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Introduction 
 

Welcome! We are thrilled you are here!  
This handbook is designed to help you understand what to expect as an overseas-

trained LL.M. student in the U.S. legal job market. It contains information about: researching 
U.S. legal employers; creating U.S.-style resumes, cover letters, and other application 
documents; networking with U.S. employers and Law School alumni; interviewing in both 
informational and formal contexts; and navigating U.S. professional norms, from outreach to 
thank-you note.   

As you may have gathered from the number of times “U.S.” appears in the above 
paragraph, this guide is a resource for those engaged in a U.S. legal job search. While we 
hope that some of the information will be useful more broadly, this is not an authority on the job 
search processes or professional norms of any other country. It is also not a resource for 
information about visas, U.S. bar exams, or other questions not strictly related to the process of 
applying for a job with a U.S. legal employer: for those, please contact the Student Records 
Office (bar requirements and coursework), the International Studies Office (visas), the Office of 
Student Affairs (student life), or Graduate Studies (general LL.M. program inquiries). 

Now, the bad news: getting a U.S. legal job as an overseas-trained L.L.M. student is 
very difficult. Overwhelmingly, students who secure even temporary employment in the U.S. 
after graduation do so through connections with a home employer; the chances of doing it any 
other way are small, and require not only a lot of hard work – perfecting your documents, 
networking, traveling for informational interviews, and more – but often some luck as well. In 
addition to the licensure and visa hurdles overseas-trained LL.M. students face, there are simply 
too few U.S. jobs for even the top-tier LL.M. programs to place every student. Most U.S. law 
firms that hire foreign-trained attorneys do so on an as-needed basis, and often the need is 
specific: a particular practice area, country of first legal degree, or native language. And 
speaking of language skills, there’s no getting around the hard truth that English proficiency 
matters. U.S. legal employers want attorneys who can communicate well in written and spoken 
English, and mistakes of spelling, grammar, or syntax can sink a student’s chances. 

But there’s good news too. You are not only smart and talented (you’re here, aren’t 
you?!)—you have knowledge of other legal systems, fluency in foreign languages, and often 
years of legal work experience to recommend you in the global marketplace. And we are here to 
help. Start by reviewing this guide. Come to our sessions on networking, firm research, resume 
and cover letter writing, and interviewing. Get your resume in a format expected by U.S. legal 
employers using our templates. Then make a counseling appointment with us to discuss your 
personal career goals. Following these steps will give you a good sense of what to expect in a job 
search with U.S. legal employers, and help you put your best foot forward.   

Good luck, and we can’t wait to begin working with you! 

 
 

 

http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/students/studentrecords.htm
http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/students/studentrecords.htm
http://issp.virginia.edu/
http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/students/studentaffairs.htm
http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/students/studentaffairs.htm
http://content.law.virginia.edu/graduatestudies
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Key Points 
 
We know you are here to study, and that’s important. If time is short, here’s what you need to 
know now: 
 
1) Set reasonable expectations. The U.S. job market for overseas-trained LL.M. students is 

extremely competitive; there are far fewer positions than there are talented, job-seeking 
LL.M.s. Most students who are able to secure even short-term U.S. legal employment – for 
example, as an 8-12- month Visiting Foreign Attorney in a New York law office – do so 
using connections from their home employer. Students without this advantage face an uphill 
battle consisting largely of targeted, tireless networking. And permanent opportunities are 
rare; most students able to find a position in the U.S. work for their Optional Practical 
Training (OPT) period and return home.  

 
2) Play to your strengths. The market is tough, but you are smart and talented, and you have 

knowledge of other legal systems, fluency in foreign languages, and often years of legal work 
experience to recommend you in the global marketplace. If your heart is set on working for a 
U.S. law firm, consider opportunities with the firm’s office in your country of first legal 
degree, and where you speak the native language.  

 
3) Review this handbook. It is a resource guide to help answer questions about what to expect 

as an overseas-trained LL.M. student in the U.S. legal job market. Even if you are searching 
abroad, some of the information in this book may be useful to you as you build your 
professional brand, network with legal practitioners, and develop as an international attorney. 

 
4) Start now. While some job opportunities, such as those at the Overseas-Trained LL.M. 

Interview Program at Columbia Law School, open in January/February, you must not wait to 
begin your search for a job with a U.S. legal employer. Start networking immediately. Model 
your resume and cover letter on the samples and templates in the Appendix to this handbook 
and on the Office of Private Practice website, and then send them to us for review. Make a 
counseling appointment to discuss your job search goals and strategies. And attend the Office 
of Private Practice presentations on networking, law firm research, resume and cover letter 
writing, and interviewing. Taking these steps does not guarantee you a job, but it will 
certainly give you the best chance of success, and will at minimum provide valuable practice 
with professional skills you will use throughout your legal career.  

 
  

https://www.law.virginia.edu/private-sector-careers/student-resources
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LL.M. Career Search Timeline 
 
August/ September:    

• Attend orientation, including an introduction to the Office of Private Practice 
• If you plan to take a U.S. Bar Exam, review the eligibility requirements for foreign-

trained lawyers (the Law School provides general- and LL.M.-specific guidance here) 
• Complete the LL.M. Initial Career Counseling Survey  
• Attend the Office of Private Practice document preparation workshop and conform your 

application documents (resume, cover letters, writing sample, references) to the style 
expected by U.S. legal employers using the templates and information in this guide and 
on the Office of Private Practice website (note that you must attend this workshop and 
conform your resume before you can make an appointment with a career counselor) 

• Make a counseling appointment using the Symplicity website to discuss your job 
search goals and strategies with an Office of Private Practice counselor 

• Maintain a professional social media presence, including a LinkedIn account 
• Network – reach out to colleagues, friends, and Law School alumni to build the valuable 

relationships that will serve you throughout your legal career 
 
October/ November:   

• Refine your application documents (resume, cover letters, writing sample, references) 
using the information in this guide, and by meeting with your career counselor 

• Register and bid for interviews at the Overseas-Trained LL.M. Interview Program hosted 
by Columbia Law School on February 1, 2020 

• Research and apply to other legal employers of interest 
• Attend Office of Private Practice LL.M. programming 
• Network 

 
December: 

• Put career matters on hold during exams – your LL.M. grades are important 
• Network (getting the idea?) – schedule informational interviews, send follow-up emails, 

and attend employer receptions over break 
 
January: 

• Make a counseling appointment for a mock interview  
• Continue networking with, researching, and applying to employers of interest 

 
February/ March: 

• Attend the Overseas-Trained LL.M. Interview Program in New York  
• Apply for OPT 90 days before graduation 
• Continue researching and applying to employers of interest 
• Network network network 

 
April/ May:  

• Pay attention to bar exam registration and visa requirements: you alone are responsible 
for identifying and meeting relevant deadlines  

http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/students/bar.htm
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Types of U.S. Legal Employment Available to LL.M.s 

Law Firm Positions 

The most common employers of LL.M.s in the U.S. are large international law firms with 
business interests abroad. Their goal in hiring LL.M.s is usually to develop or deepen client and 
firm relationships in a certain international market. Thus, firms that hire foreign-trained attorneys 
often seek a specific country of first legal degree and a particular language proficiency. While 
countries of interest change with the market, candidates from common law jurisdictions are 
generally in higher demand. Many firms that hire foreign attorneys do so on the recommendation 
of a client, attorney at the firm, or foreign law firm with which they have a relationship. Even for 
candidates fortunate enough to have these connections, strong grades, employment background, 
and English proficiency matter. 

In keeping with the firms’ goals in hiring foreign-trained attorneys, most LL.M. positions are 
temporary. LL.M. students who secure a position in a U.S. law office generally utilize the period 
of Optional Practical Training (OPT) allowed by immigration rules and spend between 6 and 12 
months as a Visiting Foreign Attorney or equivalent. After this period, the LL.M. is expected to 
return home and build relationships. Permanent positions, while not unheard of, are rare. Law 
firms invest significant time and resources training new attorneys, with an expectation that they 
will recoup that investment as the attorneys mature at the firm. Faced with a robust market of 
U.S.-trained J.D. students, firms are reluctant to hire non-citizen LL.M. students whose ability to 
remain with the office depends on the complex and uncertain visa-sponsorship process. 

If you are interested in working for a U.S. office of a large international law firm, start now. 
Make an appointment with the Office of Private Practice to discuss your firm research and 
networking strategy and to refine your application documents (note that you must complete the 
LL.M. Initial Career Counseling Survey, attend our document preparation workshop, and 
conform your resume before you can make an appointment with an Office of Private Practice 
counselor). Plan to attend the Overseas-Trained LL.M. Interview Program at Columbia Law 
School on February 1, 2020, as part, but not all, of your search process. And have a reasonable 
backup plan. In addition to other opportunities abroad, LL.M. students are excellent candidates 
for positions with an international firm’s offices in the students’ home countries. 

Government Positions 

Opportunities for non-citizens to work with U.S. government agencies are extremely limited. 
According to the federal government’s official employment website: “In general, you must be a 
U.S. citizen or national (residents of American Samoa and Swains Island) to work for the Federal 
Government….” However, “[i]n rare cases, a federal agency may:  [h]ire a non-U.S. citizen into 
the excepted service or Senior Executive service, if the annual Appropriations Act, the 
Immigration Law and the agency’s internal policies allow it[,]” or “[r]equest approval to hire a 
non-U.S. citizen into the competitive service, if no qualified U.S. citizen is available.” For more 
information, visit: https://www.usajobs.gov/Help/working-in-government/non-citizens/.  

State and local governments may not have citizenship requirements, but these entities will be less 
likely to value the international perspective that, for other positions, is a foreign-trained 

https://www.usajobs.gov/Help/working-in-government/non-citizens/
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attorney’s greatest strength. If you are interested in exploring these opportunities, make an 
appointment with your Office of Private Practice counselor.  

Judicial Clerkships and (unpaid) Internships  

The hiring restrictions that apply to U.S. government positions apply to federal clerkships: 
barring a statutory exception, federal code prohibits the payment of foreign nationals with 
Congressionally-appropriated funds. To clerk for a United States judge, you must be a U.S. 
citizen, or a Green Card holder in the process of applying for citizenship. These hiring 
restrictions do not apply to unpaid internships: federal judges may take on non-citizen interns at 
their discretion. Excellent written and spoke English is a prerequisite.   

State rules on the employment of non-citizens vary. Some, including New York and New Jersey, 
permit the hiring of non-citizen clerks, and some state judges accept interns. As with the federal 
bench, the Law School has received strong feedback from judges that candidates must have 
advanced English language skills.  

If you are interested in working for a judge, you should make an appointment with the Law 
School’s Judicial Clerkship office, which will work in conjunction with your Office of Private 
Practice counselor to determine your eligibility for opportunities. You should also review the 
“Judicial Internship Manual” available online at the judicial clerkships website. This site has lists 
of judges who have hired Virginia clerks (full-time, post-graduation positions) and summer 
interns in the past. There is also a list of judges who graduated from UVA. Note that you will 
need to consult the International Studies Office if you are considering an unpaid position as the 
basis of OPT. 
 

Public Service 

Positions with U.S.-based non-profit organizations are more accessible to foreign-trained LL.M. 
students than government positions, but they are still often highly competitive, and value U.S. 
legal training. The opportunities are also more likely to be in litigation than in corporate work, 
and as unpaid positions, may not qualify for purposes of OPT. Your knowledge of other legal 
systems, fluency in foreign languages, and legal work experience abroad are more likely to be 
viewed as assets in international public interest organizations. 

If you are interested in public service, you should make an appointment with the Law School’s 
Public Service Center, which will work in conjunction with your Office of Private Practice 
counselor to help you identify and evaluate public service opportunities. You will also need to 
consult the International Studies Office if you are considering an unpaid position as the basis of 
OPT. 

Corporate/ In-House 

Other private-sector positions that may be available to LL.M. students include working “in-
house” in a company’s legal department. Students with extensive corporate experience might 
consider applying to banks or other financial institutions with international business interests or 
with offices in the student’s country of first legal degree. These positions are often competitive, 
and their availability to non-citizens may vary by institution. The Law School posts opportunities 

http://www.law.virginia.edu/html/career/judicialclerk.htm
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for corporate jobs on Symplicity, but if you are interested you should explore online resources 
such as attorneyjobsinusa.com and goinhouse.com, and discuss potential opportunities with your 
Office of Private Practice counselor. 

