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M
y life as an articled clerk hiccuped off to an
inauspicious start when, the month before I was 
due to start work, I accidentally sent a three- 

page email intended for a friend overseas to a partner at 
my firm (insert feelings of intense mortification and much 
ribbing from highly amused partner here).

I'd like to be able to tell you that this was the only 
time that I made a mistake or felt anything less than 
genius-like during my articles year. Unfortunately, the 
truth about articles is that you will often feel like an 
idiot. Not because you are one (though after the email 
fiasco the jury is probably still out in my case) but 
because that's what steep learning curves are all about.

Some articles lessons can only be learned through experi
ence. However, it never hurts to be prepared. With this in 
mind, what follows is a basic rundown of some of the more 
notable lessons that I learned during my articles year:

Lesson 1: It is not always easy 
being green (but this does not 
make you a frog)
Articles can occasionally feel like a never ending series of 
"university clearly taught me nothing" experiences. At 
these times, it is easy to stop feeling like an idiot and 
start believing that you are one. However, it is important 
to remember that you would not have made it through a 
law degree if at least a few active brain cells hadn't 
decided to tag along for the ride. True, you probably 
know little about the day-to-day practicalities of being a 
lawyer, but that doesn't mean, that you don't know 
anything about the law. Have confidence in yourself and 
the fact that you lack experience, not ability.

Lesson 2: Timesheets can 
smell fear (or 6 minutes 
= 1 billable unit)
During articles you will likely meet the dreaded timesheet 
and its cohorts the billable units. You will spend much 
time studying the timesheet and wondering how it is that 
so many little billable units manage to go missing in 
action each day. You will then begin to worry about the 
wasted units you devoted to wondering about the missing 
units. All this wonder and worry can quickly lead to the 
urge to panic, panic blindly and panic a lot. CALM DOWN!

Do not allow yourself to be intimidated by timesheets 
and billing. As an articled clerk your role is to learn, not 
to be a billing machine.

Lesson 3: Secretaries rule supreme
Be nice to your secretary. Greater legal careers than 
yours have ended because an uninformed lawyer failed to 
treat his or her support staff with the respect and 
admiration they deserved. Though bribery is generally 
frowned on by the legal system, tokens of your esteem 
(think chocolate or a good coffee) are to be encouraged 
in this context.

Lesson 4: It is far better to ask 
questions than to hold your peace
When you are inexperienced and keen to make a good 
impression, it is tempting to nod wisely and bite your

tongue when a partner follows a case explanation you 
haven't understood with a request that you prepare a docu
ment that you've never heard of. There are times in your 
legal career when faking it may be a smart tactical move. 
This is not one of them. When in doubt ask. No question is 
ever dumb (some are just less sensible than others).

Lesson 5: Dictation is not a 
dirty word
I'll be honest with you. The chances are high that you 
will sound like a Maltese terrier with sinus problems on a 
dictaphone tape. This is not a reason to avoid dictating. 
Nor is the fact that the first 70 things you dictate will 
undoubtedly lack a coherent beginning, middle, end or 
anything vaguely resembling a point. Embrace the 
dictaphone and it will soon become your friend.

Lesson 6: The Supreme Court 
Registry does not believe in 
creative timekeeping
When the Supreme Court Registry says that it closes at 
4pm, it means it. Try knocking on that glass door at 
4.05pm and you will quickly realise that no amount of 
Oscar-worthy pleading will convince the registry staff to 
let you in. This is not a fun lesson to learn the hard way. 
Or so I've heard . . .

Lesson 7: The joy of Friday 
night drinks
During articles you will have great days and you will 
have days when you wake up knowing that getting out 
of the bed on any side is likely to lead to trouble. But, 
when Friday rolls around, it is important to put the week 
behind you and celebrate the coming of the weekend. 

Luckily, this is not a lesson that you will have to learn. 
This is a matter of instinct. ■

The Articled Clerks 2005 Information Kit is a 
valuable resource for articled clerks. It contains 
information on the articles to admission process 
and the documents which have to be lodged, 
the Legal Practice (Admission) Rules 1999, the 
LIV Guidelines, Principles and Articled Clerks 
Guidelines, answers to frequently asked 
questions and other articles and information 
relevant to an articled clerk.

The Articled Clerks 2005 Information Kit is 
available from the LIV Bookshop at 470 Bourke 
Street, Melbourne or online at http://bookshop 
.liv.asn.au.

For admission ceremony dates for 2005, please
see www.liv.asn.au/public/education/ 
education-Step-3.html#HeadinglO.
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