Information provided by StudentScholarships.org

____________________________________________________________________________________

Paralegals and Legal Assistants
Career Profiles provided by StudentScholarships.org

WHAT THEY DO
Although lawyers assume ultimate responsibility for legal work,
they often delegate many of their tasks to paralegals. In fact,
paralegals—also called legal assistants—are continuing to
assume new responsibilities in legal offices and perform many of
the same tasks as lawyers. Nevertheless, they are explicitly
prohibited from carrying out duties considered to be within the
scope of practice of law, such as setting legal fees, giving legal
advice, and presenting cases in court.
One of a paralegal's most important tasks is helping lawyers
prepare for closings, hearings, trials, and corporate meetings.
Paralegals might investigate the facts of cases and ensure that
all relevant information is considered. They also identify
appropriate laws, judicial decisions, legal articles, and other
materials that are relevant to assigned cases. After they analyze
and organize the information, paralegals may prepare written
reports that attorneys use in determining how cases should be
handled. If attorneys decide to file lawsuits on behalf of clients,
paralegals may help prepare the legal arguments, draft
pleadings and motions to be filed with the court, obtain
affidavits, and assist attorneys during trials. Paralegals also
organize and track files of all important case documents and
make them available and easily accessible to attorneys.

Imaging software allows paralegals to scan documents directly into
a database, while billing programs help them to track hours billed
to clients. Computer software packages also are used to perform
tax computations and explore the consequences of various tax
strategies for clients.
Paralegals are found in all types of organizations, but most are
employed by law firms, corporate legal departments, and various
government offices. In these organizations, they can work in many
different areas of the law, including litigation, personal injury,
corporate law, criminal law, employee benefits, intellectual
property, labor law, bankruptcy, immigration, family law, and real
estate. As the law becomes more complex, paralegals become
more specialized. Within specialties, functions are often broken
down further. For example, paralegals specializing in labor law
may concentrate exclusively on employee benefits. In small and
medium-size law firms, duties are often more general.

EDUCATION REQUIRED
There are several ways to become a paralegal. The most common
is through a community college paralegal program that leads to an
associate degree. Another common method of entry, mainly for
those who already have a college degree, is earning a certificate in
paralegal studies. A small number of schools offer bachelor's and
master's degrees in paralegal studies. Finally, some employers
train paralegals on the job.
Associate’s and bachelor's degree programs usually combine
paralegal training with courses in other academic subjects.
Certificate programs vary significantly, with some taking only a few
months to complete. Most certificate programs provide intensive
paralegal training for individuals who already hold college degrees.

In addition to this preparatory work, paralegals perform a
number of other functions. For example, they help draft
contracts, mortgages, and separation agreements. They also
may assist in preparing tax returns, establishing trust funds, and
planning estates. Some paralegals coordinate the activities of
other law office employees and maintain financial office records.
Computer software packages and the Internet are used to
search legal literature stored in computer databases and on CDROM. In litigation involving many supporting documents,
paralegals usually use computer databases to retrieve,
organize, and index various materials.

More than 1,000 colleges and universities, law schools, and
proprietary schools offer formal paralegal training programs.
Approximately 260 paralegal programs are approved by the
American Bar Association (ABA). Although not required by many
employers, graduation from an ABA-approved program can
enhance employment opportunities. Admission requirements vary.
Some schools require certain college courses or a bachelor's
degree, while others accept high school graduates or those with
legal experience. A few schools require standardized tests and
personal interviews.
The quality of paralegal training programs varies; some programs
may include job placement services. If possible, prospective
students should examine the experiences of recent graduates
before enrolling in a paralegal program. Training programs usually
include courses in legal research and the legal applications of
computers. Many paralegal training programs also offer an
internship, in which students gain practical experience by working
for several months in a private law firm, the office of a public
defender or attorney general, a corporate legal department, a legal
aid organization, a bank, or a government agency. Internship
experience is a valuable asset in seeking a job after graduation.
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OTHER USEFUL SKILLS

JOB GROWTH

Although most employers do not require certification, earning
voluntary certification from a professional national or local
paralegal organization may offer advantages in the labor market.
Many national and local paralegal organizations offer voluntary
paralegal certifications by requiring students to pass an exam.
Other organizations offer voluntary paralegal certifications by
meeting certain criteria such as experience and education.

Employment of paralegals and legal assistants is projected to grow
28 percent between 2008 and 2018, much faster than the average
for all occupations. Employers are trying to reduce costs and
increase the availability and efficiency of legal services by hiring
paralegals to perform tasks once done by lawyers. Paralegals are
performing a wider variety of duties, making them more useful to
businesses.

The National Association of Legal Assistants (NALA), for
example, has established standards for certification that require
various combinations of education and experience. Paralegals
who meet these standards are eligible to take a 2-day
examination. Those who pass the exam may use the Certified
Legal Assistant (CLA) or Certified Paralegal (CP) credential.
NALA certification is for a period of five years and 50 hours of
continuing education is required for recertification. According to
the NALA, as of September 4, 2009, there were 15,652 Certified
Paralegals in the United States. NALA also offers the Advanced
Paralegal Certification for experienced paralegals who want to
specialize. The Advanced Paralegal Certification program is a
curriculum-based program offered on the Internet.

Demand for paralegals also is expected to grow as an expanding
population increasingly requires legal services, especially in areas
such as intellectual property, healthcare, international law, elder
issues, criminal law, and environmental law. The growth of prepaid
legal plans also should contribute to the demand for legal services.

HOW TO ADVANCE
Paralegals usually are given more responsibilities and require
less supervision as they gain work experience. Experienced
paralegals who work in large law firms, corporate legal
departments, or government agencies may supervise and
delegate assignments to other paralegals and clerical staff.
Advancement opportunities also include promotion to
managerial and other law-related positions within the firm or
corporate legal department. However, some paralegals find it
easier to move to another law firm when seeking increased
responsibility or advancement.

WORK ENVIRONMENT
Paralegals handle many routine assignments, particularly when
they are inexperienced. As they gain experience, paralegals
usually assume more varied tasks with additional responsibility.
Paralegals do most of their work in offices and law libraries.
Occasionally, they travel to gather information and perform other
duties.
Paralegals employed by corporations and government usually
work a standard 40-hour week. Although most paralegals work
year round, some are temporarily employed during busy times of
the year. Paralegals who work for law firms sometimes work
very long hours when they are under pressure to meet
deadlines.
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Private law firms will continue to be the largest employers of
paralegals, but a growing array of other organizations, such as
corporate legal departments, insurance companies, real-estate and
title insurance firms, and banks also hire paralegals. Corporations
in particular are expected to increase their in-house legal
departments to cut costs. The wide range of tasks paralegals can
perform has helped to increase their employment in small and
medium-size establishments of all types.
In addition to new jobs created by employment growth, more job
openings will arise as people leave the occupation. There will be
demand for paralegals who specialize in areas such as real estate,
bankruptcy, medical malpractice, and product liability. Community
legal service programs, which provide assistance to the poor,
elderly, minorities, and middle-income families, will employ
additional paralegals to minimize expenses and serve the most
people. Job opportunities also are expected in Federal, State, and
local government agencies, consumer organizations, and the
courts. However, this occupation attracts many applicants, creating
competition for jobs. Experienced, formally trained paralegals
should have the best job prospects.

