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C O N T E N T S

In this session, my goal is to teach you how to:

Enter time and minimise write-offs

Take instructions the right way

Add value at meetings beyond just taking notes

Become the 'go to person' for a niche in your
legal team

Solve common graduate situations via
communication (i.e. conflicting deadlines, made a
mistake, asking for work)

www.practisinglaw.com.au
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go through your first year as the 'superstar'
graduate

nail the basics so you can get onto the more
complex and interesting work sooner

foresee the stressful junior lawyer situations
and have a framework for dealing with them

W H A T  D O E S  T H I S  M E A N
F O R  Y O U ?



Ask for a copy of a finalised bill and see what sorts of narratives
your colleagues have been writing (and their style)

0 1 H O W  T O  E N T E R  T I M E  A N D
M I N I M I S E  W R I T E - O F F S

Step 1

Step 2

Aim for concise but informative descriptions that you would be
happy reviewing (and paying for) if you were the client.

For example:

5 hours: "reviewing and amending contracts"

would probably raise more questions than:

5 hours: "reviewing proposed departures to contract, advising on
key commercial risks, and preparing amendments in line with
client’s contract risk matrix."

Step 3

Find a time tracking system that works for you

I personally use multiple timers in the billing software to switch
between different tasks (with a ‘bucket’ admin timer to capture
non-billable time throughout the day).

Other lawyers simply write down the time and narratives as they go
/ at the end of the day.
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Enter time regularly

Step 4

Note:

Don’t reduce your own time

It's tempting to reduce our time entries where we feel like we're
not working as fast as more experienced lawyers would. It's okay to
feel that way. But if you've genuinely taken that much time, then
you don't need to be the one making that call. You can let your
supervisors know – but let them be the ones to decide if time
needs to be reduced (due to budget, experience etc.)

Unless you have a photographic memory, regular time entry will
probably save you some pain.

Best practice is to enter time daily - it can be as simple as a regular
5 minute calendar slot in your calendar at the end of each day.

Now’s the best time to start building this habit as timely billing is a
common KPI in law firms for things like promotion cases and
partners being paid.
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Step 1

Step 2

Get answers to these questions:

0 2 T A K I N G  I N S T R U C T I O N S  T H E
R I G H T  W A Y

Read back and confirm instructions (clarify anything that doesn't
make sense)

Step 3

Communicate and update your colleague if anything changes (e.g.
conflicting deadline, hit a dead end, new information / documents).

TAKING INSTRUCTIONS www.practisinglaw.com.au//



Note:

Asking questions

If you’ve got questions as you’re doing the task, don’t stay quiet.
We appreciate it when you’re clarifying and making sure you’re
working the right way.

However, if you think you’ll have quite a few questions as you work
on the task - try to set up a time to discuss them in one go instead
of drip feeding:

“Hi Jane, I can start on this task in the next hour. Would you mind if
I put some time in your calendar for later today to work through
any questions and make sure I’m on the right track?”
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Offer to send through calendar invites / reminders for meetings

0 3 A D D I N G  V A L U E  A T  M E E T I N G S

Step 1

Can this meeting be an email instead? If you’re not sure, you can
make a note in the invite flagging that the meeting can be
cancelled/shortened.

Invite the minimum number of people that need to be there - or
otherwise use the optional invite function for others.

Include a clear topic that identifies the matter and reason for the
meeting.

Set out a clear agenda / goal for the meeting. It’s helpful to
structure topics according to priority, responsibilities, and
estimated timing (if possible).

If there are any relevant materials, then it’s helpful to attach them
and identify their purpose (e.g. to be discussed in the meeting, or
to be read in advance of the meeting as assumed knowledge)

It can also be handy to designate a note-taker, and make it clear
whether participants can expect a summary of action items after
the meeting.
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ADDING VALUE AT MEETINGS //

E X A M P L E  M E E T I N G  I N V I T E

Ask if there are any documents you should prepare in advance

Step 2

If there are, check number of copies and whether print outs or soft
copies are required.

Have to hand any documents which you think may be referred to
just in case there are any clarifications required

Step 3
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Get there early and set up the system (e.g. teleconferencing, share
screen)

Step 4

Suggest giving yourself at least 15 minutes before IT-reliant
meetings to make sure everything is set up. 

