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Welcome to the practice of law! 

You are about to embark on an amazing journey.  One that will take you from the highs 

of winning your first motion to the heartache of losing your first appeal.  But rest assured that 

your law school education has prepared you in many ways.  Gone are the days when you 

“learned on the job” as that ethos has been replaced in law schools across the country that now 

design engaged curriculums around practical experience and experiential learning.  It is a good 

time to be a young lawyer. 

So how can you harness the skills that you learned in law school and transition those 

skills into developing habits of a thoughtful, reflective, ethical, professional practice?  You will 

be faced with decisions that will challenge you on intellectual, strategic, emotional, and ethical 

level.  The good news is that you have been taught to address legal problems by thoroughly 

planning and executing your legal advice, and then critically reflecting on the choices you made.  

Your rigorous coursework and constant flow of assignments provided opportunities for you to 

experiment with the development of your professional voice, as well as to experience the deep 

satisfaction and joy that can be found practicing law.  These lessons can be boiled down to a few 

essential skills: 

Professionalism 

Black’s Law Dictionary defines professionalism as “The practice of a learned art in a 

characteristically methodical, courteous, and ethical manner.” BLACK’S LAW DICTIONARY 1246 

(8th ed. 1999).  Lawyers refer to many things when they use the word professionalism, such as 

work habits (e.g., diligence and precision), approaches to communication (e.g., using formal, 

clear, and courteous language in written communication), and adhering to professional norms in 

the way we dress.  Another way to understand professionalism is that it is the culture of legal 
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practice.  One of the mysterious processes will undergo upon graduation from law school is the 

transformation from being a student and novice to becoming a professional lawyer. Commit to 

embracing the professional values that you have already mastered such as active participation in 

all activities, attention to the rules, effective planning, thoughtful reflection of your work and the 

work of your peers, and attendance and punctuality.  Find a mentor as you explore and develop a 

professional role – I promise you that most senior attorneys consider mentoring young lawyers as 

part of their job.  Use them as a sounding board for questions you have about the culture of 

lawyering. 

Ethics and Justice 

An integral part of practicing law involves the pursuit of justice and a commitment to 

ethical standards.  Commit to confronting and evaluating the ethical questions that arise for 

lawyers in everyday practice, and challenge yourselves to consider the role of lawyers in using 

the legal system to redress injustices. 

Cultural Competency 

As a lawyer you will work with clients, colleagues, co-counsel, opposing counsel, court officers, 

judges, and others who will come from different backgrounds from yours or have different life 

experiences than yours.  Think critically about how to communicate and collaborate across those 

differences without making assumptions about other people’s experiences, values, and priorities.  

Maintain an open environment and establish “ground rules” for yourself that you will adhere to 

when engaging in legal discussion.  Listen respectfully, without interrupting.  Pay attention 

actively and with an ear to understanding others’ views (do not focus on your response as 

another person is speaking).  Criticize ideas, not individuals.  Avoid blame, speculation, and 

inflammatory language.  Allow everyone the chance to speak, and avoid assumptions and 
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generalizations about social groups.  Do not assume individuals speak for their perceived social 

group.  

Reflection 

 In practice lawyers often work in teams and collaborate on written work.  Many lawyers 

ask a colleague to proofread their writing and often lawyers cut and paste from previously 

written briefs.  Reinforce the habit of continuous self-reflection and prepare to provide helpful, 

specific feedback to your peers.  Think critically about your own work and adopt the ability to 

accept feedback on your work product.  While we all find it challenging at times to hear 

suggestions on how we could approach a task more successfully, your openness to feedback 

from others will help you grow and improve over the course of your career. 

 

 

Best, 

Jamie 

Jamie Pukl-Werbel 
Assistant Professor of Legal Practice & 
Director of the Mock Trial Program 
Seton Hall University School of Law 
One Newark Center 
Room 408 
Newark, NJ 07102 
Direct Dial (973) 642-8201 
Jamie.Werbel@shu.edu 
http://law.shu.edu/Faculty/fulltime_faculty/Jamie-Pukl-Werbel.cfm 
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OUT OF THE CLASSROOM and INTO THE COURTROOM 
PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS 

SEPTEMBER 29, 2018 
By 

Bonnie J. Mizdol, A.J.S.C. 
 

