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Work placement schemes are becoming
increasingly vital to law firms as a way to
hand-pick the cream from among the training
contract candidate crop. This is perhaps
even more invaluable for outfits like
Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom (or
just Skadden for short) - winner of the award
for Best Work Placement Scheme - City Firm.
The London office, part of a sprawling
international operation, takes on just a
handful of trainees each year.

“The vacation scheme is very important
to us,” explains John Adebiyi, who has been
involved in the UK trainee recruitment
programme since its inception. “Basing
recruitment simply on an application form
and an interview - especially as we are
looking to recruit a very small number of
people, and given the calibre of applicants
these days - is very hard. They’ve all got
absolutely fabulous CVs and perform so well
at interview that to distinguish between them
is becoming increasingly difficult. It is
therefore critically important for us to take a
closer look at them, and we can do this when
they are with us for a couple of weeks.”

Skadden’s vac scheme affords the
perfect opportunity for wannabe lawyers to
test-run their potential future workplace, as
it’s designed to give candidates a real feel of
what it’s like to be part of the team. “I think
[the scheme] mirrors what they would be
doing on a training contract and shows them
what they would be doing if they were to join
us,” says John. “It’s very important for them

to be sure that they will find the work
interesting and challenging, and that the firm
offers an environment they’d like to work in.
We try to give them a feeling for how lawyers
who are already here interact with each other
and how lawyers interact with clients.”

This is something that the firm has
worked very hard to get right, and is achieved
by thrusting the vac schemer right into the
thick of the action. Each student sits in two
practice areas during the two-week
placement and can generally choose specific
fields of interest. In each practice area they
work alongside an associate, who gives them
genuine, practical pieces of work to do,
oversees that work and uses it as a basis for
further development. As an additional level of
support, one of the firm’s current trainees is
also assigned as a mentor for the entire
duration of the vacation scheme.

Graduate recruiter Kate Harman is a
linchpin in this effort. “The vacation scheme
has come on leaps and bounds in recent
years,” she says. “The firm responds very
positively to having people actually here and
being part of the team. We are very honest
about what life will be like as a trainee. This
will involve a very honest account of what is
involved, and trainees will find that they are
working on the most high-profile and complex
deals in today’s market. The Skadden ethos
is about really giving our students and our
trainees the responsibility they want, and
ensuring they are well supported throughout
their time with us.”

Skadden, Arps, Slate,
Meagher & Flom (UK) LLP

Ready for your close-up? Then check out the award-
winning vac scheme at this international titan
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This view is backed up James Broad, one
of the current trainees at the firm and an
alumnus of the work placement scheme.
“There was a real emphasis on the fact that
you are here for two weeks and the firm
wants you to see what it does and wants you
to have a go at it,” he says. “While you will
go out and have some food and drink and it
will be a lot of fun, the real purpose is to see
what it’s like to be a lawyer and do some real
work. I think that is an emphasis that
Skadden really concentrates on.”

As James suggests, there’s also a social
side to the scheme: the firm believes it just
as important that all candidates feel relaxed
and comfortable in their new environment. To
this end, each week Kate organises one
main event to promote some good old team
bonding, which in the past has included
cookery courses, tutelage in the fine art of
the chocolatier and trips to the theatre.

The best way to secure a place on
Skadden’s work placement is to try and hook
up with Kate or one of her team at one of the
law fairs they visit during the autumn term (a
list of venues can be found on the firm’s
website). Some face time, suggests Kate,
should help give you an edge when it comes
to completing and impressing with your
application.

“I think you can glean a lot more from
speaking to people at events than just from
our literature,” she says. “That really helps
to make a good application form - the
knowledge you have of the firm and the

understanding of how Skadden works.
Research is key; it is the thing that really
differentiates one application form from
another, making that effort to understand
and explain why US firms - and Skadden in
particular - are different from UK firms and
so on.”

Of course, this insight needs to be
married with sterling academics, an interest
in business and the law, and a demonstrable
record of achievement in some kind of extra-
curricular activity. Those who measure up to
this winning formula may progress to the
next stage of the process: a place on one of
the firm’s open days. These are held over
three or four days in January, with around 20
people attending each half-day event.
Candidates will be expected to take part in a
group exercise, a Q&A session and an
associate interview. Those who make the cut
will then be invited on a vac scheme with, as
far as is possible, a degree of flexibility as to
whether to attend during the Easter or
summer holidays.

