what to study to be a paralegal

What to Study to Be a Paralegal: A Comprehensive Guide to Launching Your Legal Career

what to study to be a paralegal is a common question for those interested in working alongside
lawyers, supporting legal teams, and diving into the dynamic world of law without becoming an
attorney. If you're drawn to the legal field but want a role that blends research, organization, and
hands-on case work, becoming a paralegal might be the perfect fit. But figuring out what
educational path to take can feel overwhelming, especially with so many options available. Let’s
break down what you need to study to be a paralegal and how to prepare yourself for this rewarding
profession.

Understanding the Role: What Does a Paralegal Do?

Before diving into what to study to be a paralegal, it’s helpful to understand the job itself. Paralegals
assist lawyers in various capacities, including conducting legal research, drafting documents,
organizing case files, and sometimes communicating with clients. Their work is crucial in helping
law firms, corporate legal departments, and government agencies operate efficiently.

Since paralegals support attorneys but do not practice law themselves, their education focuses on
practical legal knowledge and skills rather than the in-depth legal theory reserved for law school.
This distinction shapes the kind of courses and training that are most relevant.

Core Subjects to Focus on in Paralegal Studies

When considering what to study to be a paralegal, certain foundational subjects will give you the
tools to succeed. These areas are typically covered in paralegal certificate programs, associate
degrees, or bachelor’s degrees in paralegal studies.

Legal Research and Writing

One of the most essential skills for a paralegal is the ability to conduct thorough legal research and
communicate findings clearly. Courses in legal research teach you how to navigate statutes, case
law, regulations, and legal databases like Westlaw or LexisNexis. Legal writing classes focus on
drafting memos, briefs, contracts, and correspondence with precision and professionalism.

Mastering these skills early on is crucial because much of a paralegal’s day involves gathering and
presenting information that attorneys rely on to build their cases.

Introduction to Law and Legal Systems



Understanding the structure of the legal system and basic legal principles forms the backbone of
your paralegal education. This includes studying the U.S. court system, the roles of various legal
professionals, and the fundamentals of criminal and civil law.

A solid grasp of how the law works allows you to better anticipate what attorneys need and how best
to organize case materials.

Civil Procedure and Litigation

Many paralegals work in litigation, so courses covering civil procedure are vital. These classes
explain how lawsuits progress from filing to trial, including discovery, motions, and trial preparation.

Knowing the steps involved in litigation enables paralegals to manage deadlines, prepare legal
documents, and assist attorneys effectively during the trial phase.

Contracts and Business Law

Contracts are at the heart of many legal matters, so studying contract law is important. Paralegal
students learn how contracts are formed, the elements required for enforceability, and common
issues that arise.

Business law courses often accompany contracts, providing insight into corporate structures,

commercial transactions, and regulatory compliance, especially if you're interested in working with
corporate legal teams.

Ethics and Professional Responsibility

Since paralegals work under attorney supervision and often handle sensitive information, ethics
training is essential. These courses cover confidentiality, conflicts of interest, and the limits of
paralegal practice to ensure you uphold professional standards.

Choosing the Right Educational Pathway

There isn’t a one-size-fits-all answer to what to study to be a paralegal because educational options
vary widely based on your goals, time, and resources.

Certificate Programs

If you already hold a bachelor’s degree in another field, a paralegal certificate program can provide
targeted training in essential legal skills. These programs typically take a few months to a year and
focus on practical knowledge like legal research, writing, and substantive law.



Certificate programs are ideal for career changers or those wanting a quick entry into the
profession.

Associate Degree in Paralegal Studies

An associate degree offers a more comprehensive education, combining general education courses
with specialized paralegal classes. This is a popular choice for those starting fresh in their college
education or seeking a balance between depth and speed.

Many community colleges provide affordable associate degrees that cover everything from legal
technology to substantive law.

Bachelor’s Degree in Paralegal Studies or Related Fields

A bachelor’s degree provides the most thorough preparation and can make you more competitive in
the job market. Some universities offer bachelor’s programs specifically in paralegal studies, while
others provide degrees in legal studies, criminal justice, or pre-law that can also be suitable.

Bachelor’s programs often include internships or externships, giving you valuable real-world
experience.

Continuing Education and Specializations

After initial training, paralegals may choose to specialize in areas like intellectual property, real
estate, family law, or immigration law. Taking additional courses or certifications in these niches
helps you stand out and develop expertise tailored to your interests.

