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Tips for Transforming Outlooks (and Maybe Even 
Outcomes) for Junior Transactional Attorneys 
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Junior transactional attorneys often bemoan that “law school does not prepare you for practice,” asserting 

a bias, correctly or incorrectly, for litigation above all else in its curriculum. As a result, it is not 

uncommon for these same fledgling associates to often feel lost when they first land at a firm. As the first 

lawyer in my family, my only understanding of the legal profession was through law school, summer 

internships, and TV’s “Law and Order,” so I get it. Culture shock smacked me hard when I started in my 

transactional practice. Between learning what due diligence entails, figuring out commonly used financial 

jargon, and the other daily intricacies of the job, I seriously questioned what I had gotten myself into—and 

why my job felt so different than law school. But slowly, I began to find my footing as a transactional 

attorney, through trial, error, and plenty of help from those who already walked this path. Since they were 

so sage and generous, I am paying it forward with my Cliffs Notes of those insightful conversations, tips 

that helped me acclimate to transactional law. 

Be Enthusiastic 

As a junior transactional associate, you are taught to always be pushing the deal forward. However, 

knowing what pushing a deal forward entails and understanding the nuances of a deal, like anything else, 

takes time and practice. But the enthusiasm with which you interact with more senior members on your 

deal team can allow you to add instant value, as your enthusiasm is not only infectious but also indicates 

to others that you are willing to help lighten their workload. 

Investment can reflect enthusiasm, and asking questions demonstrates your investment in learning and 

contributing to the work at hand. In discussing the transaction, it may feel like you are learning a new 

language when you start—days filled with terms and timelines that are far from second nature for you. So, 

try to take some time and actually think through what you are doing, how your task gets you closer to the 
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goal of closing the transaction, and what knowledge holes you may need to fill when tackling tasks handed 

to you, such as preparing signature page packets or drafting ancillary documents. Yes, the flow of a live 

deal often is quite hectic, making it difficult to take time and examine the impact of your work on the 

transaction, but it’s well worth it to do so for the questions this self-reflection can spark. Write those down 

and try to set time to speak with the senior associate or partner to discuss your questions—after the deal 

closes. This process not only benefits your learning and progression as an attorney, but it also shows 

others you are committed to the work and on improving your skills set. 

Along those same lines, ask senior attorneys on the transaction if there is something more you can do to 

assist them. Early on in your career, it may be difficult to gauge how to be proactive. You may not know 

the preferences of your supervising attorney or client; you may not even know where to begin. Asking the 

senior associate or partner on the deal how to assist them— and volunteering to do so can help 

compensate for that. Straddling the line between being helpful and annoying may seem daunting, 

however checking in every so often to ask what you can do to make jobs easier is often welcomed on a deal 

team. Over time, you will develop the knowledge and understanding of what needs to be done at each 

stage of the transaction, but until those instincts sharpen, being an available hand is a great way to show 

engagement—and enthusiasm. 

Finally, don’t undervalue being helpful and being kind, as both signal your interest and willingness to be 

involved. A live transaction often is stressful, with tight deadlines and heavy client demands. Being helpful 

and kind alleviates stress for everyone on the deal team. Simple actions such as inquiring whether the 

senior associate needs your assistance on anything or simply saying “please” and “thank you” may seem 

insignificant, but these things all add up and help improve the collective culture of your deal team. 

Kindness does not take any special talent. Too many forget this amid a crazy transaction. Don’t be one of 

them. You might just find more people will want to work with you and invest in your growth as an 

attorney. 

Stay Organized 

As a junior transactional associate, you may be tasked with running checklists, preparing signature page 

packets, and other seemingly mundane assignments. Don’t make the mistake of dismissing these tasks, 

because they are critical to successfully moving the transaction toward closing—and key to making that 

happen is keeping on top of these duties. When you are staffed on multiple transactions with similar 

deadlines, it can be easy to confuse or forget things. By staying organized, you stand to lower the risk of 

letting something important slip. Keeping checklists up to date is essential to staying organized, not only 

for yourself but also for your deal team. The best part: You can jump on tasks such as these even without 

much other experience and have a major impact. Try to dedicate regular time reviewing your checklists 

and updating items received or drafts circulated. Staying on top of seemingly minor details can greatly 

improve the flow of the deal. 

Another trick to staying organized is writing out to-do lists—simple yet effective trackers for what’s done 

and what remains outstanding. I often have a sticky note—or two—filled with various items that I need to 

accomplish. Use a system that designates which items need to be completed by day’s end versus which can 

be completed later in the week. With a physical list, I generally remember more and can shuffle priorities 

more easily when given new or more urgent tasks. Bonus: I find that scratching completed items off a 

physical to-do list motivates me. 

Remember, too, that staying organized also includes tracking and logging your time frequently. Private 

practice means billing time—a definite change from law school. People have a variety of ways to track 
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their time entries, but I find timers to be extremely helpful. Most timekeeping applications have functions 

that allow you to set multiple timers for your various matters and have them running for each specific 

matter while you work on it. Regardless of whether you end up using timers, aim to always record your 

time. After all, your time is money now. 

Give Yourself Grace 

Lawyers tend to be “type A” individuals who are hypercritical of our own mistakes, quick to get down on 

ourselves and point out our shortcomings. This is a difficult job, but that type of mentality often leads to 

unhealthy frustration. A 2021 Bloomberg Law survey found that 52% of lawyers surveyed experience 

burnout in their jobs. One way to avoid being in that statistic is realizing you will make mistakes. Try and 

take comfort in knowing that your constant learning and improving means the attorney you are today will 

not be the attorney you will be in six months, or in six years. It is often difficult to acknowledge any 

growth without taking time to reflect, and, admittedly, being caught in the middle of a crazy closing is not 

a conducive atmosphere for that. Still, at regular intervals, you should examine how you have grown as a 

lawyer. You likely will find you are stronger because, like in an apprenticeship, you learn by doing and 

seeing in the legal profession. The longer you are on the job, the better you will become. No matter how 

much it feels like the mistake you made is the end of the world, it likely is not. Know that despite how it 

might feel in the moment, your job ultimately does not define you, nor does one mistake. While we strive 

to do well in our work, it is unhealthy to let work be the only thing that defines our worth. As humans, 

mistakes will happen. It is part of the sometimes painful process of learning and growing. When that 

mistake occurs, work to learn from it, try to avoid repeating it, and move on. On those occasions when it 

feels like you know nothing and can’t seem to do anything right, remember what the great Kobe Bryant 

once said: “We psyche ourselves up too much. You shot that shot hundreds and thousands of times. Just 

shoot another one.” 

For many of us, law school presented new challenges—from living in a new city to learning how to survive 

cold calls to understanding the law. Adapting to your surroundings is likely one of the most important 

skills you picked up in law school, and it remains central to succeeding as a lawyer, of any variety. Lean 

into that ability as you transition from school to your practice. 
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