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Whatis a
Paralegal?

Paralegals play a critical role in the legal system, working behind
the scenes to keep cases moving and law offices running
efficiently. They are trained professionals who support attorneys
by handling many of the detailed, time-consuming tasks that go
into preparing legal work. While they are not licensed to practice
law, their contributions are essential to the success of legal teams
across a wide range of settings.

At its core, a paralegal career is about organization, research, and
precision. Paralegals gather and analyze information, draft legal
documents, maintain case files, and help attorneys prepare for
meetings, hearings, and trials. They often act as a bridge
between clients and attorneys, helping to ensure
communication is clear and that all necessary documentation is
in place. Because legal work depends heavily on accuracy and
deadlines, paralegals are trusted to manage important details
that can directly impact the outcome of a case.

This profession offers a unique blend of intellectual challenge
and practical application. One day might involve researching
case law or reviewing contracts, while another could focus on
organizing evidence or preparing exhibits for court. The work is
structured but rarely repetitive, making it a strong fit for
individuals who enjoy problem-solving and working in a fast-
paced environment.

Paralegals are employed in a variety of settings, including law
firms, corporate legal departments, government agencies, and
nonprofit organizations. This flexibility allows professionals in the
field to align their careers with specific interests, whether that's
criminal law, healthcare, business, real estate, or public service.

For those interested in the legal field but not necessarily
pursuing a law degree, becoming a paralegal offers a direct and
accessible entry point. It provides meaningful involvement in
legal work, opportunities for specialization, and a clear pathway
for career growth all while building skills that are highly valued
across industries.



Day-to-Day
Responsibilities

The day-to-day work of a paralegal is where the role really comes to life. While responsibilities
can vary depending on the type of law and workplace, most paralegals spend their time
managing the details that keep legal cases organized, accurate, and moving forward.

* Legal research and information gathering: Paralegals dig into case law, statutes, and
regulations to help attorneys build arguments and understand the legal landscape around
a case. This often includes using specialized legal databases and summarizing findings in a
way that attorneys can quickly apply.

» Drafting and preparing legal documents: Paralegals regularly create contracts, pleadings,
motions, and correspondence. These documents must follow strict formatting and legal
standards, so attention to detail is critical. While attorneys review and finalize the work,
paralegals handle much of the initial drafting.

» Case management and organization: They maintain files, track deadlines, and ensure that
all documents and evidence are properly stored and easy to access. In many ways, they act
as the central hub of a case, keeping everything structured so nothing falls through the
cracks.

« Communication: Paralegals often interact with clients, witnesses, and other professionals
to gather information, schedule meetings, and provide updates. This requires
professionalism, discretion, and the ability to explain complex information clearly.

» Trial or hearing preparation: This can include organizing exhibits, preparing binders,
coordinating logistics, and supporting attorneys during proceedings. In some
environments, especially busy law firms, this phase can be fast-paced and high-pressure.

On any given day, a paralegal might shift between research, writing, organization, and
communication tasks. It's a role that rewards people who are detail-oriented, adaptable, and
comfortable managing multiple priorities at once. For many, this variety is part of what makes
the career both engaging and rewarding.




Skills & Competencies

By developing these skills, a paralegal can perform their duties effectively, contribute
positively to their workplace, and provide excellent support for attorneys.
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Attention to Detail Legal Research Skills Written Communication
Ensures acc.l.!racy in legal Ability to efficiently locate, Drafts clear, professional legal
.docume.nts, filings, and case interpret, and apply laws, documents and correspondence
information where.evc.er.\ small regulations, and case precedents that meet strict formatting and
errors can have significant using legal databases. legal standards.

consequences.

Interpersonal

Communication Time Management Organization
Interacts professionally with Balances multiple cases and Manages large volumes of
attorneys, clients, and other deadlines, prioritizing tasks documents, deadlines, and case

stakeholders while maintaining effectively in a fast-paced files while keeping everything
confidentiality. environment. structured and accessible.

Critical Thinking Ethical Judgement Technical Proficiency
Analyzes information and identifies Understands and follows legal and Uses legal software, case
relevant details to support legal professional standards, especially management systems, and
strategies and case preparation. regarding confidentiality and standard office tools to complete
conduct. daily tasks efficiently.