It’s also helpful to have a play around in your video conferencing
systems to make sure you’re familiar with the common features and
dial-in methods, and learn how to work with your IT team with
more complicated setups or troubleshooting.

For in-person meetings, google maps to see how to get there /
when to leave - always leave in plenty of time

Step 5

It’s better to overestimate how long it might take to travel. You
never know when traffic delays, lack of taxis, weather etc. could set
you back - and it’s always nice to show up to meetings without that
added stress.

Take notes! Summarise after.

Step 6

You can use email to take meeting notes (especially for virtual
meetings). Otherwise, you can use the firm’s file note template,
hand-write notes and scan into the file, or use a word document.

[see example meeting notes on the next page]

Check if it'd be helpful to circulate an action list / summary

Step 7

“Hi John, I’ve got a list of the actions from our meeting. Do you
want me to send you a summary of the notes and those actions?”

ADDING VALUE AT MEETINGS // www.practisinglaw.com.au//



E X A M P L E  M E E T I N G  N O T E S  V I A  E M A I L

If you're using email, here’s what it'd look like:

A clear subject line with the date.

The attendees at the meeting (and their organisations).

The time of the meeting – for time entries afterwards.

My meeting notes (this will be a bit rough at first but I’ll tidy it up
after the meeting).

A summary of the actions (figure this out after the meeting but put
it at the top of the notes).
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Choose a program and understand its features

0 4 T A K I N G  O W N E R S H I P  O F  A  N I C H E
I N  Y O U R  T E A M

Step 1
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area of law - e.g. the PPSA Act authority in a construction team

technology - e.g. using Lucidchart to create flowcharts of
processes or contract maps

industry or client information - e.g. updating the team on
cladding best practices in building apartments

CLEs - organising notes from seminars that your team members
attend into one shared area.

By end of year, can be the ‘go-to person’ for something in your
team - such as:

Here’s how you can approach it (using a tech example):

This could be something that’s been installed by your IT team but
not commonly used yet, or is used but the benefits aren’t fully
realised (e.g. Word), or a program that could be useful but is
neglected by lawyers (e.g. Excel).

In my example, I chose a program that was used to do basic
document collation but looked like it had plenty of other features. I
found the user guide on google, skimmed it, and made notes on
features that looked helpful.



Link to a problem

Step 2
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ABL note: For any new programs that haven’t been pre-approved by
IT - check with the IT team that it meets the firm’s security and
system requirements. You can also work with your in-house training
and/or document management team for further support, tips and
tricks. Often they may have already produced helpful guides and
resources you can build on or promote. Partnering with other teams
is a great way to demonstrate a proactive and collaborative
approach to innovation.

OK – features are great, but nobody cares unless it actually solves
a problem.

So here we tie those features to tangible problems / benefits. The
main ones would be saving time, producing better quality work, or
being able to involve more junior colleagues (e.g. a graduate using
this tech can do tasks usually reserved for mid-level lawyers).

In my example, using the program could create better quality court
books as it allowed for bookmarking, text-searchability, automatic
document formatting, and redaction.

Test it yourself

Step 3

This is where we look at the existing process, try out the new
process/tech, and document the results. You can also get someone
else to read and test what you have prepared to make sure it’s user
friendly.

If it doesn’t actually get you good results, that’s okay – it’s already
a great step that you’re starting to think this way and it’s only a
matter of time when you get good results with another piece of
tech.



Flag with your supervisor / colleagues

Step 4
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If we’ve actually proven those results, we can raise this with our
supervisor or a few colleagues that have been doing the type of
work that can be assisted with this tech.

“Hi Jane, I’ve taken a look at how we could use [program] a bit
more. We’ve been using it for collating court books but I’ve tested a
few features and I think we can use [program] to do even better
work. If you’ve got a bit of time, can I run you through it?”

Send out email

Step 5

After demonstrating the usefulness of those features, you can ask
your supervisor whether it’d be okay to send out a summary to the
team.

