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Becoming a paralegal can be an appealing career choice for those interested
in the legal field but not necessarily wishing to attend law school.
Paralegals play a crucial role in assisting lawyers with wvarious tasks,
ensuring that legal procedures are followed correctly and efficiently.
However, the path to becoming a paralegal requires specific educational
qualifications and practical skills. This article will provide an in-depth
look at what to study in order to become an effective paralegal, including
necessary education, certifications, skills, and areas of specialization.

Educational Requirements

To embark on a career as a paralegal, individuals typically need to meet
certain educational requirements. These can vary by state and employer, but
there are common paths that aspiring paralegals can follow.

1. Formal Education

While some paralegals may enter the field with a high school diploma and on-
the-job training, most employers prefer candidates who have completed some
form of higher education. Common educational routes include:

— Associate Degree in Paralegal Studies: This is one of the most common
paths. Programs usually take about two years to complete and provide
foundational knowledge in legal concepts, terminology, and procedures.

— Bachelor’s Degree in Paralegal Studies: Some institutions offer a four-year
degree specifically in paralegal studies. This degree provides more in-depth
knowledge and can make candidates more competitive in the job market.

— Certificate Programs: For those who already hold a degree in another field,
a paralegal certificate program can often be completed in a year or less.
These programs are intensive and focus on the skills needed to work as a
paralegal.

2. Accreditation and Approval

When choosing an educational program, it is essential to select one that is
accredited or approved by a recognized body. The American Bar Association
(ABA) has established guidelines for paralegal education, and programs
meeting these standards are often more respected by employers.

Key Subjects to Study

Regardless of the educational route taken, there are several key subjects
that aspiring paralegals should focus on during their studies. Mastering



these subjects will provide a solid foundation for a successful career in the
legal field.

1. Legal Research and Writing

Legal research and writing are vital skills for any paralegal. This subject
covers how to find and analyze legal information, including statutes, case
law, and legal precedents. Coursework typically includes:

— Techniques for effective legal research
— Writing legal documents, such as briefs and memos
— Understanding citation formats, like Bluebook and ALWD

2. Litigation and Trial Preparation

An understanding of the litigation process is crucial for paralegals. This
area of study includes:

- The stages of a lawsuit

— Drafting pleadings and motions

— Preparing trial binders and exhibits
— Understanding courtroom procedures

3. Ethics and Professional Responsibility

Paralegals must adhere to strict ethical standards in their work. Courses in
this area will cover:

— The role of paralegals in the legal system
— Confidentiality and attorney-client privilege
— Conflicts of interest and professional conduct

4. Contract Law

Knowledge of contract law is essential for paralegals, especially those
working in corporate or transactional law. Topics covered often include:

- Elements of a valid contract
— Contract enforcement and breach
— Negotiation and drafting of contracts

5. Family Law, Criminal Law, and Other
Specializations

Depending on the career interests of the student, specialized courses in
family law, criminal law, real estate law, or intellectual property law can
be beneficial. Understanding the nuances of these areas can set a paralegal
apart in the job market.



Gaining Practical Experience

In addition to formal education, practical experience is vital for aspiring
paralegals. This can be achieved through various means:

1. Internships

Many paralegal programs require or offer the opportunity for internships.
These positions provide hands-on experience in a legal setting, allowing
students to apply their knowledge and develop essential skills. Internships
can be found in:

- Law firms

— Corporate legal departments
- Government agencies

— Nonprofit organizations

2. Volunteer Opportunities

Volunteering at legal aid organizations or clinics can provide valuable
experience while also contributing to the community. This is particularly
beneficial for those who may not be able to secure a formal internship.

3. Networking

Building a network in the legal community can lead to job opportunities and
mentorship. Students should consider joining paralegal associations,
attending legal seminars, and engaging with professionals on platforms like
LinkedIn.

Certification and Continuing Education

While certification is not always required to work as a paralegal, obtaining
a professional certification can enhance a candidate's marketability. Various
organizations offer certifications, such as:

— National Association of Legal Assistants (NALA): Offers the Certified
Paralegal (CP) credential.

— National Federation of Paralegal Associations (NFPA): Provides the
Paralegal Advanced Competency Exam (PACE).

— American Alliance of Paralegals, Inc. (AAP): Offers the American Alliance
Certified Paralegal (AACP) designation.

Continuing education is also essential in the legal field, as laws and
regulations frequently change. Paralegals should seek out workshops, courses,
and seminars to stay current with developments in their areas of practice.



Essential Skills for Paralegals

Beyond formal education and training, successful paralegals possess a variety
of skills that enhance their effectiveness in the workplace. These include:

— Attention to Detail: The ability to spot errors and inconsistencies is
crucial in legal documents.

- Organizational Skills: Paralegals often juggle multiple cases and
deadlines, requiring strong organizational abilities.

— Communication Skills: Effective verbal and written communication skills are
necessary for interacting with clients, attorneys, and courts.

— Analytical Skills: The ability to analyze information and apply legal
principles is vital for successful case management.

— Technical Proficiency: Familiarity with legal research databases (like
Westlaw or LexisNexis) and litigation support software is increasingly
important.

Conclusion

Becoming a paralegal requires a combination of formal education, practical
experience, and a commitment to developing essential skills. By focusing on
key subjects such as legal research, ethics, and specialized areas of law,
aspiring paralegals can build a solid foundation for a rewarding career.
Additionally, obtaining certification and participating in continuing
education will further enhance one’s qualifications in this dynamic field.
Whether working in a law firm, corporate setting, or government agency,
paralegals play a vital role in supporting the legal system and ensuring that
justice is served.

Frequently Asked Questions

What degree do I need to become a paralegal?

While a bachelor's degree is often preferred, many paralegals hold an
associate degree in paralegal studies or a related field. Certification can
also enhance job prospects.

Are there specific courses I should take to prepare
for a paralegal career?
Yes, relevant courses include legal research, contract law, civil procedure,

and ethics. Specialized courses in areas like family law or criminal law can
also be beneficial.

Do I need to obtain a paralegal certification?

Certification is not required but can improve job prospects. Organizations
like the National Association of Legal Assistants (NALA) offer certification
exams for paralegals.



What skills are important for a paralegal?

Important skills include strong writing and communication abilities,
attention to detail, organizational skills, and proficiency in legal research
and technology.

Is it necessary to have prior legal experience to
become a paralegal?

Not necessarily, but internships or volunteer work in legal settings can
provide valuable experience and make candidates more competitive in the job
market.

What are the job prospects for paralegals?

Job prospects for paralegals are generally strong, with growth expected due
to increasing demand for legal services. Employment opportunities are
available in law firms, corporate legal departments, and government agencies.
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