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CHAPTER 1

ID:c0001-ti0005

The life of a lawyer
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

ID:c0001-p0005

After studying this chapter you should be able to:

1.

ID:c0001-p0010

understand the myths and realities of being a lawyer
2.

ID:c0001-p0015

explain the diverse range of career opportunities available to you as a result of completing a law degree
3.

ID:c0001-p0020

understand the various ways to make the most of your legal education from your first year as a law student
4.

ID:c0001-p0025

explain the meaning and importance of developing a positive professional identity as both a law student and
a future lawyer.
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Introduction

ID:c0001-p0030

This book aims to support you, the new law student, in your efforts to learn the fundamental knowledge,
acquire the practical skills and develop the basic attributes that you need to complete your legal studies
and become a successful new lawyer.

ID:c0001-p0035

By enrolling in your law degree, you have taken the first step in your journey towards becoming a
member of a long-standing and honourable profession — the legal profession. What made you decide to
be a lawyer? Perhaps someone in your family introduced you to the idea, or you were inspired by a lawyer
you had read about in a book or seen on TV or in a movie. Perhaps you had the opportunity to speak to
a practising lawyer at some point in your life, or you attended a legal trial. Perhaps you have arrived at
law school knowing that you have wanted to be a lawyer your entire life . . . or perhaps you have arrived
feeling unsure about your decision to study law and with no idea about what you want to do with your law
degree when you graduate.

ACTIVITY 1.1 — THINK

ID:c0001-p0040

Why did you choose to study law?

ID:c0001-p0045

The people sitting next to you in your lectures, tutorials and workshops all have different backgrounds
and different reasons for deciding to become a law student. Some of the older students have come to law
school to begin a new career after having already worked for many years or after spending time raising
children. Most of the students, however, have come to law school straight from high school. Some have
chosen to study law simply because they think that a legal career is one in which they will make a lot of
money or because they achieved the marks required to get into law school and they are not really sure
what else to do. Some were gently (or perhaps not so gently) pushed into studying law by well-meaning
teachers at school, or by parents who expect them to study either medicine or law (and, since they do not
like the sight of blood, they chose law).

ID:c0001-p0050

We want to start this chapter by reassuring you that, whatever your background, you have made the
right decision in choosing to study law. A career as a lawyer is one that has the potential to be intellectually
challenging and personally fulfilling . . . andmaybe even financially rewarding. And, even if you eventually
decide not to become a lawyer, the knowledge, skills and attitudes that you will acquire at law school
— the in-depth knowledge of the law, the exceptional research, thinking and communication skills and
the commitment to justice, ethics and professionalism — can be applied to a wide range of careers and
professional pursuits.

ID:c0001-p0055

In this chapter, we begin examining some of the myths and realities about being a legal professional
before introducing you to the diverse range of career opportunities available to you as a result of completing
a law degree. By presenting the many options that will be open to you once you graduate, we hope to
encourage you to think expansively in planning your legal career. One of the luxuries of being in the first
year of your legal education is that you do not have to make any hard-and-fast decisions about your future
career for some time. Taking the time to identify and to learn more about what aspects of the law truly
interest you, what excites your passion and what motivates you will pay off when the time comes for you
to decide what type of lawyer you are going to be.

ID:c0001-p0060

We then offer some strategies to help you make the most of your legal education from your first year.
And, in the final section of this chapter, we discuss the importance of developing a positive professional
identity while at law school, encouraging you to start thinking not only about what you want to do as a
lawyer, but also who you want to be. This will lay the foundation for your professional and ethical values
as a new lawyer.

1.1

ID:c0001-ti0025

Being a lawyer: myths and realities
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So, what will it be like to be a new lawyer? As a legal professional, you will advise and advocate on behalf
of individuals, businesses, organisations and governments. The problems you will be called upon to solve
will be challenging and complex. You will provide an important service to the community by assisting
people with their transactions and legal affairs, negotiating on their behalf and advocating for their rights
and interests to be recognised and protected.

ID:c0001-p0075

Beyond that, it is not very easy to describe exactly what a typical lawyer does on a day-to-day basis.
This is because there is no such thing as a ‘typical lawyer’. A day in the life of a criminal lawyer is
very different from a day in the life of a commercial leasing lawyer, and different again from that of an
employment lawyer. Depending on whether you are a solicitor or barrister, whether you work in private
practice or the community sector, for an international firm or for the government, you will work with
the law in different ways and experience different work environments, different levels of interaction with
clients and different levels of workload.

ID:c0001-p0080

Before we look in more detail at some of the many career options available to lawyers and at some
examples of a typical day in the life of different types of legal professionals, we will first explore what
it means to ‘think like a lawyer’. This will help you better understand the nature of a lawyer’s thought
processes and how they impact the way that the legal profession is perceived by those outside of the law.
We will then address the most common myths about lawyers and describe some of the realities of legal
practice. There is considerable value in thinking about these things at the start of your legal studies. Having
a general insight into how a lawyer thinks, who a lawyer is and what a lawyer does can help you to make
sense of the complex rules and concepts in the substantive law that you will be learning over the next few
years.

ID:c0001-ti0030

Thinking like a lawyer

ID:c0001-p0085

In well-known old Hollywood film The Paper Chase, the ominous Harvard professor CharlesWKingsfield
Jr proclaimed to his first-semester students that they’d arrived at law with ‘skulls of mush’ but would leave
‘thinking like lawyers’. One of the central aims of law teachers is to teach their students to think like
lawyers. But what does that actually mean? What is so special about how a lawyer thinks? Much has been
written on this topic. At this stage of your learning, it is helpful to think about the concept with reference
to the proposition that lawyers assume nothing and connect everything. We will explore the notion of
thinking like a lawyer in more detail in chapter 8, but for now we will briefly consider the two limbs of
this proposition.
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The first limb is that lawyers assume nothing. Lawyers pride themselves on resisting the temptation
to jump to conclusions. For example, a lawyer will not assume a client’s guilt just because the facts or
rules are seemingly stacked against them, because the lawyer knows that there might be other evidence or
arguments that have not yet come to light. You may have heard that a lawyer’s most common response to a
question is ‘it depends’. Lawyers strive to find every relevant fact, locate every applicable rule, determine
every possible issue and consider every conceivable argument before offering their opinion or advice. They
think as hard, if not harder, about opposing positions as they do their (or their client’s) own position. The
predisposition to discerning and non-assumptive thought process is one of the hallmarks of legal reasoning
and impacts the way a lawyer functions in a non-legal context as much as it does in a legal context. For
example, a lawyer will often reserve judgment on a political issue being discussed in a social context unless
he or she has a degree of expertise on the issue and is aware of the justification for all relevant positions.
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The second limb is that lawyers connect everything. The law is all about relationships — that is, the
connection between things. Lawyers are always striving to make connections between all manner of things:
evidence, questions, concepts, entities, people, rules, principles, arguments, policies, criteria, conclusions,
and so on. When solving legal problems specifically, lawyers are primarily concerned with the relationship
between rules, facts and issues. As information is processed in a legal mind, it is compartmentalised in a
logical way based on its relationship with other related or relevant information. For example, as a client is
explaining an aspect of their circumstances, their lawyer will be processing that information by connecting
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