The Paralegal Profession

by Malka Weintraub

Are you looking for a profession where a frum person can feel comfortable?  Where a man can wear his yarmulke or a woman her tznius clothing?  Are you looking for a career that will give you a stable income, predictable hours and a "decent" salary, yet lends itself to flexibility and part time work too?  If so, you may want to consider being a paralegal.

Take this short self-assessment:

1. Can you think logically and learn quickly?

2. Do you have computer word-processing skills?

3. Can you write clearly and understandably?

4. Are you able to get along well with other people?

5. Are you interested in the law?

If you answered yes to these questions, you should definitely take a closer look.  A paralegal is essentially an assistant attorney.  The attorney sets fees, accepts cases, gives legal advice, appears in court, and takes responsibility for the paralegal's work.  The paralegal researches laws and previous cases in the library, often meeting witnesses and interviewing them in the process.  The paralegal analyzes the data and prepares reports that the attorney may use to determine how to proceed with the case.  The paralegal may also help prepare legal arguments and write drafts of pleadings to be filed in court.

Paralegals work in a variety of settings, besides attorney's offices.  Some paralegals work for the government.  The Federal Trade Commission, Justice Department, Treasury, Internal Revenue Service, Department of Interior, and Social Security Administration are some of the government agencies that hire paralegals.  Because many businesses constantly deal with legal regulations, smaller corporations often hire paralegals to handle the day-to-day legal work when they don't necessarily need an attorney.  Paralegals work in banks, insurance companies, real estate firms, and corporate legal departments.

Requirements for paralegals vary.  Some paralegals start as secretaries and are gradually given more training and responsibility.  It is estimated that over 85% of paralegals receive some type of formal education.  Formal training ranges from one to three years and is offered at four-year colleges and universities, law schools, community colleges, and business schools.  Some paralegal training programs require a college degree, and those who have a college degree have an edge over those who do not.

Paralegals may choose to be certified, although licensure or certification is not required.  The National Association of Legal Assistants Certifying Board conducts an extensive two-day exam and offers Certified Legal Assistant (CLA) to those who pass.  The National Federation of Paralegal Associations (NFPA) established another exam for paralegals with a bachelor's degree and two years experience, the Registered Paralegal (RP).

Salaries vary greatly, depending on the size and location of the firm, the education and experience of the paralegal.  The NFPA surveyed paralegals in 1999 and found the median annual earnings to be $32,760 in 1998.  The highest 10% earned more than $50,000, and the lowest 10% earned less than about $20,000.

Paralegal is one of the fastest rowing professions in the country.  One reason is financial.  Paralegals make the delivery of services to clients more cost effective.  The increasing popularity of legal plans and the public's increasing need for legal services are fueling a growing demand for paralegals in private law firms.  Businesses are more likely to pursue litigation when profits are up, and the economy has been good lately.

For more information, contact the following associations: American Association for Paralegal Education (www.aafpe.org, 2965 Flowers Road South, Suite 105, Atlanta, GA 30341, 770-452-9877), National Association of Legal Assistants (www.nala.org, 1516 South Boston Ave., Suite 200, Tulsa, OK), and National Federation of Paralegal Associations (info@paralegals.org, PO Box 33108, Kansas City, MO 64114, 816-941-4000).