I’ve included a draft email example that you can use (make sure you
don’t forget the last line – you’re setting yourself up to be the
expert!)

At the very least, this will get people thinking about you when
they’re doing a similar task, using that particular program or just
wondering if there’s a better way to use a piece of technology.

[See example email on next page]



E X A M P L E  E M A I L
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Understand that sometimes it’s better to say no

0 5 C O M M U N I C A T I O N  I N  A  M O D E R N
L E G A L  T E A M

Step 1
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Conflicting deadlines

When you've made a mistake

Asking for work

In this section, we'll cover some common situations that graduates
experience:

Conflicting deadlines

It’s tempting to say yes to everything. You might worry that you’re
missing an opportunity or letting somebody down.

Sometimes you can just fit it all in by working a bit later.

But sometimes you just can’t give both tasks your 100% – that’s
when the deadlines affect the quality of your work.

Trust me, doing quality work > doing more work every single time.
 



Estimate how long tasks will take

Step 2

Think about the budget. Ask your colleague how much time you
should spend. Give it your best guess.

Then add 30% as a buffer.

Don’t get stuck in the middle

Step 3

A common mistake young lawyers make is just saying “no I can’t –
I’m too busy.” Or becoming the middleman.

Instead, communicate your availability and let them know you’re
open to re-prioritising.

Sorry I’m doing this task for John right now. I think it’ll take me
until about 2pm. I can help with your task afterwards if that’s okay.
Otherwise, happy to re-prioritise if you can have a chat with John
and let me know which one to do first.
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Communicate the mistake and the potential solution

Step 2

This always feels like the scariest part – letting your partner / team
know about the mistake. But half the problem is when nobody else
knows there’s a problem. The key is to be completely honest, take
responsibility, and let them know you’ve thought about the
solution.

Hi Jane. Sorry, I’ve made a mistake. I was meant to file X with the
court but filed Y instead. I think I can fix it by [contacting the court
registrar and refiling the document today] but I wanted to check if
you think that’s the right solution.

Think about how to prevent this in future

Step 3
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Mistakes are a part of learning – ‘experience’ just means not
making the same mistake twice. Keeping track of what I’ve learned
helps those situations feel constructive, not negative. 

Analyse possible solutions

Step 1

When you've made a mistake

Spending a few moments thinking about what can be done, or who
can be contacted, is worth it. Having a potential solution is better
than just running around with a problem.
 



Is there a ‘new matters’ list?

Step 2

Many teams have regular meetings to talk about the current
matters they’re working on. Or there might be a regular email with
the new matters opened.

This is a good way to see who might need some help, or spot work
opportunities that look interesting to you.

Who should you ask?

Step 3

www.practisinglaw.com.au//COMMUNICATION //

Not just the partners – ask the associates and senior lawyers.
If you’re really in a lull, you can even check with your supervisor if
you can work with other teams. When I was between projects for a
few weeks, I basically had a mini internship with our disputes team.

Hi Tim, I realised I haven’t actually done that much work for you. If
you have a minute, I’d really like to learn a bit more about what
you’re doing and how I can help. 

Learn about the work your team is doing

Step 1

Asking for work



Follow up

Step 5

They might not have any work when you first ask, but letting them
know if you still have capacity in the following days will be
appreciated. Things change quickly.
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While there’s nothing wrong with sending a message or email, I’d
suggest either asking in person (bring your notepad) or over the
phone. Especially if you haven’t really worked with them before.

Hi Jane, I’ve got capacity this week. Did you need any help with
[new matter]? Or is there anything else I can help with?

Learn about the work your team is doing

Step 4



A B O U T  T H E  P R E S E N T E R

Hi, I’m Jason – I’m a construction lawyer and
founder of www.practisinglaw.com.au. 

I write how-to guides for junior lawyers to help
them excel in the first few years of working in
law firms. 

For the past three years, I’ve presented training
sessions for early career lawyers in both
national and international law firms, with a
focus on actionable and practical advice.

If you'd like to work with me and tailor a
training program for your junior lawyers, you
can reach me at jason.feng@live.com.au.

www.practisinglaw.com.au//HOW TO ADD VALUE AS A
GRADUATE LAWYER
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