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Reflective Law Essay Example 

Topic: What a Clinical Placement Revealed About the Gap Between Law in Books 

and Law in Practice 

Demonstrates: A university-level reflective law essay that combines critical 

reflection with legal analysis. The essay follows a reflective structure while 

maintaining academic standards and integrating legal scholarship using OSCOLA 

referencing. 

 

What a Clinical Placement Revealed About the Gap Between Law in Books and 

Law in Practice 

Introduction 

Legal education traditionally focuses on developing students' understanding of 

statutes, judicial precedent, and legal reasoning. Through lectures, seminars, and 

case analysis, students become familiar with the doctrinal framework that underpins 

the legal system. Yet there remains an important distinction between understanding 

the law as written and observing how it operates in practice. Clinical legal education 

provides an opportunity to bridge this divide by exposing students to the realities of 

legal work, client interaction, professional ethics, and the practical constraints that 

influence legal decision-making. 

During my clinical placement at a university legal advice clinic, I initially expected to 

witness straightforward applications of legal principles learned in class. Instead, I 

discovered that successful legal practice depends upon much more than identifying 

the correct legal rule. Communication, empathy, strategic judgment, procedural 

knowledge, ethical obligations, and practical limitations often shaped outcomes as 

much as substantive law itself. This experience fundamentally altered my 

understanding of the lawyer's role and highlighted the complex relationship between 

legal theory and legal practice. 

This essay reflects upon that experience. It argues that although legal doctrine 

provides the essential framework for justice, its practical application is heavily 

influenced by human, institutional, and procedural factors that cannot be fully 

appreciated through classroom study alone. 

 

Expectations Before the Placement 

Prior to beginning the placement, my understanding of legal practice was primarily 

shaped by academic study. Success in law school often depends upon identifying 

the relevant legal issue, accurately stating the applicable rule, analysing facts using 

authority, and reaching a logical conclusion. This structured approach, commonly 
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reflected in the IRAC or ILAC method, creates the impression that legal disputes can 

generally be resolved through careful doctrinal analysis. 

I therefore expected that lawyers would spend most of their time researching case 

law, interpreting legislation, and preparing persuasive legal arguments. While I 

recognised that client interviews formed part of legal practice, I assumed they were 

largely preliminary exercises before the "real" legal work began. 

The placement quickly challenged these assumptions. 

 

The Importance of Client Communication 

One of the earliest lessons involved observing client interviews. I had expected 

clients to present organised accounts of their legal problems, allowing advisers to 

identify the relevant legal issue immediately. Instead, many clients struggled to 

explain events chronologically, omitted important information, or focused primarily on 

the emotional impact of their dispute rather than its legal dimensions. 

This revealed that effective legal practice begins not with legal analysis but with 

careful listening. 

A solicitor cannot apply legal principles without first understanding the client's 

circumstances. Developing that understanding often requires patience, empathy, and 

carefully structured questioning rather than immediate legal advice. 

This experience reflected the professional obligations contained within the Solicitors 

Regulation Authority Code of Conduct, which requires solicitors to act in clients' 

best interests while providing competent and understandable advice. Technical legal 

knowledge alone cannot satisfy these professional responsibilities. 

The placement therefore demonstrated that communication is not merely an 

interpersonal skill but an essential component of competent legal representation. 

 

Law Does Not Always Produce the Expected Outcome 

Another significant lesson concerned the difference between legal entitlement and 

practical resolution. 

During one matter involving a consumer dispute, the client appeared to possess a 

strong legal claim based upon established principles of contract law. Initially, I 

assumed that identifying the relevant legal rule effectively determined the outcome. 

However, supervising solicitors considered several practical questions before 

recommending litigation. 

These included: 
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 the likely legal costs;  

 available evidence;  

 the client's financial position;  

 proportionality;  

 the possibility of negotiated settlement;  

 the time required for proceedings.  

Although the client arguably possessed a valid legal claim, pursuing litigation was 

not necessarily the most appropriate solution. 

This experience illustrated an important reality often overlooked in academic study: 

legal rights do not exist in isolation from practical considerations. 

The courts themselves encourage alternative dispute resolution where appropriate. 

The Civil Procedure Rules emphasise the overriding objective of dealing with cases 

justly and proportionately. Consequently, effective legal advice frequently involves 

identifying solutions outside formal litigation. 

This challenged my previous assumption that legal success necessarily meant 

winning a court case. 

 

Appreciating Professional Ethics 

Perhaps the most significant difference between classroom learning and practice 

concerned professional ethics. 

Legal education often discusses ethics through hypothetical scenarios involving 

confidentiality, conflicts of interest, or professional misconduct. These discussions, 

while valuable, can appear abstract. 

During the placement, ethical considerations arose naturally throughout daily work. 