Research Assistant  

Research Assistant (RA) positions can provide a good opportunity to work in Charlottesville and 
deepen your understanding of a legal area of interest while getting to know a member of the 
faculty. These are paid, full-time positions but they are typically only summer-long.     

If you are interested in being an RA, you should approach professors directly as early as 
possible. RA positions will remain available well into the spring semester, but the longer you 
wait, the more likely it is that your first-choice professor will hire someone else. Keep an eye on 
Symplicity and the display case next to the Student Records office, as RA opportunities can be 
posted in both places. If you do not see something for a particular professor, try a polite email 
inquiry or make an appointment, letting the professor know why you wish to speak with him or 
her. Bring a copy of your resume and your grades (if available) with you when you meet with the 
professor.  

A guide to some professors’ areas of interest can be found here 
(https://www.law.virginia.edu/faculty/expertise). You can also look at resident professors’ bios 
(https://www.law.virginia.edu/faculty/resident-quick-guide) and current course offerings (on 
LawWeb) to learn which professors teach in your areas of interest. 

  

https://www.law.virginia.edu/faculty/expertise
https://www.law.virginia.edu/faculty/resident-quick-guide
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How to Apply to Law Firm Jobs 

Identifying Firms 

Large law firms are the most common legal employers of foreign-trained LL.M.s in the U.S.. 
Here are the primary resources for finding large firm jobs: 

1) NALP:  NALP is a group of law schools and legal employers. Most law firms of the size and 
reach likely to hire foreign-trained LL.M. students are NALP members. In addition to setting 
guidelines that structure the J.D. recruiting process, NALP collects information from law 
firms and maintains a database of that information: the NALP Directory of Legal Employers. 
The NALP Directory is accessible to you at http://www.nalpdirectory.com/. 

You can use the NALP Directory to obtain a list of law firm offices that say they consider 
foreign-trained LL.M. candidates by checking the box for “Law Firm” at the top of the main 
search page, and then selecting “Foreign LL.M.s” from the “Organizations that hire” drop-
down menu. While this information is a good start, it should not be the end of your inquiry; 
some firms that report hiring foreign-trained LL.M.s may not hire every year, while other 
firms that have not reported they consider LL.M. candidates may be looking. Cast a broad 
net. Use the additional search filters to look at geographic regions and practice areas of 
interest, and incorporate your other search strategies (such as networking with Law School 
alumni) into your firm-selection calculus. 

One other benefit of the NALP Directory is that its data can be downloaded for use in a mail 
merge (a process by which a standard letter can be quickly modified to include the addresses 
and information of multiple employers). If you are interested in doing a mail merge and do 
not know how, you should review the webinar and slides on this topic that are posted on the 
“Students” page of the Office of Private Practice website. Please also note that when you 
download mail merge data from the NALP Directory, you will be prompted to enter your 
email address. You must use your school email address (ex. abc2d@virginia.edu) to 
download the data or you will be charged a fee.  

Many NALP firms will not make decisions on LL.M. hiring before grades are available in 
January, but some will. So we suggest that you get these applications out ASAP. If you will 
be in proximity to any firms over winter break, talk to your Office of Private Practice 
counselor about firm reception and informational interview networking opportunities. 

2) ALM Legal Compass:  This resource is located in LawWeb, in the Student Services tab, 
under Library. You will find a collection of various surveys, reports, and other data sets, 
which may include lists of firms that are not part of NALP. 

3) Martindale:  The Martindale directory is a far more complete listing of firms than the NALP 
Directory. You can find it at www.martindale.com. In the center of the home page is a search 
bar into which you can input practice areas, attorneys, firms, or geographic locations. This is 
a powerful tool that you can use to search for potential employers. If you enter a desired city 
and state and run a search, you will obtain a broad list of firms and solo practices in the city. 
In the upper-right of the main page is a menu icon that expands to provide search option 

http://www.nalpdirectory.com/
https://www.martindale.com/
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information, including how to structure a location-based search, and how to use filters to 
refine results. 

Application Procedures 

The first step in applying to law firms and other private-sector positions is preparing application 
documents in the style expected by U.S. legal employers. Please carefully review the sections of 
this handbook on resumes, cover letters, writing samples, and professional references, and follow 
the procedure for submitting your resume to Office of Private Practice to have it reviewed. 

Once you have your application documents ready, there are a number of ways to apply for jobs.  

1) Symplicity Postings:  Apply to jobs posted on the Law School’s Symplicity site. While the 
majority of these jobs seek J.D. applicants, it is worth applying to positions for which you are 
a good fit—particularly those requiring practice experience. To apply for a job on 
Symplicity, click on the Job Postings tab, then click “Search”. Select “See All Jobs” and then 
add geographic, experiential, work authorization, and/or degree-level criteria to your search. 
As with NALP searches, you may start but should not end your search with LL.M.-specific 
opportunities.  

Click on a specific job listing to get further details, and then follow the stated directions to 
apply. Most Symplicity postings will require you to select documents to include in online 
applications. You upload these documents into the system by going to the Documents tab, 
then click “My Documents” and add documents. The Office of Private Practice will upload 
your current transcript listing courses without grades, which you will use to apply to firms 
until grades come in. When grades become available, you will send the firms a supplement 
by email, which may also serve as a polite reminder of your interest. Note that you need to 
have a “default resume” uploaded into Symplicity before you will be able to begin 
applications for specific jobs. 

2) NALP Firms:  To apply to a NALP firm outside of Symplicity, first check the firm’s website 
for an application portal.  If the website does not have an application portal, email PDFs of 
your cover letter and resume (and any other documents expressly requested by the firm) to 
the recruiting contact identified in the NALP Directory (www.nalpdirectory.com). The body 
of the transmittal email should be short and to the point; it is not a restatement of your cover 
letter or other application materials. For example: 

Dear Mr./Ms. Lastname: 
I am an LL.M. student at the University of Virginia School of Law, and I write to 
apply for an associate position in your New York office. I have attached my 
resume, transcript, and cover letter, and would be pleased to speak with you 
further about my application or provide any additional materials that would be 
helpful. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
Sincerely, 
Jane Student  
University of Virginia School of Law, LL.M. Class of 2020 

http://www.nalpdirectory.com/
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434-924-2100 • janestudent@virginia.edu  

3) Non-NALP Firms:  For firms that are not in the NALP directory, send your application 
materials to the recruiting contact designated on the firm website. If no hiring contact is 
identified, you can send to the hiring partner or, as a further resort, to the head of the practice 
group to which you are applying. Whenever possible, you want to address your cover letter 
and materials to a person. If you are unable to locate any contact individual, address the letter 
to “Dear Hiring Partner,” and either email or mail the documents to the main firm address. 
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Networking and Other Tips 

“Networking”  

Overwhelmingly, foreign-trained LL.M. students who secure even temporary employment in the 
U.S. after graduation do so with assistance from a home law firm. Often, the position is 
prearranged by members of the respective firms to continue a relationship of mutual benefit. In 
other cases, former colleagues have made introductions or recommendations to their connections 
in U.S. offices. In the LL.M. job search, these personal contacts are usually the 
differentiator between those who find U.S. positions and those who do not. If you are not 
fortunate enough to have a connection that will arrange employment for you, you will need to 
take the hard road: the one paved with networking.  

It is critical to understand that “networking” does not mean attending a J.D. firm reception and 
cornering the recruiter with your resume. Nor does it mean sending an email to an attorney you 
met once at a bar association event and asking him to recommend you for a position at his firm. 
Networking, like business development, is the process of building relationships over time 
without expecting immediate return. It is the long game, which is why you cannot start early 
enough. 

So start now. Identify and reach out to colleagues and friends in the legal industry at home and 
in U.S. markets of interest. Maintain a professional LinkedIn profile and use it to locate Law 
School alums at employers of interest. And take advantage of the Law Alumni Connection tool 
located on the Office of Private Practice webpage (see Appendix at 47). The Law Alumni 
Connection contains the names of thousands of alumni willing to speak with law students about 
their job searches and career development. After logging in with the ID emailed to you in the 
fall, on the directory page, select “Advanced Search” and input a target employer, practice area, 
or geographic region. Do not worry that most of the alums you locate are graduates of the J.D. 
program; for networking purposes, they are perfectly appropriate contacts. 

Once you have identified alums or other individuals in a firm, practice area, or market of interest, 
send an outreach email. While writing to a perfect stranger in this context may seem odd or 
uncomfortable to you, in the U.S. it is both acceptable and expected. A polite email requesting a 
few minutes of the attorney’s time to discuss his professional experiences will be received as a 
positive expression of interest. And UVA alums are among the most generous when it comes to 
student outreach; they love hearing from Charlottesville, and are usually more than happy to 
jump on a call to discuss their work with you.  

Here is a sample outreach email: 

Dear Mr./Ms. Lastname: 
  
I am an LL.M. student at the University of Virginia School of Law interested in 
practicing commercial litigation in Miami. I found your name on our Alumni 
Career Network, and am grateful for your willingness to speak with students. I am 
sure you are very busy, but I wondered if you might have fifteen minutes to 
discuss your experience practicing commercial litigation at [FIRM], and to share 

https://securelb.imodules.com/s/1708/interior.aspx?sid=1708&gid=1&pgid=3&cid=40&returnurl=http%3a%2f%2fwww.alumni.law.virginia.edu%2fs%2f1708%2finterior.aspx%3fsid%3d1708%26gid%3d1%26pgid%3d6%26cid%3d41
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any thoughts you have on how best to pursue a firm job in the Miami market. I 
assure you that if you make the time to speak with me, I will have my questions 
prepared and will use your time well. Thank you for your consideration. 
  
Sincerely, 
Jane Student  

University of Virginia School of Law, LL.M. Class of 2020 
434-924-2100 • janestudent@virginia.edu 

Once you’ve received a positive response, reply confirming the phone or meeting date and 
details, and attach a PDF of your resume for the attorney’s reference. 

Winter Break is a great time to focus on networking. If you are staying in the U.S., schedule 
informational interviews (explained at page 41 of this guide) with attorneys and alumni in 
markets of interest. Here is a sample message to a connection proposing an informational 
meeting: 

Dear Carol, 

You may recall that you kindly took time to speak with me in September about 
your experiences doing project finance work in New York. Hearing about your 
practice made me even more convinced that this field is an excellent fit for my 
skills and background. I will be in town over the winter break, and would love to 
meet for a cup of coffee or a short discussion in your office. I understand you are 
busy, but would value the opportunity to meet you in person. 

Thank you for your past generosity and for considering this request.  

Sincerely, 
Jane Student  

University of Virginia School of Law, LL.M. Class of 2020 
434-924-2100 • janestudent@virginia.edu 

If you will be home for the break, use the time similarly: meet with contacts and colleagues, and 
continue sending outreach emails.  

Office of Private Practice counselors are available throughout the break to speak with you and to 
assist in forming and implementing job search strategies. To arrange a telephone counseling 
session, simply put your phone number or skype name in the notes section when you sign up for 
a Symplicity appointment, and we will call you at the appointed (Charlottesville) time.  
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Focus, Themes, and Self-Promotion 

In the foreign-trained LL.M. job search, it is wise to “cast a wide net”. This means networking in 
and applying to many employers, in more than one geographic market. The competition for 
LL.M. jobs in the U.S. is such that you need to be ready to send out dozens of applications, and 
ready to look to multiple geographic markets if your first choices fail (more on this subject 
below). 

However, while it is important to think broadly about the employers and markets you will apply 
to, it is equally important to focus your applications where you can make a case that you are 
qualified. Some LL.M. students tell us, “I just want a job in the U.S. and I don’t care what it is, 
so isn’t it better to apply to every open position than to be selective and narrow my chances?” 
For the overwhelming majority of students (those who don’t have a resume reflecting superior 
experience in every legal field), the answer is “No.”  

This is obvious if you think first of a single employer. Applying to every practice group in the 
D.C. office of Big Law LLC is no more likely to land you a job than applying to just one group, 
and in fact usually decreases your chances of getting a position. When the recruiter receives six 
copies of your resume and cover letter applying to the corporate, tax, IP, antitrust, securitization, 
and appellate groups, he does not conclude that you are extremely interested in the firm; he 
concludes you lack focus. Similarly, generic applications sent to every open legal position in the 
U.S. are less likely to succeed than targeted applications to practice groups best fit for your skills 
and experiences.  