The topic of attorney responsibilities to the Court falls 

squarely under the umbrella of Professionalism and Ethics, 

both of which are a part of your practice from the day you are 

sworn in.  Both remain your legacy long after your retirement. 

You don’t need me to tell you: 

1) Don’t date or sleep with your clients. 

2) Don’t take your client’s money without rendering 

services; 

3) Don’t invest in your client’s business; 

4) Don’t take cases you are not qualified to handle; and 

5) Don’t ever forget to keep your client informed. 

 

I might suggest that once or twice a year you open up to 

Appendix I of the Court Rules and reflect upon the Rules of 

Professional Conduct – or the RPCs as they are affectionately 

known.   They’re not that long -- there are only 8 of them.   
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The principle reason for the RPCs is to preserve the 

confidence of the public in the integrity and trustworthiness of 

lawyers and judges in general.   

The RPCs are mandatory, black letter standards that 

establish a minimum level of conduct.  Failure to abide by the 

RPCs may result in disciplinary sanctions, including 

disbarment. 

Professionalism, on the other hand, is grounded in 

aspirational goals, principles and civility -- models of behavior 

a lawyer “ought” to aim for.  It concerns itself with what you 

SHOULD do – beyond the bare minimum of what you MUST 

do. 

Lawyers must temper bold advocacy for their clients with 

a sense of responsibility to the larger legal system, which 

strives, however imperfectly, to provide justice for all. 

We all took an oath.  Admission to practice or to the bench 

is an honor and privilege that carries with it significant 
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responsibilities, not only to clients, but also to the public and 

the justice system.   

The preamble to the charge of the New Jersey 

Commission of Professionalism reads, “The conduct of lawyers 

and judges should be characterized at all times by professional 

integrity and personal courtesy in the fullest sense of those 

terms.” 

One thing I can say to you as Assignment Judge is that 

lawyers who appear before Judges have reputations.  Those 

reputations permeate the courthouse among judges, lawyers, 

law clerks and court staff.  As a result, when a lawyer steps 

into the courtroom, their reputations precede them and impact 

their effectiveness.  Lawyers with “good” reputations often get 

the benefit of the doubt—whether it be at actual substantive 

argument or merely a simple adjournment request; those with 

“bad” reputations face more difficulty persuading judges that 

their arguments have merit or that their requests for 

adjournment are legitimate. 
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 None of us starts out with a reputation, but all of us 

develop one.  

 Know that GOOD or BAD, it is tough to shake a 

reputation once you have it. 

 Often, issues of ethics and professionalism raise 

complicated questions, involve shades of grey, and require 

serious thought and contemplation to resolve.  Sometimes, 

however, all it takes to figure out whether a given action or 

decision is the right one is to take the Ain’t Test: 

Simply stated: 

 “If it ain’t true, don’t say it.” 

 “If it ain’t right, don’t do it.”  and 

 “If you have to ask, it ain’t right.” 

I read an article in the Law Journal some three (3) years ago, 

by an attorney named Timothy J. Murphy, who summed up 

five (5) things to constantly keep in mind while developing and 

protecting a GOOD reputation. 
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1. Ignore the misconceptions about what it takes to be a 

good lawyer. 

Clients retain lawyers to advise them on legal problems that 

are more often than not adversarial in nature.   Some lawyers 

think adversarial is synonymous with confrontational.  NOT 

TRUE.  Adversarial simply means representing your client.  

The notion that you must be aggressive, tough and even fierce, 

ascribing to the mantra that “winning is everything” is the 

first step in the wrong direction.   So when you come to that 

crossroad – remember that being reasonable in solving your 

client’s problems takes a great deal more effort and thought. 