Many professional organizations, such as the National Association of Legal Assistants (NALA), offer
certifications that require continuing education, keeping your skills sharp and credentials current.

Skills Beyond the Classroom

While knowing what to study to be a paralegal helps you build a solid foundation, the role demands
more than just academic knowledge. Developing certain soft skills and technical proficiencies can
greatly enhance your effectiveness and career prospects.

Attention to Detail and Organization

Legal work requires meticulous attention to detail because even small errors can have significant
consequences. Learning how to organize case files, track deadlines, and manage documents
efficiently is essential.



Technical Proficiency

Familiarity with legal software, document management systems, and e-discovery tools is
increasingly important. Many programs include training on these technologies, but proactive
learning can give you a leg up.

Communication Skills

You'll often act as a liaison between attorneys, clients, and court personnel, so strong verbal and
written communication skills are vital. Practice clear, professional writing and develop the
confidence to communicate effectively in diverse situations.

Tips for Success When Preparing to Become a
Paralegal

- *Research Accredited Programs:** Make sure your educational institution is accredited by
recognized bodies like the American Bar Association (ABA), which ensures the quality of paralegal
training.

- **Gain Practical Experience:** Internships or volunteer opportunities at law firms or legal aid
organizations provide invaluable hands-on experience.

- *Network Within the Legal Community:** Joining paralegal associations and attending industry
events can open doors to job opportunities and mentorship.

- **Stay Updated on Legal Trends:** Laws and procedures evolve, so ongoing learning is part of the
job. Reading legal news and taking workshops helps you stay current.

- **Develop Time Management Skills:** Balancing multiple cases and deadlines requires efficient
prioritization and organization.

Embarking on the path to become a paralegal means committing to a blend of legal knowledge,
practical skills, and professional development. By understanding what to study to be a paralegal and

choosing the right educational route, you set yourself up for a fulfilling career that plays a vital role
in the justice system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What degree is typically required to become a paralegal?

Most paralegals pursue an associate degree in paralegal studies, though some employers may
accept a bachelor's degree with a paralegal certificate.

Are there specific courses I should take to become a



paralegal?

Yes, important courses include legal research, legal writing, civil litigation, contracts, ethics, and
criminal law.

Is a paralegal certificate necessary if I have a degree in
another field?

While not always mandatory, obtaining a paralegal certificate can enhance your job prospects and
demonstrate specialized knowledge in the field.

Can I become a paralegal with an online degree or
certification?

Yes, many accredited institutions offer online paralegal programs that provide flexibility while
covering essential skills and knowledge.

What skills should I develop while studying to be a paralegal?

Critical skills include strong research and writing abilities, attention to detail, organizational skills,
and familiarity with legal software.

Is it beneficial to specialize in a specific area of law as a
paralegal student?

Specializing in areas like corporate law, criminal law, or intellectual property can make you more
attractive to employers seeking expertise in those fields.

Do paralegal programs include practical experience or
internships?

Many programs incorporate internships or externships to provide hands-on experience, which is
highly valuable for gaining real-world legal skills.

Additional Resources
What to Study to Be a Paralegal: A Detailed Exploration of Academic Paths and Skills

what to study to be a paralegal is a question that many aspiring legal professionals ask as they
consider entering this dynamic and essential role within the legal system. Paralegals play a vital part
in supporting attorneys by conducting research, drafting documents, managing case files, and
assisting with trial preparation. Understanding the educational pathways and core competencies
required to become a paralegal is crucial for anyone aiming to succeed in this field. This article
delves into the academic disciplines, certifications, and skill sets that define effective paralegal
training, providing a comprehensive guide to navigating the study options available.



Understanding the Role of a Paralegal

Before exploring what to study to be a paralegal, it is important to clarify the scope of the
profession. Paralegals, also known as legal assistants, are trained professionals who support lawyers
by handling substantive legal work under attorney supervision. Their responsibilities may include
legal research, preparing legal documents, organizing exhibits, and maintaining case files. Unlike
lawyers, paralegals are not licensed to practice law but must possess a strong foundation in legal
principles and procedures.

Because paralegals work across various legal domains—such as corporate law, criminal law, family
law, and real estate—their educational background often needs to be broad yet specialized enough
to meet the demands of their chosen sector. Legal knowledge combined with practical skills in

communication, technology, and case management forms the cornerstone of effective paralegal
education.

