




 

Business Casual and the 
Law School Student 

         Until the 1970s, law students were 
expected to follow a dress code.  Today’s 
law student faces no such requirement, 
and students should dress comfortably 
for class and library study.  Jeans, shorts, 
sweatshirts, flip-flops, and tennis shoes 
are perfectly acceptable everyday attire. 
       However, from time to time, there 
may be events with legal practitioners 
here at Hulston Hall (or events to which 
law students are invited, such as some 
Missouri Bar meetings), where students 
will be asked to wear “business casual” 
clothing.   Please do not wear jeans, flip-
flops, or tennis shoes to these events.  
Appropriate attire would include the 
following: 
• For men — khaki pants, long-sleeved 
button-down shirt, leather loafers or 
lace-up shoes, and optional jacket or 
sweater.  A short-sleeved, polo-style shirt 
may be worn during warm weather, 
especially if the event will be held 
outdoors.  
• For women — skirt (at least to the knee) 
or pants, sweater or blouse, and closed-
toe shoes. Blouses and sweaters may be 
short-sleeved if weather permits.  
Dresses (at least to the knee) with 
closed-toe shoes are also appropriate; 
wear a cardigan or jacket if the dress is 
sleeveless. 
         Occasionally, in the course of a 
“call back” interview at a large law firm, 
the firm may ask a law student to join 
associates for dinner and wear “business 
casual” attire.  Should this occur, follow 
the business casual guidelines for large 
metropolitan firms (see adjacent article). 
          What you wear to the office may 
have an impact on your future with the 
firm or agency. Professor Amy Monahan 
served on the Summer Associate 
Committee of Sidley Austin’s Chicago 
office and had to address some less-
than-appropriate choices of law students 
hoping to begin their careers with her 
firm.  As she states, “You don’t want to 
be remembered for what you wore!”  
Follow that suggestion and err on the 
side of caution — in the long run, it’s 
better (and often easier) to wear suits 
and “dress” clothing to the office than to 
guess what piece of casual attire will pass 
muster. 
          Feel free to come by the Office of 
Professional Development if you have 
any questions. 

Being Business Casual: The Everyday 
Challenge Explained 

By Andrea Follett, Coordinator of Professional 
Development 
 Few terms cause as much confusion as 
“business casual.” Unfortunately, many 
businesses have relaxed “business casual” attire 
so much that employees now show up in clothes 
once reserved for the beach or the gym.  To 
some, “business casual” means the first clean T-
shirt, pair of jeans, and two matching shoes 
pulled from the closet.  However, legal 
practitioners must pay attention to the “business 
casual” standards set by their colleagues and 
prepare to wear something dressier than 
weekend attire. 
          At large law firms, particularly those in 

major metropolitan areas, 
“business casual” means 
replacing aspects of the business 
wardrobe (suit and tie for men, 
suit and closed-toe shoes for 
women) with a piece or two 

of less formal clothing.  At 
these firms, “business casual” for 

men may mean: 
• Navy blazer paired with high-quality khaki 
pants, long-sleeved, button-down shirt, leather 
loafers or lace-up shoes, and a tie if office 
etiquette dictates; or 
• Suit pants paired with long-sleeved button-
down shirt, cotton or wool pullover sweater, tie 
if necessary, and dress shoes. 
          Women at the same firms might select the 
following for business casual days:  
• Tailored pants worn with sweater set or blouse 
and closed-toe shoes or boots; or 
• Knee-length skirt worn with sweater set or 
jacket, closed-toe shoes or boots, and panty 
hose or opaque tights (some, but 
not all, law firms relax panty hose 
requirements during summer 
months); or  
• Knee-length dress (worn 
with cardigan or jacket if 
sleeveless), closed-toe shoes or 
boots, and panty hose or opaque 
tights. 

But What Can I Wear? 
          Before participating in your office’s 
business casual day, ask a colleague of your own 
gender what is acceptable.  Better yet, wear a suit 
on a business casual day and look around to see 
what other people are wearing.  Notice how 
both associates and partners dress. 
Generally speaking, it is wise to avoid the 
following on business casual days: 
• Denim of any kind (jeans, shirts, skirts) — 
wait and see what partners and associates wear 
before you wear any denim 
to the office.  Most offices 
have a “no jeans” policy. 

• Tennis shoes, flip-flops, Crocs, and 
Birkenstocks — both men and women should 
avoid these shoes at the office (even if worn 
with socks).  If a foot or ankle injury makes the 
temporary use of tennis shoes unavoidable, make 
sure to tell your office manager and make every 
effort to wear more appropriate shoes to court 
and client meetings. 
• Sandals — Men should avoid wearing sandals 
to work.  Women should pay attention to what 
other female associates/partners wear and 
choose sandals only if a majority of attorneys are 
already wearing them to work.  It would be wise 
to keep a pair of black closed-toe pumps in the 
bottom drawer of your filing cabinet to wear to 
last-minute court appearances.  Keep in mind, 
too, that some sandals are just not office-
appropriate.  Save very high stiletto heels, bright 
colors, and strappy styles for a night out with 
friends. It is also a good idea to avoid open-
backed slides that make “clacking” sounds on a 
tiled hallway.   
• T-shirts — Both men and women should 
avoid T-shirts.  For men, a better business casual 
choice is a polo-style shirt with a collar.  Make 
sure, however, that other partners and associates 
are already wearing polo shirts to work before 
you wear yours.  If you are a woman, please do 
not confuse “shells,” often sold with suits and 
sweater sets, for T-shirts.  Usually made of silk 
or fine-gauged cotton, shells are appropriate 
office wear, provided that the neckline does not 
reveal cleavage.  Casual, thin cotton T-shirts 
(think of those sold at stores like Gap and 
American Eagle) are typically not dressy enough 
to wear to the office. 
• Tank tops/spaghetti strap tops — A 
woman may wear a tank top underneath a 
blouse, cardigan, or other jacket only if the 
jacket is buttoned and no cleavage is showing.  
Tank tops should never be worn alone.  Avoid 
sheer or metallic fabrics (a good rule to follow 
for any piece of clothing worn to work). 
• Shorts and capri pants — An increasing 
number of fashion designers are creating 
women’s suits with tailored jackets and knee-
length shorts.  While this look has, to some 
extent, caught on at some coastal firms, it is still 
an uncommon look in Midwestern law offices.  
Let someone else be the trailblazer in this field 
and stick to skirts or full-length pants.  Capri 
pants may be worn to the office only if a 
majority of women associates and partners 
routinely wear them on business casual days.  
Make sure your capri pants are made of good-
quality fabric such as wool or gabardine.  
 