Clients appreciate an attorney’s candor and their keeping an 

eye on the end result – meaning an appropriate resolution at a 

reasonable cost.  When faced with a choice between a lawyer 

with a reputation who will fight just for the sake of the fight or 

a lawyer who will work toward a reasonable resolution, clients 

will opt for the reasonable resolution.  If you think I am wrong, 

just ask a few of your clients. 
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2. Keep your Word 

Practicing law is not easy.  You, as lawyers, serve as buffers 

between adverse parties, guiding them through business or 

family dispute resolutions.  Don’t do what they do in 

advertising – “Puff” that which cannot be delivered.  If you 

want to live a frustrating life as a lawyer, make promises you 

can’t keep. 

 As between lawyers, there are many many times that you 

must rely upon each other’s word.  Documents have to be 

delivered, witnesses produced at depositions, extensions of 

time, and the like.  If you don’t keep your word, THE WORD 

GETS OUT and the process breaks down into a morass of 

accusations and hostile communications, along with a boatload 

of unnecessary legal expenses. 

You want to be the one referred to as a good lawyer who 

always does a great job for her clients and you can trust her 

when she says she will do something.  Instead of, get it in 

writing; you can’t trust a word he or she says. 
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3.  Be accurate on the facts and the law 

As an advocate, you apply facts to the interpretations of the 

existing law in the most persuasive manner possible.  To be an 

effective advocate, the judge must have confidence that you are 

stating the facts and law correctly.  Once you mislead a judge, 

you can never re-establish that trust and that reputation is a 

disservice to your clients. 

Let me give you an inside skinny.  If you have developed a 

good reputation and make a submission to the court by way of 

brief – judges develop trust that while your argument is not 

always the most persuasive, it can be trusted for accuracy in 

presentation of the facts and citations to the relevant law.  If 

the facts are in your favor, argue the facts.  If the law is in 

your favor argue the law, but don’t taint either.   Imagine the 

harm you do to yourself and your client by doing otherwise.   

Leads me right to No. 4. 

4. Admit when you are wrong – To use an analogy from the 

movie Dirty Dancing – When I’m wrong, I say I’m wrong. 

During your career, you will make a mistake – everyone 

does. What you do with that mistake defines who you are as a 

lawyer.  Lawyers who immediately acknowledge an error and 
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do whatever they can to correct it are respected.  People are 

reassured they can trust what you say.  Lawyers who try to 

cover up mistakes rarely succeed and when they do their 

reputations plummet or ethical issues emerge. 

5.  Be a human being. 

Never check your humanity at the door.  Everyone (clients, 

opposing lawyers, witnesses, experts, judges and staff) have 

issues in their lives that add to stress.  Everyone has family 

members who get sick, who have unexpected deaths, whose 

children are “butterflies” in the school play, who have pre-paid 

vacations, weddings and anniversaries to celebrate.   If at all 

possible, they should be accommodated. 

Lawyers who take tactical advantage of other people’s 

conflicts pay a heavy price.  Word gets out quick and when you 

need a favor from a fellow lawyer, good luck. 

 My best advice is to quote our former first lady Michelle 

Obama, “when they go low, you go high.” 



                                                

PAINTING THE BIG PICTURE: 
4 THOUGHTS FOR  NEW AND EXPERIENCED ATTORNEYS 

 
by  Lawrence R. Jones 

 
Welcome to the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education’s first-
ever presentation, “Out of the Classroom, Into the Courtroom.”  As the creator 
and  moderator  of this seminar, I am particularly excited to present an 
extraordinary panel of judges, attorneys, and law  professors who will share 
lessons and experiences which will hopefully  help you in your journey as a 
legal professional. 
 
People often ask me what I think is the most  important advice for law 
graduates and new attorneys.  While there may be  endless  possible answers 
to this question, I believe the following 4 points have a legitimate high-ranking 
position on any such list:  
                                                                      
                                            1)  ALLOW YOURSELF TO THINK CREATIVELY   
 
Anyone can  look up “the law”. The real question is what you  as a lawyer  can fairly 
and creatively  do with it. 

