
Hello, lovely summer clerks. As you 
undertake your first work in the legal 
industry proper, allow me to extend a 
warm welcome to you, in the form of a 
non-exhaustive list of things to keep in 
mind as you go about your clerkship.

This column was inspired by researching 
what advice summer clerks generally get, 
and coming upon well-meaning but ter-
rifying advice from American mega-firms 
like, “remember you are being constantly 
watched!!!”.

I think we can do better:
Expect to know very little, and know that 

anyone giving you work expects you to 
know very little. Summer clerks are hired 
more for their promise and attitude than 
their existing knowledge, so do not worry 
if you have to research what everything is 
all the time. The summer clerk who asks 
questions, is eager to learn, and carefully 
records/researches their instructions is the 
summer clerk who is beloved and asked 
back.

Hopefully, you will not start your 
summer clerkship, as I did, right as a 
global financial crisis hits. Seeing enthu-
siastic young people who are about to 
graduate into a job market that is suffer-
ing mass redundancies makes everyone 
uncomfortable.

Do not worry too much if you are not 
having the best possible experience at all 
times. Adjusting from the autonomy of a 
law school day to being present, alert, and 
nicely-dressed for an eight hour+ day, all 
while trying to smile and impress everyone 
at all times is exhausting and bewildering. 
There is a lot to love about summer clerk-
ships, but do not feel there is something 
wrong with you if it is also hard-going.

Try not to wear any clothing with writ-
ing on.

Do try and keep up with as many of the 
email alerts and legal updates the industry 

Friends to help those struggling at work
The Law Society’s National Friends Panel is made up of New Zealand lawyers 
who are willing to be contacted on a confidential basis by fellow lawyers with 
questions or concerns relating to practice issues.

If you are worried by something related to your work as a lawyer, if you’re 
having finding it hard to balance work demands with your family or friends, or 
if you have concerns totally unrelated to your work, you could find it helpful to 
discuss things with someone who understands the pressures of life as a lawyer.

Panel members can draw on their own experience to suggest ways for members 
to approach issues they face and can make recommendations about helpful 
resources available through the practising well initiative.

Areas where Friends may be able to provide a listening ear include:
• Workplace issues (such as bullying, communication, harrassment, workload, 

career advancement or other employment-related matters);
• Financial problems (personal or firm-related);
• Partnership issues;
• Tax problems;
• Trust account problems;
• Work/life balance;
• Problem clients, files, judges or other counsel;
• Office management;
• Ethical issues;
• Health and state of mind;
• Using an alternate/attorney;
• Where to next in my career?
Further information on the Law Society National Friends Panel may be obtained 
by contacting your local branch or visiting the National Friends Panel webpage 
on the NZLS website, in the Practising Well section under Practice resources.

‘Tis the season of 
summer clerks
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sends out as you can. They help you feel 
like you know what is going on and that 
you are a part of the wider lawyerly family.

Most firms have systems of precedent 
documents that you can access to see how 
things are usually done. Important: You do 
not have to draft mortgages from scratch.

Try not to be gross. By that I mean try 
not to do anything that would force some-
one to have a meeting with you about what 
“being professional” means.

Know that if you had pre-existing mental 
health issues it is okay that these did not get 
resolved by starting a prestigious summer 
clerkship. It turns out that mental health 
issues rise and fall away independent of 

nice things that happen to you.
If mental health issues arise during 

your clerkship, know that that is not 
uncommon, but it will feel terrible and 
terrifying, and that is okay because it 
is a terrible and terrifying thing. If your 
firm has the EAP (Employees Assistance 
Programme) system, use it as soon as the 
thought, “Should I get some help for this?” 
occurs. If your firm does not use the EAP 
system, use the Law Society’s Friends’ 
Panel. They are discrete, compassionate, 
wonderful people; I have relied on them 
many times. This industry knows all about 
managing mental health while working, 
and there are confidential means to get 
help and perspective.