To shine on the work placement, you’ll
need to show your willingness to learn and
get stuck into the challenges that are
presented to you. “We’re looking for high
levels of intellectual ability,” explains John
Adebiyi, “but we’re also looking for energy
and creativity. Apart from anything else, it
can be demanding at times being a lawyer in
a practice like this, so we need someone
who has drive, commitment and the desire to
be successful.”

We try to give
them a feeling
for how lawyers
who are already
here interact
with each other
and how lawyers
interact with
clients

Best in Law 2011 - Paginated_Layout 1  04/10/2011  09:51  Page 39



40 LawCareers.Net Best in Law

Kate echoes this view, suggesting that
these qualities are particularly important for
applicants who think they can handle a
training contract at the firm. “We want to see
people who we know are going to fit in well
with our trainee model,” she points out. “We
need to identify trainees who are going to
thrive in our environment, and I think it is key
for us to identify those people at this stage.
We are looking for people who are eager to
take on the early responsibility we give them,
who are capable of multitasking, who are
self-sufficient, independent and able to stand
on their own two feet. Those who need a
little more hand-holding, or want more
theoretical training, are probably not the right
fit for us. We are looking for people who
perform at their best with ‘on-the-job’ training
rather than classroom-based learning.”

At the end of their vacation placement, all
candidates go through a final selection
process, which includes a written test, a
presentation and a partner interview, but of
course overall performance is also taken into
account. “We get feedback from the people
they have interacted with during their two-
week period,” says John. “We really do try
and get a holistic, 360-degree view of the
candidate. That is one of the advantages of
having them here for two weeks.”

A lot of hard work has gone into dreaming
up the perfect work placement scheme and
ensuring that it delivers everything the firm
wants. To ensure this continues, the process
is reviewed at the end of each recruitment

cycle, with all those involved - including the
vac schemers themselves - offering feedback
on the different aspects of the scheme and
how it might be improved. It is this group
involvement that, Kate thinks, makes the
Skadden scheme stand out and helped it
scoop the award. “There is so much
involvement and so much energy within the
firm to try and make people feel welcome
and included,” she says. “We really try to
show them a slice of what Skadden is and
it’s a very transparent process. It is a part of
the firm’s culture to include people and to
show them that although we are part of a
huge global network, the London office is -
like some and more than others - a very
friendly and collegiate London firm.”

By Rowan McIntyre

We really do try
and get a
holistic, 360-
degree view of
the candidate.
That is one of
the advantages
of having them
here for two
weeks
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Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom (UK) LLP
40 Bank Street
Canary Wharf
London
E14 5DS 
T 020 7519 7000 
E graduate.hiring@skadden.com  
W www.skadden.com/uktraineesolicitors 

Method of application: Online application form

Application deadline: Apply by 12 January 2012 
for vacation placements in Easter and Summer
2012. Apply by 31 July 2012 for training
contracts commencing in 2014

Method of selection: We encourage candidates
to apply for a vacation scheme in the first
instance. Candidates will be invited to take part
in an interview, group exercise and Q&A session

Work areas
• Arbitration
• Banking
• Commercial litigation
• Company & commercial
• Corporate finance
• Corporate restructuring
• Corporate tax
• Energy and projects
• Insolvency
• Mergers & acquisitions
• Private equity

Offices 
Europe: Brussels, Frankfurt, London, Moscow,
Munich, Paris, Vienna
US: Boston, Chicago, Houston, Los Angeles,
New York, Palo Alto, Toronto, Washington DC,
Wilmington
Asia-Pacific: Beijing, Hong Kong, Shanghai, São
Paulo, Singapore, Sydney, Tokyo

What trainees said:

“After vacation
placements at a few
top City firms, within
days at Skadden I
knew this was the
place for me.”

“I was doing some
research work for the
firm’s most senior
and well-known
partner; this was
nerve-wracking, but a
great experience and
good exposure, and
most importantly,
very indicative of the
type of work I’d be
doing as a trainee.
The social events
were fun and had
consistently good
turnout; people seem
to take a real interest
in graduate
recruitment and in
getting to know
potential trainees.”
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