By “targeted application,” we mean an application that emphasizes the skills and experiences 
that qualify you for the position. If you are applying to be a corporate associate, you will be most 
competitive if your resume and cover letter highlight your qualifications for corporate work. If 
you are applying for a litigation position, documents highlighting your corporate skills will be 
less effective. Think hard about your strengths as a candidate and how those fit the practice in 
which you are interested. These strengths will become the themes that your documents 
reflect, and that you talk about with employers. For example, your themes might be: that you 
have three years of litigation practice experience in your home country, that you have studied 
U.S. civil procedure, and that you are an experienced oral advocate. If these are your themes, you 
should be applying to litigation positions. See the “Themes for Firm Practice” sheet in the Cover 
Letters section on page 31 for additional examples of skills and strengths that are often 
associated with different practice areas. 

Behind all of this advice is a concept that can be uncomfortable for foreign-trained LL.M. 
students: self-promotion. To secure a U.S. legal job, you must promote your qualifications. This 
means tailoring your application documents to emphasize your strengths, and being able to talk 
about those strengths with employers. Self-promotion can be hard even for U.S. J.D. students, 
but it is a critical part of the U.S. job search. 
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Use Our Resources 

The Law School’s Office of Private Practice Student Resources page is full of resources that can 
help answer your questions about all aspects of the U.S. legal job search. While these resources 
were written for a J.D. audience, much of the information they provide is true of any U.S. legal 
job search: how to find and apply for jobs via Symplicity, what to wear to a job interview, 
common interview questions to practice answering, and even a Firm Pronunciation Guide where 
you can hear the names of U.S. law firms pronounced. For more on where these resources are 
located, see the Appendix at 48-49.  

Geography and Plan B 

We have found we can’t say this enough, so here it comes one more time: the U.S. job market for 
overseas-trained LL.M. students is extremely competitive—there are far fewer positions than 
there are talented, job-seeking LL.M.s. Most students who are able to secure even short-term 
U.S. legal employment do so using connections from their home law firm. Permanent 
opportunities are rare. If your plan is to find a U.S. legal job, you need to have a Plan B. 

For most students, broadening your geographic search is enough. You are smart and highly 
credentialed, and you have knowledge of other legal systems, fluency in foreign languages, and 
often years of legal work experience to recommend you in the global marketplace. If your heart 
is set on working for a U.S. law firm, consider opportunities with the firm’s office in your 
country of first legal degree, and where you speak the native language. 

For a few students, the back-up plan may be to apply for a U.S. J.D. or S.J.D. program. These are 
weighty decisions; please feel free to make an appointment with your Office of Private Practice 
counselor to discuss them, and make sure to contact the International Studies Office about visa 
concerns and timing issues inherent in any plan to extend your stay in the U.S.. 

 
   

https://www.law.virginia.edu/protected/career-services/firm-pronunciation-guide
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Resumes: Key Points 

1) New Document. The U.S. legal resume is substantially different from the CV and other 
formats appropriate outside the U.S. which you may have used to apply to the LL.M. 
program. Photographs, marital status, and almost any content that takes the resume over one 
page does not belong on a U.S. legal resume. You need to create a brand new document. If 
your resume does not have the format, content, or length that U.S. employers are looking for, 
your application will probably not make it past the initial screen.  

2) Formatting. There are specific formats that work well for legal resumes. We have provided 
samples in this handbook (see Appendix at 51) and templates on the Office of Private 
Practice and Public Service Center websites. Recruiters and attorneys are moving quickly 
when they evaluate resumes, and the volume of resumes they review is high. In the first cut, 
you may get 30 seconds of review time. For this reason, it is extremely important that 
information appears how and where employers expect to see it on the page. Firm recruiters 
have told us that if things are not where they expect, they do not spend time searching: they 
move on. 

3) Strategy. Use the space strategically. This is a marketing brochure. Nothing should be on a 
resume without a reason for being there. Each and every entry should funnel an interviewer 
toward an answer that you want to give to a question that they are prompted to ask.  

4) Priorities. You need to emphasize the things that are most important for the job you are 
seeking. Decide what to keep and what to cut on that basis. Look for redundancy – you don’t 
need seven different bullets to show that you were a good student at your school of first legal 
degree. It’s more important to use that real estate to demonstrate other skills. Experience 
bullets should emphasize the highest-level functions that you performed in a job, even if 
those functions did not comprise the majority of your time. And you generally should not 
shortchange work experience to fit in “Interests”.  

5) One Page. One page is a must 99% of the time. Attorneys with substantial prior practice 
experience may have a deal sheet or publication list in addition to a resume. 

6) Experience, Bar Admissions, and Language Skills. Prior practice experience, bar 
admissions, and language skills are key assets for the foreign-trained attorney and should be 
featured on your resume. 

7) English. U.S. legal employers evaluate your English skills in every communication. Typos 
and mistakes of English spelling, grammar, and syntax cost jobs. In addition, spacing and 
formatting need to be consistent throughout the document, and the document must be 
attractive to the eye. Have your resume reviewed by the Office of Private Practice and by at 
least one other native English speaker. Even if your experience is great, you will not get a job 
with an error-ridden resume. Proofread. 
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Resumes: Formatting Advice 

1) Font. A number of fonts can work, but pick only one for the entire document, including the 
letterhead. We recommend Times New Roman and other standard serif fonts like Book 
Antiqua and Garamond. Your font must be easy to read and photocopy well. Within reason, 
you can use caps, small caps, bolding, and italics to ease the effect on the eye and signal 
different types of information. At the end of the day, your resume must look neat, orderly, 
balanced, uncluttered, and professional.  

2) Font Size. 15-18 point for the name. 11-12 point for the main body and detail bullet text. 
You may go as small as 9-10 point for the address, phone and email. Keep in mind that 
different fonts have different base sizes (i.e., 12 point in one font may be larger than 12 point 
in another font). 

3) Margins. Normally margins should be 1 inch on the left and right and 0.7 inch to 1 inch on 
the top and bottom. Reducing them may allow more information, but will hurt the 
presentation. And this is a profession in which presentation matters.  

4) Line Spacing. Entries shouldn’t blur together. Adequate white space between each entry lets 
the reader quickly digest your key facts. Instead of using hard returns, keep the whole 
document single-spaced and adjust the “point spacing” (in Word, you can adjust the point 
spacing in the “Paragraph” or “Layout” sections – see Appendix at 50). Choose at least 6 
point spacing between the last line of an entry and the heading of the next. Within each entry, 
keep the lines closer together: 0-1 point works best for most fonts. This is one of the main 
areas where we see a lack of consistency in resumes; you must have parallel spacing 
throughout the document. 

5) Indentation. Generally, indent individual entries under the headings, and indent detail 
bullets (or text descriptions) under the individual entries. The indentation should be the same 
for each level of indentation, normally 0.5 inch, but that can be reduced if you need the 
space. Having your resume feel like a big block of text will not help you: some indentation 
and white space is desirable. 

6) Consistency. Be consistent. If you abbreviate “LL.B.”, abbreviate “LL.M.”.  Your spacing, 
margins, indentation, format, abbreviation, punctuation, and ordering of information must be 
parallel and consistent for each entry throughout the sections. Any lack of consistency will be 
assumed to be a mistake, even if you think you are doing it for strategic purposes. Remember 
that when employers review this, you are not present to explain your reasoning. 

7) Bullets v. Block Text. We like bullets. They are easier on the eye. We strongly recommend 
round bullets (not squares, stars, or other geometrical creations). See below (“Resumes – 
Section by Section”) for what to put in the bullets.  

8) Length. One page. Again, for more experienced attorneys, it may be appropriate to attach a 
separate list of deals, publications, or technical achievements, depending on the job being 
sought.  
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9) Paper. Most employers prefer to receive applications electronically, but if you are sending 
paper then use a medium-weight bond paper, either white or buff. If you do use paper, your 
resume, cover letter and mailing envelope should match. You do not need to use bond paper 
for writing samples or transcripts. Judges often prefer to receive applications in hard copy; 
see the Judicial Clerkships handbook for further information. 
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Resumes: Section by Section 

In addition to the guidance below, please review the sample resumes provided in the Appendix at 
51, and the examples and templates on the Office of Private Practice and Public Service Center 
websites. 

Top of the Resume 

Name, Charlottesville address, phone, email. Non-negotiable. Check email addresses, phone 
numbers, and street addresses carefully. People make mistakes on these every year, and it 
sometimes costs them a job. Your UVA email address is usually the best email address to use. 
For every phone for which you provide a number, you need to make sure that the voicemail 
greeting is professional. 

Your home address is added only if it helps with a particular job. It is appropriate (and smart) to 
have different resumes for different situations, so you might have one that is only for 
applications in your country of first legal degree where you list your address abroad.  

Resume Order 

A word about the order of sections on an LL.M. resume: within reason, it may vary. We have 
seen effective resumes begin with Bar Admissions, Experience, or Education. As with 
everything else in your application documents, make order a strategic decision. If you are 
applying to a position that has not specifically requested foreign-trained LL.M. candidates, or to 
an employer that is likely to be unfamiliar with LL.M. applications, you may wish to lead, as 
J.D. resumes do, with Education. If you have five years of practice experience with a large 
international law firm, you may wish to showcase that experience by putting the Experience 
section first. Finally, if you have impressive or relevant bar admissions (for example, you are 
already admitted to a U.S. bar, or you are admitted to practice in a country directly relevant to 
the position for which you are applying), you may wish to lead with Bar Admissions. As ever, 
we encourage you to make an appointment to discuss these and other strategic decisions with 
your Office of Private Practice counselor. 

Education 

1) The Big Picture 

The Education section – the first, second, or third section of your resume after your name and 
address (see preceding paragraph) – should list your degrees in reverse chronological order, with 
your prospective LL.M. degree at the top. In general, you should list each school from which you 
received a degree as a separate entry. Foreign study at a university that did not lead to a degree 
can be a bullet (under the school that gave academic credit) or a separate entry, as space allows.  

2) Detail Bullets 

You should highlight things that demonstrate academic achievement, leadership, citizenship, 
excellence, honors earned, and English language ability. For activities and honors abroad, 
consider including a parenthetical or other description to convey the significance of the 
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achievement to a U.S. legal employer who may not be familiar with it. (“Graduated first in class 
of 300” is clear enough; “Shanghai University Distinctive Scholar” may not be.) For leadership 
positions, put the name of the organization first, followed by a comma and the name of the 
position you held (e.g., “University Law Society, Secretary”).  

Under your UVA LL.M. degree, consider listing coursework relevant to the position for which 
you are applying—particularly if you do not have an extensive Experience section, or if your 
experience is primarily in a different area of law than the one you want to practice. For example, 
if applying for a corporate associate position, your bullet might read: “Relevant Coursework: 
Mergers & Acquisitions, Corporate Strategy, Antitrust Practice”. For a litigation position, you 
might list: “Trial Advocacy, Evidence, Advanced Legal Research”. And for any position with a 
U.S. employer, consider oral advocacy or other coursework showing your development of 
spoken and written English. 

If you need to make cuts, focus on items that are redundant (you do not need five bullets listing 
academic achievements in law school to show you are smart: pick three or fewer, as space 
allows), or that do not support your chosen themes as well as other items do (on a resume for a 
corporate employer, consider making room for “Business Society, President” by bumping 
“Federalist Society, Social Committee”). In the same vein, if you have legal practice experience, 
you may want a shorter Education section to allow more detail under Experience. See the 
Appendix at 51 for examples. 

Experience 

1) The Big Picture 

Experience can be a key section for foreign-trained LL.M. students, many of whom are 
practicing attorneys in their home counties. List your experiences in reverse chronological order. 
Focus on those most relevant to the position you are applying for, those that demonstrate skills 
sought by legal employers (for example, communication, advocacy, or management skills), and 
any in which you applied U.S. or common law. 

If you did not work in permanent positions before UVA, you can use clinics, law school 
internships, summer positions, work-study jobs, or even undergraduate activities that were of 
long duration and high responsibility.  

If you have too many jobs, you need to boil your history down to the key positions. If you are 
having trouble doing this, or if doing so leaves a time gap on your resume, consult your Office of 
Private Practice counselor.  

2) Detail Bullets 

As noted above, your description bullets should be strategically chosen to emphasize the most 
“desired” skills you exercised on the job. For example: drafting or negotiation experience 
(corporate positions); advocacy or brief-writing (litigation positions); analysis or application of 
U.S. or common law; English proficiency; and generally applicable skills such as management, 
analytical strength, leadership, planning, project implementation, citizenship, initiative, 
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perseverance, industry, interpersonal strength, communication strength, and business knowledge 
and acumen.  