As an attorney, never  be afraid to think outside of the box.   In countless respects, 
the positive evolution and practice of our law depends on original thinking with 
innovative approaches and  fair solutions  to difficult problems.  Lawyers in 
particular are supposed to be creative.  This is true in  both legal negotiations  as 
well  as in the trenches of  courtroom advocacy.  

It is firmly recognized that judicial decision-making is often creative.   State v. 
Johnson, 43 N.J. 572, 583 (1965); State v. Krol, 68 N.J. 236, 266 (1975).  Law as an 
instrument of justice has an infinite capacity for growth to meet changing  needs 
and mores.  Inganamort v. Bor. of Ft. Lee, 120 N.J. Super 286, 324 (Law Div. 1972), 
aff'd 62 N.J. 521 (1973).  The law should be based upon what is right and just. 
McDonald v. Mianecki, 79 N.J. 275, 291 (1979); Schipper v. Levitt & Sons, 44 N.J. 70, 
90 (1965). 



Naturally, much our law is based upon “precedent”, i.e, what prior courts have 
ruled in prior cases.  Yet,  it must also be recognized that particularly in  courts of 
equity,   facts, not principles of law, decide cases. McKinley v. Naters,  419 N.J. 
Super 205, 211 (Ch. Div. 2010). ).  Equity never permits a rigid interpretation of a 
principle of law to smother the factual realities to which it is sought to be applied. 
American Assoc. of Univ. Profs v Bloomfield College, 129 N.J. Super 249, 274 (Ch. 
Div., 1974), aff’d, 136 N.J. Super 442 (App. Div., 1975).   Depending on the 
circumstances, an equitable adjustment of the rights of the parties may vary from 
one case to another. Vasquez v. Glassboro Service Ass’n, 83 N.J. 86, 108 (1980).  
 
                                   2)  CONSCIOUSLY PRACTICE CIVILITY TO ALL  

In my years as a legal professional, I have repeatedly  found that the reputation of 
attorneys and judges alike  depends very heavily on the simple gauge of  how 
courteously  or discourteously  one  typically  acts towards others.  

 As noted by  the New Jersey Commission on Professionalism, “the conduct of 
lawyers and judges should be characterized at all times by professional integrity 
and personal courtesy in the fullest sense of those terms”. Both are indispensable 
ingredients in the practice of law, and in the orderly administration of justice by 
our courts.  

The  Commission sets forth  aspirational goals of professionalism and civility,  
which are are designed to assist and encourage  both  lawyers and judges in 
meeting their ongoing  professional obligations.   These goals include, but are not 
limited to , the following: 

A.  Clients must be treated with respect.  Further, clients should be advised that 
professional courtesy, fair tactics, civility, and adherence to the rules and law are 
compatible with vigorous advocacy and zealous representation. 
 
B. To opposing counsel, a lawyer owes a duty of respect, courtesy and fair dealing, 
cooperation in all respects not inconsistent with the client's interests, and 
scrupulous observance of all agreements and mutual understandings. A lawyer 
should respect a colleague's schedule. Agreement should be sought on dates for 
meetings, conferences, depositions, hearings, trials and other events. A reasonable 
request for scheduling accommodation, extension of time, or waiver of procedural 
formalities should not be refused if the interests of a client will not be adversely 
affected. 
 



C.  A  lawyer should conduct himself or herself with dignity and fairness and refrain 
from conduct meant to harass the opposing party. A lawyer should not advance 
groundless claims, defenses objections, arguments and positions. 
 
D.  To the court, a lawyer owes honesty, respect, diligence, candor and punctuality. 
A lawyer has a duty to act in a manner consistent with the proper functioning of a 
fair, efficient, and humane system of justice. 
 
E. As an officer of the court, a lawyer should  speak civilly to the judge, court staff 
and adversaries, with an awareness that all involved are integral parts of the 
justice system. 

  

F. A judge owes courtesy, patience, respect, diligence, punctuality and fairness. 
Judges should establish a climate of professionalism that upholds the dignity of the 
bench and bar. A judge should show respect for the bar by treating lawyers with 
civility and personal courtesy. 