Client Service s
Orientation Adaptability
Provides responsive, professional Adjusts quickly to changing
support to clients while helping priorities, case developments, and
them feel informed and confident different areas of law.

throughout the legal process.




Education & Training

There isn't just one path into the paralegal profession, which makes it an accessible option for a wide
range of students. That said, most employers today are looking for candidates who have completed
some form of formal education in paralegal studies or a closely related field. Having that academic
foundation not only builds credibility but also ensures you understand the legal concepts, terminology,
and procedures required to succeed on the job.

The most common entry point is an associate degree in paralegal studies, which typically takes about
two years to complete. These programs are designed to provide a strong mix of legal knowledge and
practical skills, covering topics like legal research, writing, ethics, and different areas of law such as civil
litigation or contracts. For many students, this is the fastest and most direct route into the workforce.

Some students choose to pursue a bachelor’s degree, either in paralegal studies or a related field like
legal studies or business. A bachelor's degree can open the door to more advanced roles, higher earning
potential, and opportunities in specialized or corporate environments. It can also be a strategic choice
for those who may want to continue their education later, such as applying to law school.

There are also certificate programs available, typically designed for individuals who already hold a
degree in another field and want to transition into the legal profession. These programs are more
focused and can often be completed in less time, making them a popular option for career changers.

Beyond formal education, many aspiring paralegals benefit from hands-on training through internships
or externships. These experiences allow students to apply what they've learned in a real legal
environment, build confidence, and start developing professional connections. In many cases,
internships lead directly to job opportunities after graduation.

Certification

While certification is not always required, many employers prefer or
prioritize candidates who have taken that extra step. Professional
certifications from organizations like the National Association of Legal
Assistants (NALA) and the National Federation of Paralegal
Associations (NFPA) are widely recognized and signal a strong
understanding of legal principles, ethics, and best practices. These
credentials typically require passing an exam and, in some cases,
meeting education or experience requirements.

In addition to individual certifications, students should also pay
attention to whether their academic program is approved by the
American Bar Association (ABA). While ABA approval is not
mandatory to become a paralegal, it is often viewed as a mark of
quality and rigor in paralegal education. Programs that carry this
approval have been evaluated against standards related to
curriculum, faculty, and student outcomes. Graduating from an ABA-
approved program can strengthen your resume and may make you a
more competitive candidate in certain job markets.

Together, certification and program quality serve as important signals
to employers that you are well-prepared, professionally trained, and
committed to building a career in the legal field.
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Start Your Paralegal Career with American
National University

If you're ready to take the next step, choosing the right program can make all the difference in how
quickly and confidently you enter the field. American National University offers flexible, career-
focused options designed to prepare you for real-world paralegal work from day one.

The Associate Degree in Paralegal Studies provides a well-rounded foundation in legal principles,
research, and writing, while also building the practical skills employers look for. It's a strong option if
you're starting fresh and want a direct path into the profession with the potential for long-term
growth.

For those who already have a degree or are looking to transition quickly, the Paralegal Certificate
Program offers a more focused approach. You'll concentrate on core legal skills and knowledge,
allowing you to pivot into the legal field without starting from scratch.

Both options are built with flexibility in mind, making it easier to balance school with work and life
responsibilities. You'll learn from experienced instructors, work through real-world scenarios, and
graduate with the confidence to step into a legal environment. Whether you're beginning your
career or making a change, these programs are designed to help you move forward with purpose
and with the skills employers expect.

Specializations

Beyond the workplace itself, many paralegals choose to
specialize in a specific area of law. Litigation paralegals assist
with court cases and trial preparation, often working in high-
pressure environments. Corporate paralegals focus on contracts,
governance, and business transactions. Family law paralegals
work on matters like divorce and custody, which often involve
close interaction with clients. Other specialties include criminal
law, healthcare law, intellectual property, and real estate.