The bullet should carry enough detail to illustrate the strength that you are displaying. 
“Researched and wrote memoranda on Vietnamese law” adds little. “Researched pro-landlord 
provisions of Vietnamese law and drafted memorandum analyzing landlord obligations to 
prospective tenants” adds more.  

Use action verbs (“wrote”, “drafted”, “researched”, “negotiated”) to describe what you did. 
Describe the jobs in clear, non-technical terms that someone unfamiliar with the legal regime in 
your home country can follow. Sometimes foreign legal concepts do not have a perfect English 
translation or U.S. analog, and this is ok. Just do your best to make the nature of your work and 
extent of your achievements understandable to a U.S. legal employer. Consult the next two 
resume sections in this handbook for specific examples of experience descriptions and lists of 
suggested action verbs. 

Bar Admissions 

As discussed above, if you have relevant bar admissions—for example, you are already admitted 
to a U.S. bar, or you are admitted to practice in a country directly relevant to the position for 
which you are applying—Bar Admissions may be the first section of your resume. It may also be 
the last. If you plan to take a relevant bar, include this information (e.g., “Plan to sit for July 
2020 New York State Bar Examination”). If you have not been admitted to practice anywhere 
and do not plan to take a U.S. bar, you may omit this section. 

Publications 

This information may be incorporated in several ways. If you wrote an article or thesis during 
your education and it is relevant to the position to which you are applying, consider making it a 
bullet in your Education section. If you only have a few relevant or impressive publications, and 
you have room, you may add a Publications section towards the end of your resume (for 
example, immediately preceding Languages, if that is otherwise your last section). If you have an 
extensive list of relevant publications, it is sometimes appropriate to include them as a resume 
supplement.  

 Languages  

Your language skills need to appear on your resume, and will usually be your last section (unless 
you include a separate Interests section, as discussed below). Include English and the other 
languages you read/ write/ speak, and your degree of proficiency in each. For example: “Native 
German, Advanced English, Advanced French”, or “Portuguese (native); English (fluent); 
Spanish (intermediate)”. Some students include their TOEFL score, though you should only do 
this if it is high (above 105). Keep in mind that any language you list may be tested in an 
interview setting. And in an interview for a U.S. position, English will be tested. If the position is 
with a foreign office of the U.S. employer, you should still be prepared to conduct part or all of 
the interview in English. 
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Interests/ Personal 

It is relatively common to see an Interests or Personal section on a legal resume, though it should 
be the first section to go if you need space: an Interests section should never displace good prior 
work experience, relevant educational experience, or any other “substantive” part of your 
resume. If you do chose to include one, it should be the last section of your resume, and, like any 
other part, used intentionally. This means it should: convey something to the U.S. employer 
about why you are a good candidate for the position, round out an otherwise overly technical 
resume, and/ or provide a “conversation-starter” about a subject that develops your candidacy. 
Step back from what you are listing as interests and view them as an outsider (a legal 
professional) would see them: do they make you look like a well-rounded candidate for the job, 
or are they frivolous, odd, or worse? And if you include interests, be specific. “Running, reading, 
and traveling” adds nothing. “Running adventure races, reading detective novels, and traveling in 
Central America” adds depth.  

Some students combine Languages and Interests as a single heading. If you do, list your 
language skills first on their own line. For example: “Languages: English (fluent); Hindi, 
Gujarati (native)” followed by “Interests: Applied mathematics, Bolivian crime novels, European 
travel”. Remember that language skills are often an important asset for the foreign-trained LL.M. 
student in the job market; don’t hide them. 

Other Sections – Do Not Use 

1) Marital Status – U.S. legal resumes do not include personal information such as marital 
status. 

2) Photographs – U.S. legal resumes do not include head shots or other photographs. 

3) Computer Skills 

You should not describe your proficiency in common programs like Word, Excel, LEXIS or 
Westlaw. It is assumed. Focusing on more advanced computer skills may be a plus, but you need 
to think about how it would fit in with the job that you are seeking.  

4) Activities or Honors 

Unlike other types of resumes, legal resumes do not generally contain Activities or Honors 
sections. Rather, the activities usually are listed under Education entries (if they are school-
related) or are made into Experience entries (if they are significant and not school-related). The 
honors generally fall under the school or position in which they were received. 

5) Objective – U.S. legal resumes do not contain an “Objective” section.  

6) References 

Legal resumes do not contain a “References” section, either. References go on a separate page. A 
sample is provided on the Office of Private Practice website. Nor do you need to state 
“References Available Upon Request”; this is assumed.  
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Resumes: Drafting Effective Bullet Points 

Three are three keys to drafting effective bullets: 1) use active verbs (see list at page 23); 2) 
describe what you personally did (not what the company or case team did); and 3) “unpack” your 
experiences into the transferrable skills and qualifications they demonstrate. Here are some 
examples. 

Example 1 – Intern, Local Business 

You spent a year as an intern at a local business in your home country. You did a lot of filing. 
Part of the way through, you decided that the filing system could be improved, so you 
volunteered to set up a new system. You also typed up a lot of letters, and interacted with client 
billing departments to verify account information and handle invoice issues. Some students will 
describe this as: 

• Performed secretarial work and filing 

This is a missed opportunity and an understatement of the duties. When you apply for a legal job, 
you are not being hired to do secretarial work or filing. But legal employers do value managers 
and system innovators. They also value people who can interact with clients verbally. So bring 
these points out.  

• Evaluated business file organization system and proposed and implemented modified 
system to improve efficiency 

• Managed customer communication and invoicing, including communicating with client 
billing personnel via email and telephone  

Example 2 – Legal Intern, Litigation 

You worked as a legal intern after law school. You were in the criminal defense group. Like all 
legal assistants, you maintained the files. So you could do this: 

• Maintained litigation files 

But rather than telling employers what they already know about what a legal assistant does, 
explain some of the things that are more transferable: 

• Participated in all aspects of trial preparation in complex litigation cases, including 
preparing exhibit lists, coordinating witnesses, preparing documents for witness 
examination, and organizing pretrial submissions 

• Worked as primary liaison to electronic evidence vendor and assisted in preparation of 
trial demonstratives 

• Served as lead paralegal for two-week corruption trial resulting in client’s acquittal 
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Example 3 – Assistant Manager, Corporate 

You spent three years as an Assistant Manager in the Legal and Contract Management 
department of a global professional services company. You handled your department’s vendor 
contracts, worked on the response to a government investigation, submitted required reporting, 
and advised other teams within the company on compliance issues. Instead of: 

• Advised company on contracts 
• Assisted response to government investigation 
• Filed required agency reports  
• Provided guidance on compliance issues 

Try: 

• Negotiated and drafted all supply and service contracts for corporate department of global 
professional services company 

• Led response to government inquiry including coordinating internal investigation and 
drafting written statement 

• Prepared and filed mandatory reports for government agencies 
• Counseled counterparts in other divisions on compliance with labor and employment 

statutes and regulations 
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Resumes: Lists of Action Verbs 
 
Your cover letter and resume need to highlight what you personally have done. The focus must 
be on your actions, not on the mission of the organization or the detailed substance of the case/ 
report/ project/ etc. To describe your educational and professional work, skills, and 
accomplishments, use descriptive, engaging, active verbs. Below are suggestions. This is not an 
exclusive list. Note that many of these terms could fit multiple categories, depending on the 
context.  
 
Verbs related to writing: 

• Drafted 
• Authored  
• Co-authored 
• Summarized 
• Revised 
• Edited 
• Reviewed 
• Published 
• Prepared 
• Issued 

 
Verbs related to research / analysis / 
problem-solving: 

• Analyzed 
• Assessed 
• Researched 
• Interpreted 
• Audited 
• Calculated 
• Diagnosed 
• Evaluated 
• Examined 
• Applied 
• Financed 
• Forecast 
• Identified 
• Investigated 
• Navigated 
• Quantified 
• Engineered 

 
Verbs related to organizational projects: 

• Planned 
• Arranged 

• Systemized 
• Organized 
• Assembled 
• Catalogued 
• Maintained 
• Classified 
• Collected 
• Prepared 
• Compiled 
• Streamlined 
• Consolidated 
• Coordinated 
• Adapted 
• Allocated 
• Gathered 
• Indexed 
• Inventoried 

 
Verbs related to management / 
leadership: 

• Chaired 
• Led 
• Managed 
• Oversaw 
• Controlled 
• Supervised 
• Directed 
• Regulated 
• Designated 
• Ensured 
• Founded 
• Headed 
• Monitored 
• Instructed 
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Verbs related to client service / 
interaction / communication: 

• Coached 
• Explained 
• Negotiated 
• Contracted 
• Marketed 
• Presented 
• Trained 
• Guided 
• Advised 
• Clarified 
• Served 
• Taught 
• Communicated 
• Consulted 
• Represented 
• Recruited 
• Surveyed 
• Briefed 
• Counseled 
• Interviewed 
• Lobbied 

 
Verbs related to entrepreneurship / 
innovation / design: 

• Created 
• Launched 
• Built 
• Founded 
• Designed 
• Developed 
• Devised 
• Engineered 
• Constructed 
• Established 
• Expanded 
• Generated 
• Formulated 
• Budgeted 
• Cultivated 
• Introduced  
• Invented 

Verbs related to results: 
• Accomplished 
• Improved 
• Achieved 
• Produced 
• Attained 
• Completed 
• Solved 
• Obtained 
• Acquired 
• Secured 
• Earned 
• Effected 
• Eliminated 
• Persuaded 
• Procured 

 
Verbs related to operation / 
implementation: 

• Implemented 
• Instituted 
• Administered 
• Conducted 
• Overhauled 
• Executed 
• Operated 
• Performed 
• Proposed 
• Enhanced 
• Expedited 
• Incorporated 
• Initiated 

 
Verbs related to assistance: 

• Facilitated 
• Contributed 
• Assisted 
• Collaborated 
• Co-… 
• Provided 
• Participated 
• Supported
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Cover Letters: Key Points 

1) A cover letter is a combination of a marketing document and a writing sample. U.S. legal 
recruiters are split among those who start by looking at resumes and those who start by 
looking at cover letters. As with a first-round resume review, you have about 30 seconds to 
make your case with the initial screener. If that person does not quickly understand what you 
are applying for and the value you will add, your candidacy may be overlooked.   

2) An effective cover letter does not simply restate the resume. It is not just a chronological 
recounting of things that you have done. Instead, it is a piece of fact-based advocacy that 
“builds out” select relevant strengths using examples from your work and educational 
background. For foreign-trained LL.M. students, the cover letter presents an opportunity to 
“translate” your experiences and explain your unique value to the U.S. legal employer. 

3) The letter is about how YOU can help THEM. Say why you are interested in the employer, 
and then demonstrate how hiring you will help them meet their business goals. An effective 
LL.M. cover letter will show how the candidate’s foreign and U.S. legal training, experience 
as a practicing attorney abroad, and English and native language skills equip him or her to 
make an immediate, positive contribution to the employer. And keep in mind that most U.S. 
law firms who hire foreign-trained LL.M. students are looking to develop or deepen client 
relationships in a certain international market; they expect the LL.M. to return home after a 
visiting attorney program and establish relationships there. To the extent you can 
demonstrate your ability to further the firm’s business development goals abroad – for 
example, via your network at home and your future practice plans – you will strengthen your 
candidacy. 

4) Clarity and proper tone are key. Short sentences beat long sentences. Keep an appropriate 
professional tone. Write the letter and then go back to see which adjectives and adverbs can 
be removed. Passion and enthusiasm are great; gushy tributes to the employer are not. 

5) As with your resume, your cover letter needs to completely free of errors in English 
grammar, spelling, and syntax. While your Office of Private Practice counselor can help, it is 
your responsibility to ensure that your every written communication to a U.S. legal employer 
is error-free.  
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Cover Letters: Formatting Advice 
  

1) Font. Business letters just seem to look better in a font with serif. So Times New Roman, CG 
Times or Garamond are good choices. They are easier on the eye as the “flourishes” tend to 
give the letter a feel of flow. It doesn’t mean that you cannot use a sans serif font like Arial 
or Calibri, but most business communications still seem to go in serif fonts.  
 