 

In short,  even if you are hypothetically  the smartest lawyer of judge in the world, 
people will simply  not  respect you,  or like you, or want to deal with you if you are  
rude,  arrogant, short-tempered or fundamentally discourteous.  The skill of being 
constantly  courteous may  take work,  patience and practice, but it is  a highly 
valuable trait  to have in the legal community 

 
 
           3)   MAKE  ONGOING SELF-STUDY PART OF YOUR DAILY ROUTINE 
 
Knowledge is power. No matter what field of law  is your professional focus,  
ongoing mastery of information can only help an attorney’s ability to problem-
solve and professionally succeed. 
 
While lawyers naturally have very busy days, an attorney who nonetheless 
habitually dedicates  a small section  (20-30 minutes) of each evening   to reading 
new  materials  will  invariably  expand his or her professional  potential. Such  
materials  may involve  (a) new case law from recent court decisions,    (b) 
technological advancements in the  legal profession,  or (c ) even a few pages per 
night of a book on an area of law in which one has a particularly growing interest.  



Just like physical exercise, a small  but steady amount of  each day can compound 
into massive positive dividends over an extended period of time. 
 
                                           4) MAKE TIME FOR HUMAN BALANCE 
 
It is very easy for attorneys to fall into the trap – or bottomless pit – of  attempting 
to work 25 hours per day to  achieve certain levels of billable hours or other 
measures of “productivity.”  Such a process, however, is logically doomed to fail in 
the long run, like  (a) the sprinter who charges out full speed at the start of a 
marathon, (b) a boxer who refuses to take breaks between rounds, or (c)  or a 
race car driver who fails to  make periodic  pit stops for routine maintenance.  A 
lawyer is  not a robot but a human being, and is simply not designed to 
successfully function as a perpetual motion machine.   
 
Conversely, the healthy practice of the law – or  any other  advanced profession 
for that matter – depends drastically from a human perspective upon the ability 
of the professional to  appropriately pace him/herself , and to allot time in a  
routine and almost habitual manner for  quality sleep, exercise,  nutrition, and 
appropriate mental health breaks to replenish and rejuvenate the mind.  Most 
importantly, for any practitioner who has a family, one must regularly set aside 
reasonable time  for one’s spouse/partner and children and/or other loved ones.  
Otherwise, what is the true point of it all?  
 
While hard work is  of course a  very key ingredient to  success as an attorney, so 
is balance. Whether one is  a  senior or junior partner, or   an associate or  sole 
practitioner,  working  around the clock  to  the absolute  exclusion of   virtually  
everything else that should be  important in  one’s life is in the long run a blue-
ribbon  recipe for   burnout,  exhaustion,  and diminishing job performance and 
satisfaction. 
 
The very best of luck and success to all, and we hope you enjoy today’s 
presentation. 

 



Checklist for Starting Your Legal Career on the Right Track  - June Forrest, 
Assistant Dean of Career Services at Seton Hall Law School 

When I graduated from law school, I emerged from the fog of studying for the bar 
exam with exactly the following: 3 new suits (one in a somewhat ridiculous and 
court-unfriendly shade of bright purple tweed), a new not quite leather brief case 
that my parents bought me and a job at a large New Jersey law firm that started 
almost immediately.  Back then (it feels now like dinosaurs might have been 
roaming the earth when I graduated) there were few law school clinics and 
almost no internship opportunities to get “real world experience” in law school.  
As I started my first real job I had no mentor, no playbook on how to be a lawyer, 
no lawyers in my family to turn to for advice and no real compass to direct me on 
how to be a professional.  I was lucky though as I found a great workplace filled 
with wonderful lawyers--mentors, teachers, wonderful (and patient) clients, and 
great friends (many of whom became lifelong practice partners).  Along the way I 
encountered many amazing judges and adversaries, many of whom I liked and 
some of whom, well, not so much.  But I did fine nonetheless.   