Ann Burns, PLGC, ‘25

“The interaction with the instructors, even through Zoom — |
will say, you guys have really mastered that online platform
and being able to really communicate. We might work on
something, and it didn't really feel remote. So it was great! It

is really great to have the update in technology... and the
learning, the being entrenched in it as intense as the
program is... it really does prepare you for those situations in
a work setting where it's crunch time and you're dealing with
this, and you know there's an end in sight so you can get
through.”
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Job Outlook

One of the biggest advantages of this career path is the number of available opportunities
each year. Even when growth is moderate, turnover in the field creates thousands of openings
annually. In fact, projections estimate around 39,000+ paralegal job openings each year*
through the next decade, giving new graduates consistent entry points into the profession.

Demand for paralegals is also influenced by how legal services are evolving. Law firms and
organizations are increasingly relying on paralegals to handle tasks that don't require an
attorney, helping reduce costs while maintaining efficiency. This shift continues to create
opportunities, particularly in areas like corporate law, healthcare, compliance, and litigation
support.

Work Environments

One of the advantages of becoming a paralegal is the variety of environments you can work in.
While many people picture a traditional law firm, paralegals are employed across a wide range
of industries, each offering a slightly different pace, focus, and type of work.

Law firms are the most common setting, especially for entry-level roles. In this environment,
paralegals often support one or more attorneys and work on multiple cases at once. The pace
can be fast, particularly in litigation-focused firms, with responsibilities ranging from research
and document preparation to trial support.

Corporate legal departments offer a different experience. Instead of working on a variety of
client cases, paralegals support a single organization. This might include reviewing contracts,
ensuring regulatory compliance, or assisting with business transactions. The work is often
more predictable and business-focused, making it appealing for those interested in the
intersection of law and business.

Government agencies also employ paralegals at the local, state, and federal levels. These roles
can involve supporting prosecutors, public defenders, or regulatory bodies. The work often
focuses on public service, and while the pace can vary, these positions tend to offer structure
and stability.

Paralegals can also find opportunities in healthcare systems, insurance companies, and real
estate offices, where legal knowledge is essential to operations. In these environments, the
role may blend legal responsibilities with administrative or compliance-related tasks.

*Source of information: https://www.paralegaledu.org/blog/paralegal-job-outlook/




Career Advancement

A career as a paralegal doesn’t have to be a starting point, it can
grow into a long-term, upward path with increasing
responsibility, specialization, and earning potential. Many
professionals enter the field in entry-level roles and, over time,
move into more advanced positions as they gain experience
and refine their skills.

One of the most common advancement paths is becoming a
senior or lead paralegal. In these roles, professionals often take
on more complex cases, oversee junior staff, and play a larger
role in case strategy and workflow management. This shift
comes with greater responsibility and typically higher
compensation.

Another path is specialization. Paralegals who focus on high-
demand areas—such as corporate law, litigation, healthcare
law, intellectual property, or compliance can position
themselves as subject matter experts. Specialization often leads
to more advanced opportunities, particularly within large
organizations or niche legal practices.

Some paralegals transition into legal operations, compliance,
or management roles, especially within corporate
environments. These positions may involve overseeing legal
processes, managing risk, or coordinating across departments.
The organizational and analytical skills developed as a paralegal
translate well into these broader business functions.

For those with long-term academic goals, the profession can
also serve as a stepping stone to law school or other graduate-
level education. Many attorneys begin their careers as
paralegals, using the experience to gain firsthand insight into
the legal field before advancing further.

Professional development plays an important role in career
growth. Earning certifications, gaining experience with legal
technology, and continuing education can all help paralegals
stand out and move forward. Over time, those who combine
experience with ongoing skill development often find
themselves with multiple career options both within and
beyond traditional legal settings.

In short, this is a career with flexibility. Whether you want to
deepen your expertise, move into leadership, or pivot into a
related field, the paralegal profession provides a strong
foundation to build on.




Advanced Certifications

National Association of Legal Assistants
One of the most recognized options comes from the National
Association of Legal Assistants. After earning the Certified
Paralegal (CP) credential, professionals can pursue the
Advanced Certified Paralegal (ACP) designation. This is not just
a general credential, it allows paralegals to specialize in specific
areas of law like litigation, contracts, e-discovery, or real estate.
The program is designed to deepen expertise and demonstrate
ongoing professional growth, often through coursework and

assessments tied to real-world legal applications. E

National Federation of Paralegal

Associations

The National Federation of Paralegal Associations also offers an
advanced pathway through its Paralegal Advanced

Competency Exam (PACE). Passing this exam earns the -
Registered Paralegal (RP) credential, which is typically geared . =
toward experienced professionals and focuses on advanced

knowledge, critical thinking, and practical application of legal ‘
concepts.