2) Font Size. This is subject to some adjustment, but a 12 point font is a good place to start for a 
cover letter. You can work down from there if you need more room, but should not go below 
the 10 point range. Remember that different fonts size differently. 

 
3) Length. In all but the rarest of circumstances, the letter should be one page. 
 
4) Margins. One inch on either side. A half inch to an inch at top and bottom.  
 
5) Return Address. It needs your name, address, phone and email. This is where you put 

contact information, not in the last paragraph or closing of the letter. You can put this 
information in a traditional address block aligned with the left margin, or you can put it in a 
letterhead format that matches the top of your resume. 

 
6) Date. The date should go above the inside address. Do not abbreviate. You can align left or 

align center, but it should line up with your closing (both left or both center). 
 
7) Inside Address. Even if you are submitting by email or on Symplicity, you should include 

the address of the person to whom you are sending the letter. This person is the recruiting 
contact found on the Symplicity posting, the firm’s NALP page, or the firm website. Include 
the person’s full name, title, name of organization, street address, and city/ state/ zip (in that 
order). Standard postal abbreviations are fine (just be consistent with your return address; if 
you use abbreviations in one, use abbreviations in the other). For example: 

 
Kevin M. Donovan 
Senior Assistant Dean, Career Development 
University of Virginia School of Law 
580 Massie Rd. 
Charlottesville, VA 22903 

 
8) Salutation. The letter should begin with “Dear Ms./Mr. [last name of person].” Whenever 

possible, send to a named individual. If you cannot find a contact person on the sources listed 
above, you can use “Dear Hiring Partner” as a last resort. Almost all firms will have a 
recruiter or hiring partner listed somewhere online, so take the time to find that information. 
In instances in which you are contacting a firm about a particular practice interest and the 
firm does not appear to have a recruiting contact, you may also send the letter to the head of 
that practice group. 

 
9) Closing. The letter should end with “Sincerely,” followed by two hard returns and your first 

and last name (middle name/ initial optional). You do not need to actually sign it if you are 
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submitting electronically. If you are sending printed materials, increase to four hard returns 
and sign between “Sincerely,” and your typed name. 

 
10) Envelope. If you are sending an application in hard copy (or anything to an employer in hard 

copy, for that matter), the envelope needs to be professionally addressed. This means using 
printed labels or writing very neatly. The envelope should be addressed identically to the 
inside address (see above). Do not assume that the envelope will be discarded in the mail 
room. 
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Cover Letters: Structure and Substance 

First Paragraph 

The first paragraph of your cover letter tells the employer who you are and why you are sending 
your resume. For foreign-trained LL.M. students, whether and how you mention other 
background information depends on individual factors such as your prior practice experience, the 
length and nature of the position to which you are applying, and your career goals. Here are 
some examples showing how applicants of different experience levels and different target 
positions might begin: 

Example 1: 

Dear Ms. White: 

I am an LL.M. student at the University of Virginia School of Law and I am writing to 
apply for the position of Visiting Foreign Attorney in Doe, Roe, and Poe LLC’s New 
York office. I will graduate in May 2020 and am able to work in the United States for up 
to one year as part of my Optional Practical Training period. I am interested in Doe, Roe, 
and Poe because of its excellent international reputation and strong arbitration practice.  

Example 2: 

Dear Ms. Brown: 

I am an LL.M. student at the University of Virginia School of Law seeking a short-term 
internship in Washington, D.C., before returning to my home country of New Zealand to 
practice law. I will graduate in May 2020 and am able to work in the United States for up 
to one year thereafter. I am particularly interested in Doe, Roe, and Poe LLC because of 
its exceptional corporate practices in both New York and Wellington. 

Example 3: 

Dear Mr. Pink: 

I am a litigator from Zurich, Switzerland, currently pursuing my LL.M. degree at the 
University of Virginia School of Law. After graduation, I would like to gain experience 
practicing in an American law firm before I return to Switzerland. I am particularly 
interested in Doe, Roe, and Poe LLC’s Miami office because of its renowned litigation 
group, and I think my professional experience provides me with a strong foundation for 
this work. 

Example 4: 

Dear Mr. Green: 

I am a finance attorney from Shanghai, China, pursuing my LL.M. degree at the 
University of Virginia School of Law. Prior to starting this degree, I worked as in-house 
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counsel for multinational companies in the technology and consulting industries in 
Beijing for eight years. Because I have a year of Optional Practical Training and my 
green card application is in process, I do not require visa sponsorship from a prospective 
employer in the United States. I am very interested in working in your excellent corporate 
group and am confident that my experiences provide a solid foundation for that work.   

If you have a contact known to the employer whose recommendation you can mention in 
your letter, do (“Dear Ms. Brown:  I am a Korean attorney presently attending the University of 
Virginia School of Law where I will receive an LL.M. degree in May 2020. My supervising 
partner at Shin & Kim, Ms. Jo Lee, recommended that I contact you…”). As we’ve said before, 
personal contacts are usually the differentiator between those who find U.S. positions and those 
who do not. Mentioning a connection increases the likelihood that your letter will stand out from 
the pile and survive the initial screen.  

The Middle Paragraphs 

Generally: 

The middle paragraphs are where your main advocacy lives. Typically, you will develop two 
middle paragraphs, each with a central theme or topic that shows why you are a good candidate 
for the position. Start each paragraph with a topic sentence identifying the theme you will talk 
about. For example: “My substantial background in corporate finance work will allow me to 
make an immediate positive contribution to Doe, Roe, and Poe LLC.” Then provide a handful of 
supporting examples (e.g., your experience drafting deal documents, negotiating contracts, and 
analyzing relevant regulations in prior practice). The “Cover Letters: Themes for Firm Practice” 
section below (at page 31) can be a useful resource when brainstorming themes for middle 
paragraphs. It lists of some of the skills that are considered important for attorneys in different 
practice areas. These lists are not exhaustive, but they can provide a useful starting point when 
deciding which strengths to emphasize in cover letters.  

Your cover letter should not recite every item from your resume. If you pack in too much 
information, and/ or if the information is not clearly organized, the employer will probably not 
be impressed by the number of credentials so much as concerned about your ability to write 
clearly and effectively. Pick a topic that showcases a strength you will bring to the employer, and 
focus on the experiences that support the topic you have chosen. If all the statements in the 
paragraph do not support your topic sentence, it is time to refocus your examples or consider 
whether another topic/ theme is a better fit for you. 

Specifically: 

For many foreign-trained LL.M. students, it is effective to make your first paragraph about your 
professional background (how it qualifies you for the work you seek), and your second 
paragraph about your LL.M. coursework (how what you have learned will further aid you in 
your practice at the firm). For example, a first paragraph might begin: “My prior experience as a 
litigator in Mumbai provides a solid foundation for work in the firm’s commercial litigation 
group”, followed by a few examples of work you have done that demonstrates your transferrable 
skills (legal research and analysis, advocacy, trial experience, etc.). The second paragraph of this 
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same letter might begin: “My LL.M. coursework has further prepared me to understand the 
contours of litigation practice in the United States”, followed by examples of relevant courses 
you are taking and a brief explanation of how they further qualify you for the work you seek.  

For any position, highlight work with U.S. or common law (for example, if you analyzed a U.S. 
regulation during a cross-border deal), and educational or professional experiences that showcase 
your English proficiency (for example, a past job teaching English or an oral advocacy course at 
UVA).  

Finally, remember that most U.S. legal employers who hire foreign-trained attorneys do so to 
develop or deepen client and firm relationships in a certain international market. After 6-12 
months as a Visiting Attorney or equivalent, the attorney is expected to return home and build 
relationships. Demonstrating your ability to further the employer’s business objectives in this 
regard will also help your case. 

Last Paragraph 

Keep it short. Let the firm know what you are enclosing or attaching in the way of documents. 
Express your desire to have an interview. If you will be in the area, let the firm know and offer to 
come in for an interview at that time. If you are not able to travel to the firm, offer to make the 
arrangements for a video or telephone interview. Thank the firm for its consideration of your 
application. 

Remember that your cover letter serves as a writing sample to employers; it must be error-free. 
Make sure to have an Office of Private Practice counselor and if possible another native English 
speaker review your letter before sending it to any employers. 
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Cover Letters: Themes for Firm Practice 
 

Litigation: 

• Litigation Experience 
• Legal Research 
• Writing 
• Project Management 
• Interpersonal Skills 
• Analytical Skills 
• Presentation Skills 
• Efficiency 
• Leadership 
• Ability to Work Under Pressure & 

Deadlines 
• Personnel Management 
• Client Service Excellence 
• Work Product Excellence 
• Negotiation Skills 
• Counseling Skills 
• Business Acumen 
• Relationship Management (within 

organization) 
• Organizational Skills 
• Team Skills 
• Initiative 
• Poise / Presence 

Corporate/Transactional: 

• Business Experience 
• Business Knowledge / Interest / 

Training 
• Negotiation Skills 
• Project Management 
• Interpersonal Skills 
• Client Service Excellence 
• Problem-Solving Skills 
• Presentation Skills 
• Poise/Presence 
 

 

Corporate/Transactional (Cont’d): 

• Familiarity with Corporate Agreements 
• Counseling Skills 
• Ability to Understand & Explain 

Complex Concepts 
• Ability to Work Under Pressure & 

Deadlines 
• Personnel Management 
• Leadership 
• Organizational Skills 
• Communication Skills 
• Efficiency 
• Drafting Skills 
• Relationship Management (within 

organization) 
• Attention to Detail 

Regulatory: 

• Regulatory / Government Experience 
• Regulatory Training 
• Negotiation Skills 
• Client Service Excellence 
• Interpersonal Skills 
• Analytical Strength (particularized) 
• Writing Skills 
• Counseling Skills 
• Presentation Skills 
• Ability to Work Under Pressure & 

Deadlines 
• Communication Skills 
• Legal Research 
• Work Product Excellence 
• Project Management 
• Personnel Management 
• Poise / Presence 
• Relationship Management (within 

organization) 
• Attention to Detail 
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Writing Samples 

1) Length. Unless a firm asks for something different, you should have a writing sample of 8-
10 pages, double-spaced. A couple more pages at the very most. 

2) What should I use? The key is to have something that showcases your ability to write in 
English, and your legal analytical ability. Students often adapt work from their Legal 
Research and Writing class, or use a piece of writing from prior employment (though see # 3 
below). If you have been published in English, depending on the length and topic of the 
publication, it may make sense to use this work in whole or in part. 

3) If I do use a piece from a prior job, do I need permission from my employer? Yes. If you 
are using something from a prior employer, be attentive to confidentiality concerns. Check 
with your employers. If the work was for a client, you may need to make some edits or 
redactions to maintain confidentiality. If you are concerned that this may apply to your 
writing sample, you should discuss it with your Office of Private Practice counselor. 

4) Do firms really read them? If you are under serious consideration, yes. A key question for 
U.S. legal employers considering foreign-trained LL.M. students is: can this person 
communicate clearly within and outside the firm (with colleagues, clients, other counsel, 
etc.)? Every communication, including your writing sample, is an evaluation of your English 
proficiency.  

5) Proofread! As with every written submission to a U.S. legal employer, check your writing 
sample slowly and carefully for typographical errors, grammar, syntax, spelling, and sense. 
Check everything, but focus particularly on the first page, the first page of the analysis, the 
first sentence of every paragraph, and any summary section. Read it out loud to yourself. 
Make sure the sentences are clear. Think about making long sentences into shorter, clearer 
sentences. Ask a native speaker to read it, too. The process of becoming a good writer at a 
firm involves losing a lot of adverbs and adjectives, so if your sample is all loaded up with 
these, think about giving it a trim. Courts “state” and “hold” – they don’t “suggest,” “infer,” 
“allude,” “expound,” “propound” or any of the myriad other verbs that sometimes are used. 
Also, the court is not “he” or “she.” Make sure that your citations are consistent and from a 
single system (e.g., Bluebook). 

6) Should I send my writing sample to all firms to which I apply? No. Send your writing 
sample only when it is requested. The general wisdom is that a writing sample is more likely 
to hurt you than help you, so it is wise to send it only upon request. Moreover, firms report 
that LL.M. students have a tendency to inundate employers with documents the employers 
did not request; in the first instance, send only what the posting asks for. If you are applying 
to a firm that has not posted a position, start with your cover letter, resume, and transcript. 
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Professional References 

The guidance in this section applies to the specific practice of providing a U.S. legal employer 
with a list of professional references. This section is not about using personal or professional 
connections to aid you in the job search process.  