Core Academic Disciplines for Aspiring Paralegals

When considering what to study to be a paralegal, prospective students typically weigh different
academic programs ranging from certificate courses to associate’s and bachelor’s degrees. The
choice depends largely on career goals, time commitment, and financial resources.

Paralegal Studies and Legal Assistant Programs

The most direct route to becoming a paralegal is enrolling in an accredited paralegal studies
program. These programs are specifically designed to impart foundational legal knowledge, such as:
e Legal research and writing
e Civil litigation and trial preparation
» Contracts and torts
e Legal ethics and professional responsibility

e Family law and criminal procedure

Paralegal certificate programs, often offered by community colleges and universities, can be
completed in as little as six months to a year. These intensive courses focus on practical skills and
tend to be ideal for individuals who already hold a college degree in another field but wish to
transition into the legal sector.

Associate degrees in paralegal studies typically span two years and provide a more comprehensive
education combining general education courses with specialized legal coursework. Some employers



prefer candidates with associate degrees due to the broader academic exposure and more in-depth
training.

Bachelor’s Degrees and Related Fields

While not mandatory, a bachelor’s degree in paralegal studies or a related field can enhance
employment prospects and offer a competitive edge. Bachelor’s programs usually include advanced
legal topics, internships, and electives that develop critical thinking and analytical skills.

Alternatively, degrees in political science, criminal justice, or business administration can also serve
as viable academic backgrounds for paralegals. These disciplines provide a broad understanding of
governmental systems, legal frameworks, and organizational operations, all of which are valuable in
legal support roles.

Professional Certifications and Continuing Education

Beyond formal education, certification plays an influential role in establishing credibility and
expertise in the paralegal profession. Various organizations offer recognized credentials that
validate a paralegal’s knowledge and skills.

Key Paralegal Certifications

« National Association of Legal Assistants (NALA) Certified Paralegal (CP): This
certification requires passing an exam covering substantive law, legal procedures, and ethics.
It is widely respected and often preferred by employers.

e National Federation of Paralegal Associations (NFPA) Registered Paralegal (RP):
Focused on demonstrating comprehensive paralegal competence, this credential involves an
examination process emphasizing legal theory and practical skills.

e American Alliance of Paralegals, Inc. (AAPI) Paralegal Certification: Suitable for both

entry-level and experienced paralegals, AAPI certification is another pathway to professional
recognition.

These certifications require ongoing continuing education to maintain status, which encourages
paralegals to stay current with evolving laws, technology, and best practices.

Essential Skills and Knowledge Areas

Studying to be a paralegal is not solely about acquiring legal knowledge; it also encompasses



developing a diverse skill set that enables a paralegal to function efficiently within legal teams.

Legal Research and Writing

A significant portion of paralegal work involves conducting research using legal databases and
drafting various documents, such as briefs, pleadings, and contracts. Strong writing skills and the
ability to interpret statutory and case law are fundamental.

Technology Proficiency

Modern paralegals must be adept with legal software, case management systems, and standard
office applications. Familiarity with e-discovery tools and electronic filing systems is increasingly
important as law firms adopt digital workflows.

Organizational and Analytical Skills

Managing multiple cases, deadlines, and client communications requires impeccable organization.
Analytical skills help paralegals assess complex legal information and assist attorneys in formulating
strategies.

Ethics and Confidentiality

Paralegals must adhere to strict ethical guidelines, maintaining client confidentiality and exercising
professional responsibility. Courses on legal ethics are integral to paralegal education programs.

Choosing the Right Educational Path: Considerations
and Comparisons

Selecting what to study to be a paralegal depends on individual circumstances and career
aspirations. Certificate programs offer speed and focus but may lack the depth provided by degree
programs. Conversely, bachelor’s degrees can open doors to advanced roles, including management
positions or specialties in niche legal fields.

Cost is another factor; certificate and associate programs are generally more affordable and
accessible, while bachelor's programs require a greater financial and time investment but may yield
higher salaries in the long term.

Many paralegal students also benefit from internships or externships, gaining hands-on experience
that complements classroom learning and enhances employability.



Pros and Cons of Different Study Options

¢ Certificate Programs: Pros: Short duration, lower cost, focused curriculum. Cons: May be
less recognized by some employers, limited general education.

e Associate Degrees: Pros: Balanced legal and general education, affordable. Cons: May
require further certification for competitive jobs.

e Bachelor’s Degrees: Pros: Comprehensive education, better job prospects. Cons: Higher cost
and longer time commitment.