As I turned directly into the wind and onto the path that eventually became my 
career I followed my gut instincts on how to behave professionally and watched 
more seasoned lawyers and like a little duck being imprinted, I copied them when 
I was in doubt.  I learned how to dress professionally too (no bright purple suits in 
court by the way).  I tapped into my already crazy strong work ethic (thank you 
mom and dad) and made sure I was the first one in the office and the last to 
leave.  I also made sure I never treaded any ethical line.  So now, looking back 
here are the 5 things I wish someone had stressed to me as I entered the practice.  
Turns out they were inside of me all the time as I know they are inside of you too, 
but it’s always good to have a handy Reader’s Digest list version of anything in 
life.  So here’s the short list of how to ensure a great legal career from the start.  I 
am sure other lawyers can add much more, so this list is not exclusive but these 
principles are certainly worth keeping in mind as you take that first step along the 
path that will become your career.  

 

The Five Principles of a Good Legal Career:   

1) Professionalism Must Be At The Core of All You Do 



2) Practicing Law is a Lifelong Continuum of Learning 
3) Maintain Ethics at All Times 
4) Have a Strong Work Ethic 
5) Have a Life 

 

A) Professionalism:  
1) Be Respectful: Lawyers are professionals so conduct yourself professionally 

at all times.  That means be respectful in addressing judges, court staff, 
adversaries, colleagues, support staff, the folks in the cafeteria, the folks 
who clean the building etc.  Don’t lose your temper, snicker, call anyone 
names or be condescending.  That kind of behavior will get you nowhere.  
Be respectful to everyone.  

2) Look Professional: Always dress appropriately and professionally even on a 
business casual day---and never wear a business casual outfit to court.  
There is NO business casual in court. Always keep an extra suit in your 
office “just in case” you get called into court or to unexpectedly meet a 
client on a day when you might be dressed in business casual attire.  

3) Be Mindful of the Workplace Rules and Etiquette:  Adhere to office policies 
in the way you talk and interact with clients, colleagues, staff and everyone 
you come in contact with. No locker-room talk or banter, EVER. You do not 
want to lose a job because you made distasteful comments or engaged in 
inappropriate workplace behavior.  People sue.  Really. You do not want to 
be the subject of a lawsuit because of something you said or did in the 
workplace. Keep it professional at all times (and that means at out of office 
events too).   

4) Big Brother is Everywhere and is Watching You: The workplace extends to 
your social media, your cousin’s wedding, and the line at Whole Foods.  
Adhere to general rules of etiquette everywhere.  No one says you can’t 
have some fun on vacation or at a club---but don’t have so much fun that 
you are inappropriate or videos get posted online.  You will lose your 
reputation.  You will lose clients.  You will lose your job and perhaps your 
career too.  Guaranteed.  

5) Leave with Dignity: Leave your job when the time is right and without 
making enemies. 



 

B) Practicing Law is a Continuum of Learning and Commitment 
1) Don’t forget to pay Client Security and any license fees. No one likes to 

see their name in the paper for the wrong reasons!  
2) Ask questions and don’t be intimidated by what you don’t know (yet).  

You are learning so allow yourself to learn. Then, once you learn 
something, teach the next person.  

3) Take a page from others.  Watch successful lawyers and pick and choose 
what works for them.  Then try those techniques for yourself putting 
your own unique flair on what they did.  Before my first few Appellate 
Division and Supreme Court arguments I watched tons of others so I 
knew “how” to stand to make a point, how to make eye contact with the 
justices and judges without throwing up from nerves and how to be 
effective in my speech patterns.  That you know the substance of your 
argument is a given but you also need to know how to assert your 
presence in court.  In my own first argument all that “watching” paid off.  
I remember now how the judges were watching me and actually 
listening to what I was saying, “listening” to my pauses (how dramatic!) 
and following me as I made my points.  It worked.  I won.  Score one for 
my confidence in court.  The same can be said (even more so) for how to 
effectively address juries.  There is no need to reinvent the wheel with 
every new task.  For most of us, growing up we become an amalgam of 
what we have seen and heard in our homes.  Being a new lawyer is no 
different.  We become an amalgam of what we see and hear in our 
“employment homes”. So freely imitate what works for others giving it 
your own style and flair.   