Reference Basics 

A U.S. legal employer may ask you to provide references. You are generally expected to provide 
3-4. Reference letters are not normally used in firm recruiting. Rather, you will only provide 
contact information for your references when applying to a firm. However, reference letters are 
frequently used in applying to public service jobs and judicial internships. Be sure to respect the 
preferences of your employer. Do not hand over a stack of letters unless they are explicitly 
requested.  

Choosing Your References   

Select people who have supervised you professionally or academically. A mix of professors and 
former supervisors is ideal. References should be familiar with your work style and performance. 
Avoid using family, peers, and people who served more as a counselor/ advisor (such as clergy, 
career counselors, tutors, etc.). Only choose references who are comfortable giving you a strong 
recommendation. A weak or neutral recommendation can be worse than none. Do not be shy 
about asking directly, “Do you feel that you can give me a strong recommendation?” Be clear 
that you will not be offended if the answer is “no”, and that you do not want to put the 
recommender in a difficult position. A person who has assured you that they can give a strong 
reference is likely to do so. Also, it is more important to have a reference who knows you well 
and has positive things to say than it is to have a reference with a big name or impressive title 
who doesn’t know you well and has little to say. 

Guide Your References   

Although someone may be perfectly willing to provide a great recommendation for you, do not 
assume that he or she remembers everything about you. Provide your references with helpful 
reminders. If it is a professor, send a note with a few details of how he/ she may remember you, 
including where you sat in class, the topic of your papers, your final grade or any other helpful 
information. If it is a business reference, remind the person of significant projects that you 
handled and that you think would demonstrate skills that you will need in your next job. Provide 
your references with an updated resume. Tell them about your job search goals and if possible, 
provide a job description of the position you are applying for. Consider sharing with your 
references the strengths that you will be seeking to bring out in your application materials. This 
helps your references prepare an effective statement that best promotes your skills to employers. 

Follow Up   

Provide references with both a thank you letter and information about the results of your job 
search. Being a good reference takes preparation; show that you are grateful. 
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Interviewing: Preparing for the Interview 

As with all guidance in this handbook, the following interview tips apply to your job search with 
U.S. legal employers and specifically, law firms. For employers in your home country, go with 
what you know. Here, however strange it may seem, go with what we know. 

There are three basic steps to preparing for successful law firm interviews:  (1) self-assessment 
to provide interviewing focus; (2) firm research; and (3) interview preparation and practice. 

Self-Assessment 

This may seem silly, obvious, or both, but it’s important. Before an interview, think about the 
skills and experiences that make you a good candidate for the position, and about how you will 
talk about those qualifications to an employer. If you are a student who spent eight years 
practicing corporate law in Geneva, it may not be difficult to think of the themes you want to 
bring out in an interview for a corporate group associate position. For a student who practiced 
multiple areas of law in his home country, or an area that does not have a direct analog in the 
U.S., it may take more thought. Come up with a narrative that explains, clearly and succinctly, 
your relevant experiences and how they make you the best person for the job. 

As you did in your cover letter, be sure to think about how hiring you will help the employer 
achieve its goals. If the position is an 8-month Visiting Attorney role with the International 
Arbitration Group of a New York office, think about how your legal knowledge and language 
skills can contribute to the group’s work while you are there, and how your relationships in your 
home market and your future career goals align with the employer’s business plan for when you 
return. 

For the foreign-trained LL.M. student, having an articulable 5-year career plan—one that 
includes not only what you intend to practice but where you intend to practice it—is critical. The 
more mature your thinking about these questions, the better you will present in an interview with 
a U.S. legal employer. 

Firm Research 

Once you have an interview, you need to do some heavy research on the firm. While this idea 
runs counter to the cultural norms of many countries, U.S. legal employers expect that you will 
have researched their work, offices, practice groups, and even the interviewing attorneys. Do not 
skip this step. 

The firm website is a great place to start. Understand how the firm portrays itself. Read the 
“About Us” section of the website, and any information on the office for which you are 
interviewing. What practice groups does it have? How many attorneys? Are they advertising 
recent litigation victories or deal closings? More importantly, what work are they doing in areas 
of the world where your knowledge of other legal regimes and your language skills can add 
value? 
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You also need to research your interviewers. While it is not necessary to memorize their every 
practice achievement, you should review their firm web bios and go into the interview with a 
general sense of who they are (partners? practice group leaders? associates?), what they practice 
(tax? M&A? employment law?), and with one or two questions you could ask given the 
opportunity. Informed questions show that you are interested enough in the position and the 
attorneys to have done your homework. Not having any questions for your interviewers conveys 
a lack of serious interest. 

In addition to the firm websites, you can use resources like the ones listed below to collect 
information on firms that will assist you in the interview process.  

• Chambers and Partners (https://chambers.com/) – Good source of information on firms 
with top practices in different jurisdictions. 

• Chambers Associate (http://www.chambers-associate.com/) – Provides information on 
firm structure and policies; also has some good general (non-firm-specific) information 
about what it feels like to work in different practice areas. 

• Vault Career Library – Available from the UVA Law website, on the Office of Private 
Practice “Students” page, under the heading “Industry Research.” You MUST navigate to 
Vault through the Office of Private Practice page in order to get free access through the 
Law School’s account (you cannot simply type Vault’s web address into your browser). 
You must also establish a password on the Vault site. Provides extensive information on 
law firms and rankings of firms and practices.  

• NALP Directory (http://www.nalpdirectory.com/) – Information provided by firms on 
their practice areas, demographics, and other details. 

• ALM Legal Compass – Available on LawWeb, under the “Student Services” tab, under 
the “Library” heading. Compiles various rankings and lists from multiple sources 
(including lists like the Am Law 100, NLJ 350, A-List, Midsize Hot List, Mid-level 
Associate Survey, and various other lists by location, practice, or other dimension). You 
can also create a customized report based on your interests and priorities. 

If you are not sure how to use any of these resources, please contact us. 

Finally, read the news. Set up alerts for relevant firm- and industry- activities in your home 
market, and follow global current events. LL.M. students are expected to be – and are valued for 
being – international citizens. If you are interviewing for a finance practice in Brussels, you 
should know what Brexit is and have thought at least generally about how it might impact the 
firm’s work and clients in the region.  

Interview Preparation and Practice  

1) Review your resume. When you are preparing for an interview, you should carefully 
examine your application documents to try to anticipate questions you are likely to 
receive. You should be prepared to answer a question about every line of your resume. 

https://chambers.com/
http://www.chambers-associate.com/
http://www.nalpdirectory.com/
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Regardless of how the question is phrased, remember that at bottom, the 
interviewer wants to know about you – not about the organizations for which you 
worked. So if you get a question about an organization, or a club, or a project, give a 
summary overview of the organization, club or project, but make sure that your answer 
focuses primarily on what you did and on why this particular experience improved you as 
a candidate for this job.  

2) Ready your themes. You should also prepare to answer common questions asked by 
firm interviewers. Your answers to these questions should be designed to support the 
themes that you have identified for your interviews. Your themes are built around those 
personal strengths and experiences that you believe make you most marketable. With 
your themes, you seek to highlight characteristics or credentials that are believed to 
predict success at a law firm or that are affirmatively valued by law firms.  

3) Plan, don’t script. As you prepare to answer questions, you generally should not script 
and try to memorize answers, as this makes most people seem wooden in their responses. 
Instead, you should have talking points that you are looking to work into the 
interview. Your answers will be different each time and you may not always hit all of 
your points. But you will come across as more natural in your answers.  

4) Keep it short. Your answers should not be long and rambling. In interviewing, a minute-
and-a-half is generally the outer limit of a reasonable length answer. If you find yourself 
deep in the middle of a five minute recitation of the facts of a case or project on which 
you worked, it is time to cut it short. 

5) Practice, practice, practice. There are no two ways about it. You need to practice your 
answers. You need to do it out loud. Ideally, you should do it with a native English 
speaker. And you need to do it a lot. It just doesn’t sound the same way coming out of 
your mouth as it does when it is kicking around between your ears. If you are really 
uncomfortable about giving your answers in front of someone that you know, then you 
need to do this even more. You need to be comfortable speaking about yourself and 
answering anticipated questions.  

You should have at least two mock interviews before you do a real interview. You 
can schedule a mock interview with a counselor at almost any time through Symplicity.   
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Interviewing: Standard Law Firm Interview 

An interview with a U.S. legal employer will involve a few practices that may be uncomfortable 
for foreign-trained LL.M. students because they are contrary to professional norms in other 
countries. For example, in an interview with a U.S. legal employer, you should give a firm 
handshake when you introduce yourself. It may sound silly, but practice this with your Office of 
Private Practice counselor; you want an employer to remember you for your excellent answers to 
interview questions, not for the way you shook his hand. 

Another feature of a U.S. interview that may be different than what you are used to is the 
importance of maintaining eye contact. In the U.S., looking your interviewer(s) in the eye shows 
that you are confident and engaged. If this is unfamiliar or uncomfortable for you, all the more 
reason to practice.  

Despite these formalities, the standard law firm interview often does not feel like an interview at 
all. It can be very conversational. At times, it does not seem to focus on legal topics and students 
are left wondering what was being probed. There are a couple of possible reasons for this.  

First, some interviewers form strong impressions from the paper documents about credentials 
and then use the interview to examine the candidate’s interpersonal skills and poise. For these 
interviewers, what you talk about is less important than how you carry yourself. They want to 
make sure that this person who looks good on paper is presentable for clients and is someone 
they want to spend time with at the office. 

Second, some people just are not strong interviewers. If you are prepared, focused, and forceful, 
you will often earn goodwill (and points) for just making the twenty minutes seem more 
productive and successful than others that came before and after. 

In all law firm interviews, but particularly in the standard variant, it is important to have good 
questions ready. If you have taken the time to prepare informed and thoughtful questions for 
your interviewer, you will come across as a genuinely interested – and thus more attractive – 
candidate. It is also not uncommon for an interviewer to expect you to do some or even much of 
the talking. Occasionally, interviewers have been known to ask only, “What questions do you 
have for me?” Questions about the firm and its practices of interest and how you would fit into 
those practices (e.g., what you would do as a new associate, how deal or case teams are 
structured, why your interviewer chose his or her particular practice area) are good choices. 
Ideally, your questions support your general themes by showing your areas of interest.  

Questions on controversial topics are generally best saved for after you have an offer, and even 
then, be cautious. Controversial topics may include areas like hours, compensation, or negative 
press about the firm (e.g. about layoffs, or a case that was lost, or an embarrassing story). Keep it 
positive.  
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Interviewing: Common Interview Questions 

Here are questions you should be prepared to answer in an interview with a U.S. legal employer. 
Remember that your purpose in an interview is to show the employer you are an excellent 
candidate for the position. Every answer should do some work towards that goal. 

Resume Questions: 

• Questions relating to any entry on your resume 
• Questions relating to any break or gap period on your resume 
• Questions relating to your prior legal education (where you received your first legal 

degree; what you studied; your grades; significant honors or activities…) 
• Questions relating to your LL.M. studies: 

o Why did you decide to get your LL.M./ attend UVA/ come to the U.S. to study? 
o What courses are you taking? 
o How do you like UVA/ Charlottesville/ the U.S.? 

• Questions relating to your prior legal experience, as applicable: 
o Are you admitted to practice in your country of citizenship/ first legal degree? 
o What is your practice area of expertise/ interest? 
o What was your role in X case/ transaction/ matter? 

Firm/ Market Interest Questions: 

• Why are you interested in this firm? 
• Why are you interested in this city? 
• What questions do you have for us? 

Behavioral Questions: 

These are questions that test your fitness for a job by exploring how you previously reacted to a 
common situation (a tight deadline, a difficult client, an unfamiliar work assignment). A good 
way to prepare for this type of question is to think of two or three situations that demonstrate 
how you overcame a challenge or used a desirable transferrable skill (time management, 
composure under pressure, interpersonal skills, organization, etc.). Turn the situation into a short 
story:  set the scene (where you were/ what was going on at the time), identify the challenge you 
faced, explain on the positive steps that you took, and provide the result (how you overcame the 
challenge, and/ or learned an important lesson). Keep the story concise – the interviewer doesn’t 
need every detail – and remember that your story, like ever answer you give, should show the 
employer how you are a great candidate for the job at hand. 