Emerging Trends in Paralegal Education

The legal industry’s increasing reliance on technology and remote work has influenced what to study
to be a paralegal. Online paralegal programs have grown in popularity, offering flexibility for
working adults. Curriculums now integrate training on legal technology, cybersecurity, and data
privacy.

Additionally, specialization is becoming more common, with programs offering concentrations in
areas such as intellectual property, environmental law, or healthcare law. This trend reflects the
evolving complexity of legal services and the need for paralegals to develop expertise tailored to
specific practice areas.

Choosing the right educational path to become a paralegal involves a nuanced evaluation of
curriculum content, certification opportunities, and practical skill development. Whether through a
focused certificate or a comprehensive degree, the studies undertaken must equip aspiring
paralegals with a robust understanding of law, ethical standards, and the technical competencies
necessary for the profession’s demands. As the legal landscape continues to evolve, continuous
learning and adaptability remain essential components of a successful paralegal career.

What To Study To Be A Paralegal

what to study to be a paralegal: Book of Majors 2013 The College Board, 2012-09-01 The
Book of Majors 2013 by The College Board helps students answer these questions: What's the major
for me? Where can I study it? What can I do with it after graduation? Revised and refreshed every
year, this book is the most comprehensive guide to college majors on the market. In-depth
descriptions of 200 of the most popular majors are followed by complete listings of every major
offered at over 3,800 colleges, including four-year, two-year and technical schools. The 2013 edition
covers every college major identified by the U.S. Department of Education — over 1,100 majors are
listed in all. This is also the only guide that shows what degree levels each college offers in a major,


https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-162/what-to-study-to-be-a-paralegal.pdf

whether a certificate, associate, bachelor's, master's or doctorate. The guide features: ¢ Insights —
from the professors themselves — on how each major is taught, what preparation students will need,
other majors to consider and much more! * Updated information on career options and employment
prospects. ¢ Inside scoop on how students can find out if a college offers a strong program for a
particular major, what life is like for students studying that major, and what professional societies
and accrediting agencies to refer to for more background on the major.

what to study to be a paralegal: Book of Majors 2014 College Entrance Examination Board,
The College Board, 2013-07-02 The only book that describes majors in depth and lists the colleges
that offer them.

what to study to be a paralegal: How to Land Your First Paralegal Job Andrea Wagner,
2001 For courses in Introduction to Paralegal Studies, Paralegal Internship, and Finding Paralegal
Employment. This practical handbook/workbook provides hundreds of tips drawn from the author's
extensive experience as a legal assistant recruiter, placement director, and career counselor.
Easy-to-read and understand, it explores such topics as where the jobs are; what law firms are
looking for; how to impress potential employers; what previous careers best prepare people to be
paralegals; how to land paralegal jobs even without training; job opportunities with the federal
government; and more. In The Prentice Hall Paralegal Series. This handbook may also be used for
subsequent job searches in the legal field.

what to study to be a paralegal: Study Guide to Accompany West's Paralegal Today Roger
LeRoy Miller, 2000

what to study to be a paralegal: Paralegal Assistants United States. Congress. Senate.
Committee on the Judiciary. Subcommittee on Representation of Citizen Interests, 1974

what to study to be a paralegal: The Paralegal: A New Career Richard Deming, 2019-07-18

what to study to be a paralegal: Paralegal Assistants United States. Congress. Senate.
Committee on the Judiciary, 1974

what to study to be a paralegal: Legal Document Preparation Manual , 2013-07-18 This book
is designed to be used in conjunction with the Paralegal Certificate Course© and other paralegal
studies courses to quickly and efficiently prepare paralegals. The notes and samples are designed to
reinforce course lesson materials, and to help the student learn to apply the concepts and practical
skills necessary for a successful paralegal career.

what to study to be a paralegal: Employability Skills for Law Students Emily Finch, Stefan
Fafinski, 2014-02-20 This book aims to be used as a student textbook in the UK for dedicated
employability modules and as a companion where institutions do not currently run specific modules.

what to study to be a paralegal: Paralegal Career Starter Jo Southard, 1998 This series offers
entry-level job seekers the perfect first step to careers in these growing fields. Each book features
the hottest jobs in each career area, easy-to-read requirements for each job, leading providers of
training programs for the specific career area, financing for training, tips for success, and much
more. Ideal for young job hunters who want to know where the opportunities are.

