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\pus work experience is much more than a requirement that students must endure
¥or 'graduation. With good planning and the right approach, it can be the most
productive stage of your entire education. The same is true for more experienced

career changers. Managed effectively, an internship can be a sure-fire springboard into
an exciting new leqgal specialty, or a potential shortcut to paralegal employment from
a different professional background. The key in all instances is working proactively from
the outset to create a valuable, practical learning experience — one that produces
tangible results for you as you produce results for the internship office.

for both students and career changers, the first step in getting an internship
involves getting a clear picture of your career goals. Identifying those goals rarely is
an easy task; for most people, it involves deliberate investigative work. Students and
career changers alike should attend local paralegal association meetings and talk to
working paraleqals about their specialty areas and employment settings. For example,
the daily life of a litigation paraleqal has little resemblance to that of a paraleqal in real
estate practice or in a corporate setting. The well-rounded diversity of a small general
practice might be perfect for a student not yet ready to commit to any specialty, but

Put initial biases aside and ask work-
ing professionals what they like and don’t
like about their responsibilities. Also,
what skills are most needed in their jobs?
The answers will vary and can be highly
revealing. Articles in paralegal publica-
tions and well-researched paralegal
career guides also are extremely helpful.
However you obtain it, your under-
standing of the major career differences
is essential to finding a realistic job focus.

The payoff for your investigative
work is more than worth the effort.
Knowing what kind of paralegal employ-
ment you want becomes the basis for
three more key steps in making your
internship work for you: defining the
learning objectives that will best serve
your career; finding a setting that puts
you on the right track; and then building
support for those objectives.

What You Need

to Learn

Once you have decided on what your
future job focus is likely to be, you can
begin identifying the particular skills and
knowledge you need to be successful in

that field. Each specialty area requires
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could sound a bit scattered to someone else.

its own skills. For example, a student
eager to become a litigation paralegal
will know from discussions with seasoned
professionals that legal research, fact-
gathering, factual and legal analysis, man-
aging discovery, and drafting court doc-
uments are probably essential skills to
develop. On the other hand, someone
transitioning to real estate work needs
experience in all phases of real estate
transfer from the agreement of sale
through closing. Smart interns also know
what basic, nonspecialized paralegal skills
they need to develop. Those vary with
each individual but might include, for
example, client communications, writ-
ing more clearly, organizing data and
documents, developing certain computer
competencies, or juggling multiple pro-
jects effectively.

Even before your first interview,
make a list of the specific skills, experi-
ences and knowledge you need to
develop for the kind of position you
eventually want. Be sure your list
includes some basic, as well as special-
ized, skills. Although interviewers will
often ask about your strengths (and you
should have a clear mental list of those

as well), your written list of learning
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objectives is meant to drive your choice
of internship setting. Creating this list is
the most crucial step toward taking con-
trol of your internship experience.
Request an interview with several
different offices and bring your written
list to each interview. Share your list with
each interviewer and ask whether you
will have an opportunity to develop at
least some of those skills. After discussing
this list with three more offices, you will
be armed with the information you need
to make a truly informed and productive
choice for your internship setting.

find the Right
Work Setting

gL
Oolo Practitioners

Solo law practices account for almost half
of all lawyers in private practice, so this
group represents the largest segment of
potential internship possibilities and, of
course, future employers. In this setting,
job descriptions often overlap and every
employee gets to do almost everything
(except argue in court, of course). The
salary level might be lower than in other

settings, but a solo practice often is where
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entry-level paralegals get the most var-
ied experience, along with insight into
the business side of law practice, so this
group should not be overlooked.
In a solo practice firm, interns gen-
erally find the following pros and cons-
® There may be greater willingness
to train

e Experience can be gained in vari-
ous practice areas

@ There may be frequent shifting of
law office roles and combined job
titles (such as paralegal/secretary)

@ You must be able to mentally
“switch gears” easily and often

e Opportunities may exist to learn
virtually all aspects of law office
operations