Here are some examples of behavioral questions:  

• Describe how you responded to a significant challenge that arose in a job that you held. 
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• Tell me about a time you had to meet a difficult deadline. 
• What is your greatest strength/ weakness? 

 “Open-Ended” Questions: 

By “open-ended interview questions,” we mean questions that don’t suggest an answer. For 
example: “Tell me about yourself.” Students often find this type of question very difficult. But 
with a little bit of preparation, these are a great opportunity to give the interviewer the 3-4 main 
points you want him/ her to take away from your interview. Prepare an answer that centers on 
demonstrating your themes. You might include a little information about your first legal degree 
and path to the UVA LL.M. program, any prior practice experience, and your relevant strengths/ 
interests. Do not relate your entire life history, restate your entire resume, or bury the interviewer 
with dates. Keep the narrative concise. 

For example: “I received my LL.B. from Shanghai University of International Business and 
Economics in 2012 and then spent five years in private practice with Jun He’s Beijing office 
doing Securities and Capital Markets work. Last year I decided to advance my legal education by 
earning an LL.M. degree abroad. The University of Virginia’s program was attractive to me 
because LL.M. students take the same classes as the J.D. students, and I wanted a real immersion 
experience both educationally and culturally. I am taking the courses required for the New York 
bar exam, which I will sit for in July, and I would like to use my year of Optional Practical 
Training to gain experience at a U.S. law firm before returning home to continue my practice.” 
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Interviewing: LL.M. ‘Plus Factor’ Questions 

In addition to the standard interview questions U.S. legal employers often ask, foreign-trained 
LL.M.s are likely to be asked questions that seek to gauge their geographic plans (where you 
want to be and for how long), test their English and other language proficiencies, and discern 
whether hiring a non-citizen will sufficiently advance the employer’s goals to be worth the 
investment. Here are some questions you should be prepared to answer: 

• Questions relating to your country of citizenship/ country of first legal degree 
• Questions relating to/ assessing your language skills (asked in English, or in another 

language) 
• Do you plan to take a U.S. bar exam? 
• Are you interested in a visiting attorney or permanent position with our firm?** 
• How will your education/ experience/ practice at your home firm enable you to make 

contributions to our practice in X area/ office/ region? 
• What is your view on how X current event will affect our practice in X region? 
• What is your 5-/ 10- year plan (professionally and geographically)? 

**This can be one of the trickiest subjects for LL.M. students to navigate; make an appointment 
with your Office of Private Practice counselor to discuss your individual goals and strategy. 
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Interviewing: Informational Interviews 

Q:   What is an informational interview? 
A:   An informational interview is a meeting or telephone call with an individual to collect 

information on a job or market.  

Q: Why is an informational interview valuable? 
A: Networking is a critical part of the LL.M. job search in the U.S.. Informational interviews 

are an excellent way to develop relationships with attorneys in markets of interest that 
may in time lead to employment. Other reasons include: to collect information (!), to 
receive guidance and mentoring, to develop an ally who can keep an eye open for jobs in 
the target market, and to make an enjoyable professional connection. 

Q:  When can I do informational interviews? 
A: Start now. 

Q:  With whom should I do informational interviews? 
A: Alumni. Current and former colleagues. Family. Friends. People to whom you are 

referred by other people. Anyone who is willing to speak with you. 

Q: How do I find people with whom to have informational interviews? 
A: The Law Alumni Connection contains contact information for thousands of alumni and 

can be used to search for attorneys by employer name, practice area, and geographic 
location (see Appendix at 47). Most UVA Law graduates are happy to speak with current 
students about their job searches and career development if they have the time (provided 
that the request is polite and professional). Alumni of the J.D. program are perfectly 
appropriate contacts. Beyond alumni, explain to current and former colleagues and 
friends that you are looking for a job in X city and ask if there is anyone to whom they 
recommend that you speak. Follow up on all of these suggestions. 

Q: Do informational interviews ever lead to jobs? 
A:  Indirectly. The point of any given informational interview is not to get the interviewee to 

offer you a job—that is extremely unlikely. The point is to use the process of 
informational interviewing to establish relationships and connections in markets of 
interest. If you are both diligent and patient, one of these connections can ultimately lead 
to a referral that results in a job. 

Q: How do I contact someone for an informational interview? 
A:   You can call or send an email to this effect:   

Dear Mr./Ms. Lastname: 
  
I am an LL.M. student at the University of Virginia interested in cross-border 
transactional work in New York. I found your name on the University of Virginia 
Alumni Career Network, and am grateful for your willingness to speak with 
students. I am sure you are very busy, but I wondered if you might have fifteen 
minutes to discuss your experience practicing in this field and to share any 
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thoughts you have on how best to pursue a firm job in New York. I assure you 
that if you make the time to speak with me, I will have my questions prepared and 
will use your time well. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
  
Sincerely, 
Jane Student  

University of Virginia School of Law, LL.M. Class of 2020 
434-924-2100 • janestudent@virginia.edu 

Q: Do I have to speak live or by phone? Couldn’t I just email back and forth? 
A: Email simply is not the same. This is a contact sport. 

Q: What should I ask on the call? 
A: Ask about what interests you. If the person is in a practice of interest, ask about her work, 

what she likes about it, what’s on her to-do list today, etc.. Students with prior practice 
experience in the area might ask more substantive questions here (“I noticed that you 
worked on X cross-border transaction – at my home law firm we worked on a similar 
transaction and found Y aspect very challenging. Did you find it so?”). The idea is not to 
give the attorney a subject-matter test or to pry into client confidences, but rather to 
stimulate natural, engaging conversation about an area of mutual knowledge and interest. 
Ask for suggestions on things to do to make yourself a stronger candidate for the market 
or practice area. Ask if there is anyone else with whom the person recommends that you 
speak, or if he would be so kind as to refer you to X colleague in your practice group of 
interest.  

Q:   What should I do after the call/ meeting?  
A: Send a thank-you note or email. Keep the connection alive by periodically sending short 

updates without asking for anything. Remember that the goal is to establish a 
relationship. 

Q: Does this do any good? 
A: Yes. The LL.M. students who find a position in the U.S. after graduation without the 

material assistance of a home law firm do it by making connections. This is what the 
process of finding a U.S. legal job looks like. This is also what legal business 
development looks like. Working to form and maintain professional relationships is never 
a waste of your time, even if it does not result in a job. You very well may see the fruits 
of that work as a new client or matter in the future.  

Q:  Is there any way to mess up an informational interview? 
A: One mistake LL.M. students sometimes make is asking too directly for help. Do not 

alienate the interviewee—a relative stranger—by asking him to help you find a job, to 
find a job for you, to recommend you to his firm, or any similarly inappropriate ask. 
Again, the informational interview process is about making and maintaining relationships 
without asking anything in return. If the person is going to help you, he will do so 
because you have impressed him; not because you asked. Another mistake we hear 
about is requesting an informational interview and then being slow to follow up when the 



UVA Law Office of Private Practice Handbook for LL.M. Students | Page 43 

person responds. This creates a terrible impression. Also, do some homework ahead of 
time so that you can have a productive conversation with focused questions, rather than 
spending time asking about stuff you would know if you had read the interviewee’s bio. 
Treat each interview as if  you want the person to offer you a job. Do not use the person 
as a confessor to hear all of your concerns about finding one, and instead try to view your 
interviews as pure information sources. Finally, meet with a counselor before you get on 
the phone. At minimum, you’ll want to make sure you are pronouncing the name of the 
firm and interviewee correctly. Your counselor can also act as a useful sounding board 
for the types of questions you are thinking about asking, and help you determine if they 
are appropriate.  
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Communication with Firms 

Post-Interview Status Inquiries 

Q: When, if ever, should I call a firm after a screening interview? 
A:  It is entirely appropriate (and, in fact, advisable) for you to check in with an employer 

about two weeks after the interview to express your continuing interest. The same timing 
applies for contacting resume-collection firms from the Columbia job fair. You should 
not press for an answer or press for a timetable of decision, but instead politely remind 
the firm of your continuing interest. For example:  

Thank you again for taking the time to interview me at the Columbia job fair. I 
am very excited about the prospect of working for ______. If there is any further 
information that I can provide in support of my candidacy, please let me know. 

Be sure that the language you are using in all of your follow up communication is 
appropriate. Avoid accusatory phrases such as “You said I would hear something by 
today and I haven’t,” “Did you get my message?,” “I never heard from you,” and “I just 
wanted to make sure you didn’t forget….” Recruiters frequently express irritation over 
students who take this approach. Try to show a little humility and appreciation in every 
piece of correspondence.  

When a firm has given you a certain date by which to expect a decision, you can follow 
up after that date. But handle this communication carefully. You should give the 
employer the FULL amount of time they indicated would be necessary. So, if they said 
“you’ll hear from us this week,” you should wait until the following Monday morning to 
call or email. 

Q: Whom should I contact? 
A: Within a day or two of a screening interview, the responsibility for tracking the 

candidacy is generally in the professional recruiter’s hands (and out of the hands of the 
interviewer), so inquiries of this nature are best directed to the recruiter. The recruiter is a 
professional hired by firms to run the recruiting process – he or she often is not a lawyer, 
but is incredibly important in the process. 

Q:  When can I next contact the firm? 
A: Best to wait another couple of weeks unless there is a change in your status. If you 

receive another offer and are facing a timeline for making a decision, and if you would 
take the target firm over the offer that you have, you should contact the firm to apprise it 
of the offer, of the timeline, and of your continuing interest in the firm. 

Q: Can I contact anyone else at the firm? 
A:   Sure. If you have existing relationships with people at the firm, you can certainly contact 

them to apprise them of your application, of your positive experience in the interview, 
and of your strong interest in the firm. This is one of the benefits of pre-interview 
informational interviews. If you have formed a solid, professional relationship with 
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someone at the firm and have made a positive impression, you may well have the 
collateral benefit of having an ally who now knows you fairly well. 

Callback Arrangements 

Q:   How soon do I need to return a call from a firm? 
A:   As soon as you possibly can. Unless the call came in after business hours, it should be 

returned on the same day. Twenty-four hours is the outer limit. 

Q:   Is it a good idea to call UVA alums or even the first-round interviewers to ask about 
the callback process, about the kind of questions likely to be asked at callbacks, or 
about strategies that may be effective at the callback? 

A:   Better to speak with the Office of Private Practice or students who were in the firm’s 
summer program. If you have a strong relationship with an alumnus or felt like you made 
a good connection with the interviewer, you might ask if they have any insights that they 
can share on the people with whom you are interviewing. But you would only want to do 
this if you felt like you had a strong link and that the personality of the person was such 
that he or she would be receptive to this or explicitly encouraged it. This is part of the 
reason to build some allies in the firm before interviewing. 

Post-Offer Communications 

Q:   A bunch of people are leaving me messages offering to speak to me about my offer. I 
am busy. Do I need to respond? 

A: Yes. You must respond to every message and do so as soon as you are reasonably able 
(generally the same day). The responses do not need to be lengthy, but they do need to be 
prompt in order to avoid leaving a bad impression.  

For other questions regarding callback and offer procedures and communications, please see the 
Callbacks and Offers webpages in the Interviews and Offers section of the Office of Private 
Practice’s Student Resources website (see Appendix at 48), and consult your Office of Private 
Practice counselor. 
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Using Symplicity 

You will likely interact with two Symplicity platforms in your U.S. legal job search: ours, and 
Columbia Law School’s. The latter is used by Columbia to run its Overseas-Trained LL.M. 
Interview Program – the primary job fair for foreign-trained LL.M. students at UVA and six 
other top U.S. law schools – and you will get an account for the limited purpose of bidding on 
and managing interviews at the fair. For every other job-search purpose, you will use UVA’s 
Symplicity, and that is what this section is about. 

Q: What is Symplicity? 
A: Symplicity is our comprehensive online career counseling software. Among other things, 

it is used for scheduling counseling appointments, posting job opportunities, bidding for 
interviewing programs, and distributing career-related messages. 

Q: Is there a way to have Symplicity notify me if there are jobs posted in my areas of 
 interest? 
A: Yes. Once you are logged into Symplicity, click on “Job Postings” in the left sidebar, 

then on “Search”. Next, click on “See All Jobs” in the top right corner of the “Jobs 
Postings” screen. Go down through the other sections and highlight your selection criteria 
(click on “More Filters” to see additional search criteria). To highlight more than one 
entry in each section, hold down the Control key. Once you have finished entering your 
search criteria, click “Search”. This gives you a list of those jobs currently in the database 
that meet your search criteria. To set up a notification agent to inform you of future 
postings meeting these criteria, begin by clicking on “+ Create Job Alert” in the top right 
corner of the results screen. Select your recently‐saved search by clicking on the “Job 
Alerts” link just below the “Search” button. In the next screen, select how frequently you 
would like to receive the job alert (the default is weekly) and/or delete old job alerts. 