Beyond these, there are additional certifications from
organizations like National Association for Legal Support
Professionals and the American Alliance of Paralegals, which
offer credentials aimed at experienced professionals or those
looking to validate specialized expertise.

The key takeaway is that certification doesn'’t stop at the entry
level. Paralegals who invest in advanced credentials can
position themselves as specialists, take on more complex work,
and often move into higher-paying or leadership roles. For
students considering this path, it reinforces an important point:
the right educational foundation doesn't just help you get
started, it sets you up to keep advancing.

Bobby Moore, PLGA, ‘25

“It was just easy and for me not being a
traditional student, it was just so much
easier for me to get used to the way that we
did our assignments, the way that we had
our Zoom classes. | was still able to be a dad
and do everything else that | needed to do.
But | could also take all my classes.”




Resources

Organizations

Professional organizations are also valuable for networking,
certifications, and staying current in the field. The National
Association of Legal Assistants (NALA) and the National
Federation of Paralegal Associations (NFPA) both offer
educational resources, certification programs, and career
support for paralegals at all stages. These organizations can
help you stay connected to industry trends and
opportunities.

You may also want to explore guidance from the American
Bar Association (ABA), which provides information on legal
education standards and approved paralegal programs.
Reviewing ABA-approved programs can help you identify
high-quality educational options as you begin your journey.

Industry Websites and Publications

The ABA Journal is one of the most widely read publications
in the legal field. While it's geared toward attorneys, it
regularly covers trends, technology, and case developments
that directly impact paralegals.

Legaltech News is especially valuable given how much the
field is evolving. It focuses on legal technology, automation,
e-discovery, and Al—areas that are becoming increasingly
important in day-to-day paralegal work.

For something more directly aligned to the role, Paralegal
Today (archived but still widely referenced) offers practical
insights into responsibilities, career advice, and workplace
expectations specific to paralegals.

The National Paralegal Reporter, published by the National
Federation of Paralegal Associations, provides articles on
professional development, ethics, and trends affecting the
profession.

Another strong option is Above the Law, which takes a
more conversational approach to legal industry news and
can give readers a sense of culture and current events in the
field.

Forums and Social Media Groups
Reddit Paralegal Forum (/r/Paralegal): A subreddit where
paralegals can ask questions, share experiences, and seek
advice.

Linkedln and Facebook Groups: Many legal professionals

join private or public groups focused on paralegals, legal
assistants, or specific practice areas.
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Is a Paralegal Career
Right for You?

Read each statement and give yourself:
2 points = Sounds like me, 1 point = Somewhat me, or O points = Not me at all

The Reality Check

1.1 naturally catch small mistakes others miss. Typos, inconsistencies, missing details, you notice them
without trying.

2.1 don’t mind repetitive or detail-heavy work. You're okay reviewing documents, organizing files, and
double-checking information.

3.1 can stay organized even when juggling multiple deadlines. You don't panic when things pile up,
you prioritize and move forward.

4.1'm comfortable working behind the scenes instead of being the center of attention. You're okay
being the one who makes things happen without always getting the spotlight.

5.1 can handle pressure, especially when deadlines are strict. Last-minute changes or urgent requests
don't completely throw you off.

6.l communicate professionally, even in stressful situations. You can stay calm and clear when dealing
with clients, attorneys, or sensitive topics.

7.'m curious and like figuring things out. Researching answers and digging into information actually
interests you.

8.1 respect rules, structure, and process. You're not someone who cuts corners, especially when
accuracy matters.

9.I'm comfortable working with technology and learning new systems. Case management tools,
databases, and document software don't intimidate you.

10.1 can separate emotions from work when needed. Even in difficult cases, you can stay objective and

focused on the task.

Your Score

16-20 points: This is probably a great fit. You have the mindset and traits that successful paralegals rely
on every day. This career could feel natural to you.

10-15 points: It could work with the right training and expectations. You have a solid foundation, but
you'll want to be intentional about building key skills like organization and attention to detail.

