis will 
simply be further ahead than one who doesn’t.

And it’s not just new technology that we expect associ-
ates to master. Most senior lawyers expect associates to also 
be more adept with existing firm technology than anyone 
else. We expect our newest talent to know more than we do, 
so, for example, if we need calculations done for a closing, 
you should be able to use Excel’s formulas and whatever else 
Excel can do without going to the Tech team for assistance. 
Again, we expect you to put in the extra time to make your-
self indispensable because, ultimately, more and more of 
our clients see us as fungible. As external clients narrow the 
number of law firms they are using, we don’t want to give 
them a reason to use another firm instead of ours.
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Example Seven: Get to Know Our Clients

The best thing you can do is get to know the clients on 
whose matters you work. You may work with a few people 
that shield you from their clients, at least in the beginning, 
and it is good to know who those individuals are that don’t 
want you to have client contact. However, if you are doing a 
good job, we want you to get to know our clients. You should 
be researching their companies and backgrounds and ask-
ing insightful questions about their challenges and goals, 
both on their own behalf and for the company. By doing 
that, you are meeting our expectations as someone who can 
handle the relationships as well as the work. That leaves us 
free to go focus on bringing in more work and more clients. 
More importantly, the client contact is more likely to pick 
up the phone and call you directly in the future. When you 
get integrated with our clients, you are showing your poten-
tial to build your career with us.

Example Eight: Be a Team Player

I’m sure you heard all about this in the interview or sum-
mer associate process, but it is true and can’t be overstated: 
We expect you to work well with just about everything. You 
should respect our staff as part of the team, and you should 
view no work as beneath you. Instead, we expect an atti-
tude of whatever is needed to get the job done. If you can 
work seamlessly with others, especially when large matters 
are split amongst several people, the work quality is gen-
erally more consistent and requires less management and 
revision.

Part of this approach to teamwork requires that you 
understand how difficult the first year or years of practice 
are. You may have to do some work that will make you think 
to yourself, “I didn’t go through three years of law school for 
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this.” But actually, you did do just that. Doing routine legal 
work properly is a critical component to taking the next step 
in the practice of law. It needs to be completed accurately 
and on time. Performing basic work in the daily practice of 
law is what teaches you the judgment and process of a com-
prehensive practice.

Once you master the basic work, you can be trusted to 
perform more complex work; however, nuts and bolts of 
legal practice are important and never go away. Remember 
that even the most routine matter to you is extremely 
important to your client. If it is helpful, put yourself in the 
shoes of your clients and try to understand what is on the 
line for each of them. You may be ready for a larger role or 
more complex work, but if another case is important to the 
client and keeping you busy, that means the work needs to 
get done, and you are the selected person to do it. Patience 
is an inherent part of being a team player.

While there is a certain degree to which new associ-
ates are expected to “pay their dues,” they also need time 
to develop essential skills and expertise. Many firms take a 
long view in developing associates, and associates should 
as well.

As you gain experience, however, if you are consistently 
a good performer and a team player, you will always be 
included on the best work.

Final Thoughts

I know you are thinking, wow, the expectations are high! 
And that is true; however, the payoff is tremendous chal-
lenge, growth, and satisfaction. For those of us who have 
been practicing law for decades, we can’t imagine doing 
anything else. To be successful, you typically need to love 
what you do. If you don’t love it, if the expectations are too 
much, don’t be miserable. Talk to us. We more senior attor-



Expectations of a First Year

11

neys do have some wisdom to impart, and we didn’t always 
love it from the beginning. Just as we expect you to work 
hard and be committed, it is fair to expect us to be commit-
ted to you and your development. If the people around you 
can help, let us know how. We are here to assist and chal-
lenge you at the same time. Remember, you are the future of 
our firms, and we are investing in you. We hope and expect 
you to take advantage of that!