Q: How do I upload documents onto Symplicity? 
A: After you log into Symplicity, click on “Documents” in the left sidebar and then click on 

“My Documents.” Click on the “Add New” button. Label the document and choose its 
type. Find the document on your computer using the “Choose File” box and then click on 
“Submit”. Note that the system can only hold one transcript, which we upload for you 
when grades become available.  

Q: How do I apply for Symplicity job postings? 
A: It is generally as easy as opening the posting (by clicking on the title of the position in the 

“Job Postings” section) and following the directions. Some firms will instruct you where 
to send certain materials (either by mail, email, or through a website). Others will ask you 
to submit the documents on Symplicity. As long as the documents you wish to submit are 
uploaded into the “Documents” section of Symplicity, you will find this to be a simple 
process.   
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Student Resources 
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Firm Pronunciation Guide 
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Sample Resumes and Cover Letters 

 
 



Sample Resume 1 

 

Hugo Luiz Silva 
1234 Main Street, Apt. 1, Charlottesville, VA, 22903 • (434) 924-2100 • hugopsilva@law.virginia.edu 

 
BAR ADMISSION: 

Brazilian Bar, 2013 

EXPERIENCE: 

Moraes Pitombo Advogados Associados, São Paulo, Brazil 
Senior Associate, Criminal Defense, January 2014–July 2019 
Intern, December 2010–July 2012 

• Researched and drafted court documents for state and federal criminal cases, 
including petitions, briefs, appeals, and special appeals to Brazilian Superior 
Courts 

• Developed and monitored criminal defense strategies for clients  
• Interviewed and advised clients in police inquiries, court hearings, and plea 

bargaining meetings with prosecution 
• Prepared and presented oral arguments before Trial Courts and Court of Appeals 
• Researched and prepared reports and legal opinions for clients on various issues 

of criminal law, including environmental crimes, tax evasion, money laundering, 
corruption, and financial crimes   

• Monitored development of state and federal criminal cases during all stages of 
litigation and drafted related memoranda summarizing findings 

• Supervised junior attorneys in all stages of cases 

Cavalcanti e Arruda Botelho Advogados, São Paulo, Brazil 
Intern, Criminal Defense, March–November 2013 

• Researched and drafted memoranda, petitions, appeals, and other court 
documents for state and federal criminal proceedings   

Mariz de Oliveira e Siqueira Campos Advogados, São Paulo, Brazil 
Intern, Tax Law, July 2012–March 2013 

• Analyzed tax law and helped draft documents for use in tax administrative courts 
cases and federal courts cases  

EDUCATION: 

University of Virginia Law School, Charlottesville, VA 
Master of Laws, Expected May 2020 

• Trial Advocacy College 
• Research Assistant, Professor Brandon Garrett 
• Relevant Coursework: International Law, International Human Rights Law 

Clinic, International Criminal Law 

Centro de Educação Superior, São Paulo, Brazil 
Cyberlaw Postgraduate Course, December 2017 

Fundação Getúlio Vargas, São Paulo, Brazil 
Economic Criminal Law Certification, January 2017 

Pontifícia Universidade Católica, São Paulo, Brazil 
Bachelor of Laws, January 2014 

• Final paper recognized as top ten paper in the Law School 

LANGUAGES: 

Portuguese (native); English (fluent); Spanish (intermediate); French (intermediate) 



Sample Resume 2 
 

Bo Liu 
1234 Main Street, Apt. 1, Charlottesville, VA 22903 

(434) 924-2100 • boliu@law.virginia.edu 
 

BAR ADMISSION: 
Admitted to practice law in People’s Republic of China, 2015 

EDUCATION: 
University of Virginia School of Law, Charlottesville, VA  
LL.M., Expected May 2020 
Shanghai University of International Business and Economics, Shanghai, China 
LL.M., International Law, March 2018 
LL.B., International Economic Law (Minor: Accounting), July 2015 

• Shanghai Scholarship (full tuition merit award) 
• International Law Society, President  
• Philip C. Jessup Moot Court Competition, Winner (first prize in national level)  

EXPERIENCE: 
Baker & McKenzie LLP, Shanghai, China 
Paralegal, Dispute Resolution and General Corporate Practice, July 2017 – June 2019 

• Served as lead paralegal on multiple Foreign Corrupt Practices Act internal investigations 
for multinational clients in pharmaceutical and automotive industries 

• Assisted advising of pharmaceutical company regarding anti-bribery investigation 
initiated by Chinese Administration for Industry and Commerce  

• Conducted compliance due diligence for Fortune 500 business information company 
regarding vendor selection  

• Performed extensive legal research and writing on Chinese and U.K. law  
• Published article analyzing recent amendment to pharmaceutical industry regulations in 

journal China Law & Practice  
• Selected to train and supervise new paralegal staff 

Morgan Stanley Huaxin Securities Ltd., Shanghai, China 
Intern, Legal Group, January – June 2017 

• Reviewed and analyzed documents regarding underwriting and sponsorship of shares in 
Chinese market 

People’s Bank of China, Shanghai, China 
Intern, Legal Affairs Department, June – September 2016 

• Researched and analyzed current events in Chinese financial market  

Zhong Lun Law Firm, Shanghai, China 
Intern, Capital Market Group, March – May 2016 

• Conducted research on legal and commercial issues and drafted memoranda reporting 
findings 

• Translated transactional contracts and reports from Chinese to English 

Morgan Stanley Management Services (Shanghai) Ltd., Shanghai, China 
Intern, Financial Control Group, September 2014 – July 2015 

• Assisted review and preparation of regulatory filings and financial reports 

LANGUAGES: 
Advanced English (TOEFL 115); Fluent Chinese (Mandarin, Cantonese) 



Sample Resume 3 
 

Aarav G. Patel 
aaravpatel@law.virginia.edu | (434) 924-2100 

School Address:           Home Address: 
1234 Main Street, Apt. 1            101A, 3 North Avenue 
Charlottesville, VA 22903                      Mumbai 400051 

EDUCATION: 
University of Virginia School of Law, Charlottesville, VA  
LL.M., Expected May 2020 

• International Law Student Association, UVA Chapter, President 

Siddharth College of Law, Mumbai, India 
B.L.S/ LL.B. (5-year dual-degree program), July 2019 

• Graduated in top 1% of class  
•  National Criminal Trial Advocacy Team, Vice President 
• Shastrartha Legal Symposium, Co-Founder 
• La’vocat Law Magazine, Staff Writer 

EXPERIENCE: 

High Court of Bombay, Mumbai, India 
Judicial Clerk to Chief Justice Mohit S. Shah, August 2018 

• Researched and drafted legal memoranda analyzing issues related to probate, real 
estate, administrative law, and intellectual property  

• Observed criminal court proceedings 
Judicial Clerk to Justice N.H. Patil, September 2017 

• Researched and drafted legal memoranda on issues arising in corporate litigation, 
bankruptcy, and commercial arbitration matters 

• Observed company law and arbitration court proceedings 

Mohta & Co., Mumbai, India 
Legal Intern, Real Estate & Litigation, January–July 2017 

• Conducted due diligence for real estate transactions and drafted transactional 
documents including conveyance agreements and lease deeds  

• Conducted legal research and analyzed issues related to corporate regulation, 
property transfers, rent control, and intestate succession 

• Assisted in drafting legal opinion letters, petitions, and motions for testamentary 
and corporate law matters 

• Participated in chambers conferences and client meetings 

JSA Advocates & Solicitors, Mumbai, India 
Intern, Family Law Group, May–November 2016 

• Drafted wills and affidavits 
• Researched corporate law issues including regarding the Mumbai Municipal 

Corporation Act, Public Trusts Act, and Companies Act 
• Assisted attorneys in preparing for client meetings and court proceedings 

Talwar Thakore & Associates, Mumbai, India 
Intern, June 2015 

• Assisted in drafting powers of attorney, wills, and letters of administration  
• Conducted research on testamentary law issues 

PUBLICATIONS: 

Precious Gem Mining & Its Legal Implications, 40 J. MINERAL L. Oct. 2019 
(Presented at International Mineralogy Congress in Guadalajara, Mexico, September 2019) 

LANGUAGES: 

English (fluent), Hindi and Gujarati (native) 



Sample Cover Letter 1 

NEIL P. DESAI 
1234 Main Street, Apt. 1 

Charlottesville, VA 22903 
434-924-2100 | neildesai@law.virginia.edu 

 
December 1, 2019 
 
Sarah Jones 
Director of Legal Recruiting 
Doe, Roe, and Poe LLP 
9876 Legal Boulevard 
Suite 200 
New York, NY 10001 
 
Dear Ms. Jones: 
 
I am a corporate attorney from Mumbai, India currently pursuing my LL.M. degree at the 
University of Virginia School of Law. Prior to starting this degree, I worked as in-house counsel 
for multinational companies in the technology, consulting, and financial services industries in 
India for eight years. I am writing to apply for an associate position in Doe, Roe, and Poe’s 
renowned corporate group, and am confident that my experiences provide a solid foundation for 
that work.  
 
My broad corporate experience would allow me to make an immediate positive contribution to 
Doe, Roe, and Poe. As an in-house counsel, I have negotiated and drafted hundreds of contracts. 
I was the primary negotiator on most of these contracts and handled the complete cycle from 
negotiation to final execution independently. I have also managed due diligence efforts and 
closings for large deals. As part of my duties, I led teams of as many as ten individuals, and have 
been praised by my superiors for my strong interpersonal and management skills. 
 
My coursework at UVA is heavily focused on corporate practice. In addition to classes required 
for the New York bar examination, I am taking Corporations, Corporate Strategy, Negotiations, 
and Globalization & Private Dispute Resolution. Next semester I will be taking the Advanced 
Law & Business section of Mergers and Acquisitions. My prior work experience prepared me 
well to understand the issues and concepts I am studying and the coursework has provided me 
with a strong and detailed understanding of corporate practice in the United States.   
 
I have enclosed a copy of my resume, and would welcome the opportunity to interview with your 
office.  Please let me know if I may provide any additional information or references. Thank you 
for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Neil Desai 



Sample Cover Letter 2 

Joanna Chang 
1234 Main Street, Apt. 1 

Charlottesville, VA 22903 
434-924-2100 | joannachang@law.virginia.edu 

 
December 1, 2019 
 
Sarah Jones 
Director of Legal Recruiting 
Doe, Roe, and Poe LLP 
9876 Legal Boulevard 
Suite 200 
New York, NY 10001 
 
Dear Ms. Jones: 
 
I am an international LL.M. student at the University of Virginia School of Law interested in 
fulfilling my year of optional practical training in the United States as a litigation associate in the 
New York office of Doe, Roe, & Poe LLP. Following my graduation in May 2020, I will move 
to New York City and sit for the July bar examination. I am particularly interested in Doe, Roe 
and Poe because of its strong international presence and the excellent reputation of its Shanghai 
litigation group.  
 
My educational background prepares me to succeed as an associate at Doe, Roe, and Poe. I 
received my Bachelor of Laws degree from Peking University in Beijing, China, in 2016, where 
my studies focused on international and English common law. As part of my coursework, I 
prepared and presented at a national conference a comparative analysis of the Criminal Law of 
the People’s Republic of China and the United States Model Penal Code. This research deepened 
my familiarity with common-law systems and specifically that of the United States. At UVA 
Law, my coursework is focused on honing my understanding of the American legal system and 
developing my litigation skills. In addition to the classes required for the New York bar 
examination, I am taking Trial Advocacy, Oral Presentations, and Federal Pretrial Litigation.   
 
I also bring strong language skills to your firm. I am a native Chinese speaker in the Mandarin 
dialect, but I am also fluent in the Cantonese and Taiwanese Hokkien dialects. Moreover, as a 
member of Teach for China for four years, I developed advanced written and spoken English 
tutoring students in English and Chinese and translating academic documents between the 
languages. I was pleased to earn a TOEFL score of 115. 
 
I have enclosed a copy of my resume and transcript, and would welcome the opportunity to 
interview with your office. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Joanna Chang 
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