4) Find a firm mentor, or an office mentor or a bar association mentor or 
an alumni mentor or many, many mentors from several different 
professional venues.  Talk to them and get advice.     

5) Accept criticism and feedback with grace and dignity no matter who it 
comes from.  If you are right be right.  But don’t argue that you are right 
always, as you won’t be right, always.  Try to see the other side.  To 
quote Billy Joel, “you may be right or you may be crazy”---you are going 



to be both at one time or another if you are going to practice law.  So be 
dignified about it.   

6) Lean on colleagues for support and allow them to lean on you. Be part 
of a team.  It is less lonely to work with others and the law can be lonely.  
Seek out your colleagues so you can brainstorm.  You may think you 
have every angle figured out but it is amazing how a fresh eye can 
sometimes take a simple approach to a complex, brilliant level.    

7) Go to networking events, alumni events and free (and not free) CLEs. 
You want to stay up to date on the law which is always changing.  

8) Join bar associations and get active.  You will meet colleagues, find 
clients and maybe your next job.  

9) Give back---once you know something, volunteer to teach CLEs, 
volunteer to do pro bono work and volunteer to be a mentor through 
bar associations and alumni networks.  
 

C) Ethics 
1) Conduct yourself ethically at all times.  Need anything more be said? 
2) Your reputation is the one thing you cannot afford to tarnish. Good or 

bad it will stay with you for life, defining you as a lawyer.  Protect it as if 
it has a life of its own, as it actually does!  People might not know “you” 
but they will hear about your reputation.  Keep it spotless.  

3) Adhere to the Court Rules and be honest and ethical in all you do as a 
lawyer.  This means never lying to the court, your clients, your 
adversaries, or to anyone you come in contact with.  Never twist the 
facts so that you are lying no matter what the client wants.  The facts 
are the facts.  Get the facts and be straight with everyone around you.  

4) When in doubt about the ethics of a situation ask someone at your firm. 

 

D) Work Ethic 
1) Try new things. Just because you like chocolate cake, does that mean 

you will never eat or try pie, ice cream or cheesecake? The law is a 
profession, not just a job so work at expanding yourself always.  
Volunteer to do different kinds of cases in the office—get out of your 
comfort zone.  If you are a litigator, volunteer for appellate work.  No 



one ever learned anything by doing the same old thing---if that was 
the case none of us would have left kindergarten and we would all 
still be writing with finger paint! 

2) Be as diligent as you are hard-working as you are fearless as you are 
dogged as you are…. (Fill in your blank).    

3) Work long hours.  Do not be the first one out of the office or the last 
one in.  Where will that get you? Nowhere.  Working hard and long 
and dotting every “i” while crossing every “t” will bring rewards in 
the workplace---it will get you noticed and will get you ahead.  It is 
that simple.  

4) Always be prepared.  Do not go to court unprepared.  Do not meet 
with a client unprepared.  Preparation is the key to any lawyer’s 
success.  Stay up all night if you have to, to prepare.   

  

E) Have a Life 
1) Take up hobbies so you are interesting and have something “else” to 

talk about and help you bond with clients. The law requires 
confidentiality so you can’t discuss one client with another.  What can 
you discuss?  Your golf game (and theirs), the movies, your guitar skills, 
travel plans, etc. etc.  

2) Set some boundaries---maybe it’s making sure you have dinner nightly 
with your family and then working or maybe it is just a week’s vacation 
with no e-mail.  Set SOME boundaries so that you do not burn out. 

3) Get help if you need it.  The Bar has lawyer assistance programs which 
are confidential.  If you get help, you can nip problems in the bud.  
Without help you could lose your license, not to mention other things 
like your career. Get help if you need it.  You are not the first or the only 
person who found the practice can be overwhelming.  Don’t go it alone.      

   
  
 

   

   



 



 

December, 1979 

 

 

Dear 25 year old Marlene,  

Congratulations on your graduation from Seton Hall Law School, Class of 1979, and your admission to 
the New Jersey Bar!  If there really was a “Way Back Machine” in the year 2018, I would seize the 
opportunity to write you this letter.  