If/when you make a mistake, tell some-
one right away. Mistakes are a painful but 
ordinary part of difficult work. Most of 
them are fixable, and it says more about 
you that you took responsibility than that 
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PATHWAYS IN THE LAW

About 99% of the work the lawyers at Cooper Legal do is 
around historic abuse and associated human rights claims.

And they’ve reached at least 700 settlements for victims of 
abuse who were in state care as children.

“That figure would be a conservative estimate,” says Cooper 
Legal principal Sonja Cooper.

The Wellington-based firm is also involved in employment law, 
medical legal issues, education, youth law and civil litigation.

Social issues were always at the forefront for Ms Cooper, who 
started out as a family lawyer over 30 years ago. She has also been 
a youth advocate since she was admitted. During those early years 
as a young lawyer working for law firms of varying sizes, she also 
practised both public and employment law.

“I was considered a sort of Jill of all trades and if there was 
anything extra in the litigation team that needed attention, I would 
often pick it up,” she says.

About nine years into her legal career, Sonja Cooper became a 
sole barrister and solicitor.

“At that stage I was still doing my core work of family, youth 
advocacy, general civil law, and employment and was then 
appointed a District Inspector of mental health in August that 
year (1995),” she says.

Human rights moves to the front
Upholding human rights slowly took centre stage in her career 
and it was this work that would eventually bring Ms Cooper into 
contact with many people who had been abused as children while 
in state care.

She says 1995 was the year when the first of the historic child 
abuse cases came her way. Some of that work was instigated by 
lawyer Jill Moss. She was about to go behind the bench as Judge 
Moss and made some potential case referrals to Sonja Cooper.

“I also had a handful of historic child abuse claims that came 
from various other sources. One case I learned had come from a 
referral by the person’s hairdresser. They were all social welfare, 
either foster care or adoption cases,” she says.

The psychiatric hospital work came later.

The Limitation Act conundrum
One of the biggest hurdles was the Limitation Act 1950 and whether 
the abuse claims could be filed because of the time lapse since 
the alleged abuse.

The revised Limitation Act 2010 is not retrospective – unless 
defendants agree.

“This means most clients will be covered by the Limitation Act 
1950 – which requires claims of our kind to be brought within 
two years of the cause of action arising (or within two years of 
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you made the mistake in the first place.
Give your secretary a Christmas pres-

ent. More generally, treat secretaries and 
support staff with the respect and humble 
gratitude you would a wise and benevo-
lent fairy godparent. They invariably hold 
more institutional knowledge and practical 
wisdom than you can fathom.

If you can, soak up as many different 
areas as you can. As a law student you 
get an impression of particular practice 
areas as fun or boring but you cannot know 
from pure academics what they are like to, 
y’know, practise. If you’re in a commercial 
team, you might ask to tag along to a list 
appearance. If you’re in employment, you 
might ask if you can shadow someone as 
they complete a conveyancing settlement 
on a Friday. In doing this you might shock 
yourself by realising you hate public law 
and love tax.

Incidentally, see if you can get into the 
tax team. Tax teams are usually fun and 
weird and comprised of nerds, and their 
work is basically elaborate puzzles.

Finally, know that there is no “right” way 
to do a clerkship. I assume that you are 
hardworking and intelligent, eager to learn, 
respectful and professional. You would not 
have got the position if you were not. So, 
if I were to replace all of the above with a 
single notion, it would be simply to keep 
being those things, and to pay attention 
and reflect a lot on the experience as it is 
happening. That will take you far.

So good luck! We are all rooting for you.

An end of year wish
‘Tis the season of summer clerks and sun-
shine. What a wonderful combo. I wish all 
of you, summer clerks and everyone else, a 
season of rest and laughter and good food. 
I look forward to joining you next year for 
an exciting 2018.

With love and warm regards,
Katie

Katie Cowan is a former lawyer, now 
director of Symphony Law, a consulting 
practice for lawyers. She hosts The New 
Lawyer podcast, which can be found at 
 thenewlawyer.co.nz.
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