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Working for a Judge in an Externship or Clerkship 

Follow-up on Questions - Answers Provided by Veronica Canton 
 

1. Is it appropriate to meet/reach out to the judge's clerks and ask to meet for 
coffee or lunch to learn more about the experience? 
 
Yes. It is appropriate to reach out to a judge’s clerk. Preferably, ask for a coffee 
chat as their time is limited. Go to your meeting prepared with specific questions 
about their experience so you get the most out of the meeting. Because a lot of 
people are working remotely, ask for a call ranging from 10-15 minutes. That 
way, it is still within the 15-minute coffee break timeframe while being respectful 
of their time and getting answers to your questions. 

 
2. How can a first-year associate negotiate time off from a law firm to seek 

clerkship experience? Is this practical? 
 
Most law firms will be VERY supportive of you having a clerkship. Generally, 
judges fill those positions well in advance. Thus, you and your employer should 
have ample time to prepare prior to you joining the judge. When having that 
discussion with your employer, focus on the benefits the clerkship will have on 
your work at the firm such as improved legal writing skills and a better 
understanding of the judicial process.  
 
Should you encounter an employer that does not want to give you the time off 
for a clerkship, consider taking the clerkship and finding another employer after 
the clerkship. Many firms look for and appreciate the added value a clerkship 
gives new associates.  

 
3. This semester due to COVID-19, many schools are allowing students to select 

satisfactory/unsatisfactory (credit, no credit) rather than grades. Could choosing 
satisfactory/unsatisfactory look unfavorable when applying to 
clerkships/externships in the future? Further, how closely are transcripts 
examined? 
 
Traditionally, grades are a way for judges (and other employers) to select 
competitive candidates who have similar backgrounds. However, in recent 
discussions with legal employers, most are aware that law schools are giving 
students either mandatory or optional pass/fail-credit/no credit for the semester 



courses. What does that mean for applicants? Be ready to stand out in other 
ways through your application process. For instance, make sure your legal 
writing sample, cover letter, and resume do not have errors. Make sure to 
include references or letters of recommendation from references who can 
attest to your work ethic and personal attributes that make you a great 
candidate. Please note, make sure you ONLY submit the documents requested 
by the judge.  
 

4. After an application for clerkship is submitted, what is the best way to express 
continued interest and update on new accomplishments? 
 
Considering most work is being done remotely, consider reaching out to the 
judge’s clerks requesting a brief call – ideally no more than 15 minutes. Let the 
clerk know you have applied for a clerkship position with their judge. During that 
call, ask questions about their work, skills, and environment. Let the clerk know 
you are interested and would welcome the opportunity to join the team. This 
should be done VERY tactfully. Be professional. Don’t be pushy. Judges ask their 
clerk’s opinion of an applicant. You don’t want to stand out for the wrong 
reason. Should you not get a response to your request for a call, don’t take it 
personally. We are all busy and many people are overwhelmed with their work.  
 

5. How do you address the legal writing challenges/issues during the interview 
process? For instance, a student who is developing their legal writing skills or 
students who learned English as a second language?  
 
It depends on whether you are applying for a judicial externship or a clerkship. A 
judicial externship happens during law school. Judges expect you to have good 
legal writing skills, but they understand that you are a student and still working on 
improving your legal writing skills. As a clerk, your skills should be at a point where 
you are contributing to the work done by the judge’s team and not creating 
additional work for others. With that said, you will still get feedback from the 
judge regarding your writing. It may be a style, grammar, punctuation, or other 
types of feedback.  
 
Below are some suggestions on how you can work on your legal writing skills:  

• Take additional coursed during law school that require a final paper,  
• If you didn’t make it to a law review, find a professor for whom you can 

research and for whom you can write  
• Connect with one of the bar association where you are a student 

member (you should be a student member of at least one, if not 
several bar associations) and find writing opportunities. There are 
plenty of opportunities!  

• Participate in a legal writing competition in the area of law that 
interests you.  

• If you have a mentor, ask your mentor for feedback on a legal writing 
assignment  

• Purchase legal writing books such as The Winning Brief by Bryan A. 
Garner 

 