Confidentiality governed every client discussion. 

Files required careful handling. 

Advice had to remain objective even where advisers sympathised with clients' 

personal circumstances. 

On several occasions, clients sought reassurance rather than purely legal 

information. Supervising lawyers demonstrated considerable empathy while 

remaining careful not to provide unrealistic expectations regarding likely outcomes. 

This highlighted the importance of maintaining professional independence. 
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The placement reinforced that lawyers serve both their clients and the administration 

of justice. As Lord Bingham observed, maintaining the rule of law depends upon 

legal professionals acting with integrity, independence, and respect for legal process. 

Ethics therefore emerged not as an additional aspect of legal practice but as its 

foundation. 

 

Access to Justice Beyond Legal Doctrine 

The placement also revealed that many legal problems stemmed not from 

uncertainty in the law but from barriers preventing individuals from accessing legal 

assistance. 

Several clients delayed seeking advice because they believed legal representation 

would be unaffordable. 

Others struggled to understand complex procedures or complete required 

documentation. 

Some simply did not know where legal help was available. 

Academic study often assumes that individuals with valid legal rights will ultimately 

enforce them. 

Clinical experience demonstrated that this assumption is unrealistic. 

The reduction of publicly funded legal services following the Legal Aid, Sentencing 

and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 has generated considerable debate 

regarding access to justice. Observing clients' difficulties provided practical context 

for discussions previously encountered only in academic literature. 

I began to appreciate that the effectiveness of the legal system depends not only 

upon the quality of legal rules but also upon whether ordinary people can realistically 

enforce them. 

This represented one of the most important insights gained from the placement. 

 

Developing Professional Skills 

The placement significantly influenced my own professional development. 

Initially, I lacked confidence during client interviews and worried about asking 

inappropriate questions. 

Observing experienced practitioners demonstrated the value of structured 

preparation, active listening, and careful note-taking. 
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Gradually, I became more comfortable identifying legally relevant facts while 

maintaining natural conversation. 

Legal research also changed in character. 

University assignments often involve locating authorities supporting a particular legal 

argument. 

Clinical research instead focused upon identifying practical solutions to specific client 

problems within limited timeframes. 

Rather than searching for theoretical debate, research became purpose-driven. 

This shift reinforced the importance of concise communication. 

Clients rarely require detailed discussions of conflicting academic opinion. Instead, 

they need clear explanations of their legal position, available options, potential risks, 

and realistic expectations. 

Learning to translate complex legal principles into accessible language proved 

considerably more challenging than writing academic essays. 

 

Reflecting on the Relationship Between Law and Practice 

The placement ultimately transformed my understanding of legal education itself. 

Doctrinal study remains indispensable. 

Without a thorough understanding of legal principles, practitioners cannot provide 

accurate advice or effectively represent clients. 

However, doctrinal knowledge alone is insufficient. 

Legal practice requires combining technical expertise with judgment, communication, 

professionalism, and commercial awareness. 

Rather than viewing legal theory and legal practice as competing approaches, I now 

understand them as mutually reinforcing. 

Academic study develops analytical precision. 

Clinical experience demonstrates how those analytical skills operate within the 

realities of human disputes. 

Each enhances the other. 

This insight has influenced my approach to subsequent legal study. 

Instead of viewing cases solely as statements of legal principle, I increasingly 

consider their practical consequences for clients, lawyers, and the wider justice 

system. 



Student’s Last Name 6 

 

Similarly, I now appreciate that procedural rules and ethical obligations are not 

secondary to substantive law but essential elements of effective legal practice. 

 

Conclusion 

My clinical placement fundamentally reshaped my understanding of the relationship 

between law in books and law in practice. Before the experience, I regarded legal 

practice primarily as the application of legal rules to factual situations. The placement 

demonstrated that effective legal representation depends equally upon 

communication, professional ethics, strategic judgment, procedural knowledge, and 

awareness of clients' personal circumstances. 

Perhaps the most valuable lesson was recognising that the law does not operate in 

isolation. Legal rights acquire meaning only when individuals can understand, 

access, and enforce them. Practical barriers—including cost, procedure, evidence, 

and emotional considerations—often influence outcomes as significantly as 

substantive legal doctrine. 

The experience also strengthened my appreciation of legal education itself. 

Academic study provides the intellectual framework necessary for legal reasoning, 

while clinical experience develops the professional skills required to apply that 

knowledge responsibly. Together, they prepare future lawyers not merely to 

understand the law but to serve those who rely upon it. 

Ultimately, the placement revealed that becoming an effective lawyer involves more 

than mastering legal rules. It requires understanding people, exercising sound 

professional judgment, and recognising that justice depends as much upon the 

quality of legal practice as upon the quality of legal doctrine. 
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