 

Deadline approaching for Equal 
Justice Works Fellowships 

         The Equal Justice Works Fellowships Program 
provides financial and other forms of support to 
lawyers working on innovative legal projects 
throughout the U.S.  The two-year Fellowships offer 
salary (up to $37,500 annually, which can be 
supplemented by the host organization) and generous 
loan repayment assistance; a national training and 
leadership development program; and other forms of 
support during the term of the Fellowship.  Fellows 
selected will begin their terms in September 2008. 
         A list of likely funding locations and issues for 
the upcoming competition can be found here: 
http://www.equaljusticeworks.org/fellows/info.php
#A4.  This list is not exhaustive, as some of our funding 
partners do not express specific preferences, and it 
will be updated on an ongoing basis as any additional 
funders commit. 
          The 2008 Equal Justice Works Fellowships 
online application can be accessed at 
http://www.equaljusticeworks.org/fellows/2008fello
w.php. You may review the application form by 
creating a profile and an application name.  
The deadline is 5 p.m. EDT on Tuesday, Sept. 18, 
2007.  A complete application packet includes the 
online application and two hard copy items – the 
Certification Form and up to two letters of 
recommendation.  
          Questions should be directed to 
fellowships@equaljusticeworks.org or (202) 466-
3686, ext. 202. 

 
Professional Use of Email 

Whether you get a job in a small private practice, 
state or federal government agency, or large firm, 
chances are you'll have access to good computer 
technology.  These days, having an email 
account is almost as natural as having a 
telephone number.  While email provides a 
quick and (mostly) easy means of 
communication, there are times when 
email is not the appropriate 
communication device for lawyers. 

In its Webcast CLE, Overcoming E-
Mail Overload: Techniques and Tips for Avoiding 
Malpractice, Streamlining, and Improving 
Effectiveness (July 19, 2006), the American Bar 
Association provided some helpful "do's & don'ts" 
for managing work-related e-mail: 

Do 
• Keep your business e-mail account separate 

from your home e-mail account 
• Consider creating a separate e-mail address for 

public list-serves.  By doing so, your "regular" 

business e-mail will not be inundated with 
newsletters, list-serve discussions, etc. 

• Consider the appropriateness of e-mail transmittal.  
Some information (for example, a yet-to-be-made-
public merger or acquisition) is better shared in face-
to-face conversations or in hand-delivered 
documents. 

• Encryption of e-mail may be another tool to help 
protect sensitive information. 

• Create folders for each client.  This will allow you to 
quickly access and accurately retain e-mails from a 
variety of people. 

• Answer e-mails promptly.  Putting e-mails on the 
back burner only bloats your in-box.  You may 
consider the "One Minute Or Less Responder Rule:" 
if you cannot reply to the e-mail within one minute of 
receipt, place it in a "needs reply" folder.  

• Use proper grammar and punctuation. E-mails are as 
professional as all business communications. 

• Be polite in all e-mail communication and remember 
the "Front Page" rule: if you would not want the 
information published on the front page of your 
hometown newspaper, do not include it in e-mail.  
You never know whether or when your presumably 
"private" e-mail conversation will be forwarded. 

Don't 
• "Flame" anyone with your e-mail communications.  

"Flaming" refers to writing and sending e-mails while 
you are angry.  While it may feel good to get your 
feelings off your chest via a scathing, sarcastic e-mail, 
it could ultimately hurt professional relationships and 
reputations.  

• Indiscriminately copy people on your e-mails 
(especially if you are doing so just to show a partner 
or colleague that you are doing work). 

• Use business e-mail to share jokes, 
"thoughts of the day," urban legends, etc.  

People are busy and may not appreciate 
your attempt to be funny or informative. 

• Assume that people will respond to your 
e-mails immediately after you write them. 

Don't make the mistake of equating e-mail 
with face-to-face or telephone conversation. 

• Deliver bad news via e-mail.  As difficult as it may be, 
the better practice is to personally meet with clients 
or colleagues. 
Want to learn more about good communication in 

legal/professional settings?  If so, plan to attend Business 
Communication, a presentation to be held on Wednesday, 
Sept. 19, from 1:00-1:50 p.m. in the Courtroom.  
Attendance at that presentation may be used to satisfy 
either a Career Component or a Professional Perspectives 
credit All classes are welcome — and encouraged — to 
attend. 