Don’t be discouraged.  The year of your admission to the New Jersey Bar found the job market for new 
lawyers to be poor.  In 1979 the economy is poor, the President admonishes us to wear an extra  
sweater at home, there are long lines at the gas pumps and American hostages are held in Iran.  Women 
lawyers are still a novelty.   

One of our college friends will have worked at 43 different jobs after college graduation to the present 
time.  Her employment history includes jobs as a teacher and superintendent of schools, but also in 
Kirby vacuum sales, bartending, landscaping, and far too many other jobs for me to remember.  I will tell 
you this:  she never regretted the choices she made, and she never tied herself to one job because of 
the salary, the pension or the geographic location.  She learned from each job, and she often tells her 
students today they should seek out adventure even in the workplace to guarantee a happy life. 

So please:  do not always elect the obvious, the easy, or the safe career choices.    

Think about why you became a lawyer in the first place.  Was it because you want to make money?  To 
effectuate social policy through legal advocacy?  Do you like to litigate?  Do you want to be a prosecutor 
or public defender?  Is your home the Courtroom or are you an excellent writer, and attracted to 
Appellate Advocacy?  Do you want to use your degree for a legal hybrid type of career, for example, in 
finance, or technology, or other entrepreneurial pursuits?    

What I have found after practicing law for almost 40 years is that the happiest lawyers are those who 
took reasonable risks with their careers in order to achieve great professional satisfaction.  

What I have also found after practicing law for almost 40 years is that if you are only in this for the 
money, you will be disappointed many times over.   

There is nothing wrong with wanting to make money in this profession, since we all have to eat, support 
our families and pay our bills.  During my legal career, I have survived several recessions;  the end of 
businesses and law firms that I felt would last forever, and the rise of 25 year old entrepreneurs who we 
call billionaires.  Despite all the ups and downs, you will never be unemployed.  Our retirement accounts 
will expand and contract with each upheaval in the investment sector.   If your only satisfaction is 
derived from making money as a practicing attorney, be prepared to be disappointed at times, because I 
can tell you the next four decades will be a wild ride.   

You will be called upon to reinvent your practice –and therefore your skills—in order to keep up with 
changing trends in the profession.  So you must commit to a lifetime of learning.      



If you want absolute job security, work for yourself.  But if you work for a law firm, a corporation or 
government entity, work like you work for yourself.   

Don’t be a clock watcher.  No lawyer ever became a great lawyer by working 9 to 5.  There is much to be 
learned, so work hard at being the best lawyer you can be.  Invest for your future and for your future 
family.  Live modestly, in other words, live under your means.  At 25 you are not thinking about 
retirement, but it will come in the blink of an eye.   

Make sure even if you get a fee on that million dollar case, you do not change your lifestyle.  Pay off 
your student loans early.   Prepare for the rainy days.  

Participate in your local and state bar associations.  First of all, it is a great place to make friends.  These 
are the friends who will send you a case when they have a conflict, or upon whom you will rely for their 
expertise.  When you attend bar seminars, events and conferences, you will not only become a better 
lawyer, but you will meet lawyers who are experts in their field and very generous in sharing  the benefit 
of their experience with young lawyers.    

Even though I advise you to make friends within the profession, it is important to preserve old 
friendships, including your college and high school friends.  These are the people who have known you 
for the longest time, and observed your personal and professional development.  They will ground you.  
They are unimpressed by your title, by your notable case or by your large settlement.     

Take care of yourself.  This means not only attending to your own medical needs, but also providing 
within your life for travel, volunteer work including to advance social justice and human rights.  Take 
time to love music, or art, or plays.  Don’t regret one minute you spend with your mother, or your 
brothers and sisters.  In fact, maximize the time that you spend with them.  

So now with the benefit of hindsight, you must be thinking:  What should I change? 

My answer is nothing.  

I don’t want to spoil the surprises, but look forward to a career that is diverse and varied, productive 
and fun, and most of the time, very satisfying.     

With my best personal regards from the future,  

Marlene, at age 64.   

  

 

   

 

 

  