0-9 points: This might not be your ideal path and that's okay. This career demands a very specific work
style. If this didn't feel like you, there are plenty of other paths that may be a better match.

Paralegal work is rewarding, stable, and full of opportunity, but it's also structured, detail-driven, and
demanding in ways people don't always expect. If this quiz felt like you, that's a strong signal you're
looking in the right direction. And with the right training, you can turn those natural strengths into a
real career.

an.edu




	The Not-What-You-Would-Expect Guide to
	Paralegal Careers
	Honestly, it's not for everyone!
	an.edu


	Table of Contents
	What is a Paralegal?
	Day-to-Day Responsibilities
	Skills & Competencies
	Education & Training
	Job Outlook
	Career Advancement
	Advanced Certifications
	Resources
	Is a Paralegal Career Right for You? Quiz

	What is a Paralegal?
	Day-to-Day Responsibilities
	Skills & Competencies
	By developing these skills, a paralegal can perform their duties effectively, contribute positively to their workplace, and provide excellent support for attorneys.
	Attention to Detail
	Legal Research Skills
	Written Communication
	Interpersonal Communication
	Time Management
	Organization
	Critical Thinking
	Ethical Judgement
	Technical Proficiency
	Client Service Orientation
	Adaptability
	an.edu                                                                                                                                     5


	Education & Training
	Certification

	Start Your Paralegal Career with American National University
	If you’re ready to take the next step, choosing the right program can make all the difference in how quickly and confidently you enter the field. American National University offers flexible, career-focused options designed to prepare you for real-world paralegal work from day one.
	The Associate Degree in Paralegal Studies provides a well-rounded foundation in legal principles, research, and writing, while also building the practical skills employers look for. It’s a strong option if you’re starting fresh and want a direct path into the profession with the potential for long-term growth.
	For those who already have a degree or are looking to transition quickly, the Paralegal Certificate Program offers a more focused approach. You’ll concentrate on core legal skills and knowledge, allowing you to pivot into the legal field without starting from scratch.
	Both options are built with flexibility in mind, making it easier to balance school with work and life responsibilities. You’ll learn from experienced instructors, work through real-world scenarios, and graduate with the confidence to step into a legal environment. Whether you’re beginning your career or making a change, these programs are designed to help you move forward with purpose and with the skills employers expect.
	Specializations Beyond the workplace itself, many paralegals choose to specialize in a specific area of law. Litigation paralegals assist with court cases and trial preparation, often working in high-pressure environments. Corporate paralegals focus on contracts, governance, and business transactions. Family law paralegals work on matters like divorce and custody, which often involve close interaction with clients. Other specialties include criminal law, healthcare law, intellectual property, and real estate.
	an.edu                                                                                                                                   7

	Job Outlook
	Career Advancement
	Advanced Certifications
	National Association of Legal Assistants One of the most recognized options comes from the National Association of Legal Assistants. After earning the Certified Paralegal (CP) credential, professionals can pursue the Advanced Certified Paralegal (ACP) designation. This is not just a general credential, it allows paralegals to specialize in specific areas of law like litigation, contracts, e-discovery, or real estate. The program is designed to deepen expertise and demonstrate ongoing professional growth, often through coursework and assessments tied to real-world legal applications.
	National Federation of Paralegal Associations The National Federation of Paralegal Associations also offers an advanced pathway through its Paralegal Advanced Competency Exam (PACE). Passing this exam earns the Registered Paralegal (RP) credential, which is typically geared toward experienced professionals and focuses on advanced knowledge, critical thinking, and practical application of legal concepts.
	Beyond these, there are additional certifications from organizations like National Association for Legal Support Professionals and the American Alliance of Paralegals, which offer credentials aimed at experienced professionals or those looking to validate specialized expertise.
	The key takeaway is that certification doesn’t stop at the entry level. Paralegals who invest in advanced credentials can position themselves as specialists, take on more complex work, and often move into higher-paying or leadership roles. For students considering this path, it reinforces an important point: the right educational foundation doesn’t just help you get started, it sets you up to keep advancing.
	an.edu                                                                                                                                    11

	Resources
	The Reality Check
	Your Score