what to study to be a paralegal: Community Paralegals and the Pursuit of Justice Vivek
Maru, Varun Gauri, 2018-12-20 The United Nations estimates that four billion people worldwide live
outside the protection of the law. These people can be driven from their land, intimidated by
violence, and excluded from society. This book is about community paralegals - sometimes called
barefoot lawyers - who demystify law and empower people to advocate for themselves. These
paralegals date back to 1950s South Africa and are active today in many countries, but their role has
largely been ignored by researchers. Community Paralegals and the Pursuit of Justice is the first
book on the subject. Focusing on paralegal movements in six countries, Vivek Maru, Varun Gauri,
and their coauthors have collected rich, vivid stories of paralegals helping people to take on
injustice, from domestic violence to unlawful mining to denial of wages. From these stories emerges
evidence of what works and how. The insights in the book will be of immense value in the global
fight for universal justice. This title is also available as Open Access.

what to study to be a paralegal: The Cultural Study of Work Douglas A. Harper, Douglas



Harper, Helene M. Lawson, 2003-11-11 A reader for a sociology course, reprinting 23 articles from
professional journals. They cover work as social interaction, socialization and identity, experiencing
work, work cultures and social structure, and deviance at work.

what to study to be a paralegal: The Paralegal's Handbook Anita Haworth, Lesley Cox,
2011-01-28 A completely updated and revised desk reference for paralegal professionals. Paralegals
are the backbone of the legal business. The Paralegal’s Handbook is a guide to the responsibilities
and tasks a paralegal may be asked to undertake. In this comprehensive guide to the profession,
expert authors Anita Haworth and Leslie Cox explain everything paralegals need to know to handle
the job with accuracy and confidence. From ethics issues to a detailed analysis of all the tasks
encountered in the various legal specialties, The Paralegal’s Handbook provides invaluable advice
and expertise to paralegal professionals. Haworth and Cox are experienced paralegals and provide
explanations and details on the various areas of practice paralegals may choose including Family
Law, Probate, Corporate Law, Intellectual Property, Real Estate, and Personal Injury Law. They
cover everything from handling everyday tasks to reviewing facsimiles of legal documents. This
Second Edition is fully updated and revised, with a new section on eDiscovery.

what to study to be a paralegal: Ebony, 1999-10 EBONY is the flagship magazine of Johnson
Publishing. Founded in 1945 by John H. Johnson, it still maintains the highest global circulation of
any African American-focused magazine.

what to study to be a paralegal: Weekly World News , 1991-02-19 Rooted in the creative
success of over 30 years of supermarket tabloid publishing, the Weekly World News has been the
world's only reliable news source since 1979. The online hub www.weeklyworldnews.com is a
leading entertainment news site.

what to study to be a paralegal: Ebony, 1995-02 EBONY is the flagship magazine of Johnson
Publishing. Founded in 1945 by John H. Johnson, it still maintains the highest global circulation of
any African American-focused magazine.

what to study to be a paralegal: Introduction to Paralegal Studies and the Law Linda L.
Edwards, J. Stanley Edwards, 2002 Introduction to Paralegal Studies is designed for students
enrolled in paralegal/legal assisting programs in two-year or four-year college programs. Corporate
law departments, law firms, legal clinics, public defender and prosecutor offices can also use it as a
training resource for paralegals and legal assistants.

what to study to be a paralegal: Paralegals John Hollister Stein, 1976

what to study to be a paralegal: The Independent Paralegal's Handbook Ralph E. Warner,
Stephen Elias, Catherine Elias Jermany, 1999 Fueled by growing dissatisfaction with our overpriced
legal system, a quiet revolution has been taking place. For over 25 years, more and more people
have prepared their own legal papers with the help of independent paralegals, instead of handing
their cases over to lawyers. The Independent Paralegal's Handbook is a practical guide for anyone
considering a career as a self-employed legal document assistant who wants to help people take the
law into their own hands. Book jacket.

what to study to be a paralegal: Weekly World News , 1990-11-13 Rooted in the creative
success of over 30 years of supermarket tabloid publishing, the Weekly World News has been the
world's only reliable news source since 1979. The online hub www.weeklyworldnews.com is a
leading entertainment news site.
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