@ You may have to balance conflict-
ing demands and frequent
interruptions

® Your relationships with clients
may be more personal than in
larger offices

@ There are no opportunities for
promotion

@ Salaries generally are lower and
benefits fewer

® The work schedule may be more
flexible

® The atmosphere is usually less
formal than in larger firms.
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Omall Law Firms
Small law firms may be thought of as
those employing two to ten lawyers.
Over a quarter of all private law firms
fall into this category. Some provide a
wide variety of legal services (general
practice firms) while others may be
“boutique” firms catering to clients in
a certain field, such as entertainment
law or patents and copyrights. Still,
others might be high-volume firms
offering fairly standardized legal ser-
vices in limited areas, such as bank-
ruptcy or auto accident cases, at lower
costs than other firms.
In small firms, students are likely to
find both pros and cons as follows:
® An exciting, highly varied, and
often untapped market for entry-
level employment
® A need to research each firm on
the kind of legal work it does and
whether it has prior experience
with paralegals
® A frequent need to educate
employers on what you can do
for them

@ The need to be flexible and
adaptable

e Unpredictable variations in the

following:

O Definition of a paralegal’s role

O Preferred qualifications

o Level of intellectual challenge

o Extent and nature of
specialization

O Salary levels

o Opportunities for promotion.
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“Medium-sized firms” may be defined as
those having 11 to 30 lawyers and “large
firms” as those with 30 to 50 lawyers.
Around 14 percent of American lawyers
in private practice work in large and
medium-sized firms as defined here.
Roughly another 14 percent of Ameri-
can lawyers in private practice work in
firms of over 50 attorneys. In major met-
ropolitan centers such as New York or

Los Angeles, one can find law firms hav- *

ing five hundred lawyers or more —
what some call “mega-law firms.”
Large and medium-sized firms typ-
ically have formal, complex organiza-
tional structures, as would be expected
in any sizeable business. Legal work is
usually divided among specific depart-
ments or divisions within the firm,
such as for corporate work, personal
injury litigation, criminal defense, fam-
ily law, and so on. The attorneys and
paralegals in each department tend to
work exclusively in their assigned area
of law. Because their work is so sharply
compartmentalized, these firms fre-
quently want paralegals with special-
ized expertise and considerable expe-
rience within their specialization,

which can make it difficult for new-
comers to break into this environment.

A more favorable factor is the rank-
ing system that larger firms often use to
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often is where
entry-evel paraleqgals
get the most varied
experience, along with
insight into the business
side of law practice.

classify and promote paralegal staff. It gen-
erally works like this: At the lowest end
of the ranking system is the first tier of
entry-level paralegals, who may be known
as “document clerks” or another title. In
time, top performers in this group might
be promoted to a higher tier of experi-
enced, more highly paid paralegals. In
addition, there may be a paralegal man-
ager whose job it is to hire, train, and
manage other paralegals. This hierarchy
creates exciting opportunities for promo-
tion which small offices can rarely offer.
The pros and cons of a large or
medium-sized firm can be as follows:
@ A high degree of specialization
among lawyers and paralegals
e Well-defined tasks and job
expectations
e High hourly-billing quotas for
paralegals
e A tradition of professional respect
for paralegals
® Reluctance to hire the
inexperienced
@ Very high expectations for
paralegal competence
® Strict educational requirements
(a four-year degree may be the
minimum)
o Top salary levels and a wide range
of benefits
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conduct and appearance
® Significant opportunities for

promotion.
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Found in every state, these offices gen-
erally come under two categories. One is
the public defender, which provides free
legal representation to criminal defen-
dants whose income is below certain lev-
els. The other is legal assistance or legal
services, which also serves indigent clients
but in civil, not criminal, matters. These
offices are funded, in large part, by tax-
payers through the federal Legal Services
Corporation (LSC) and usually carry the
name of your state, such as “Massachu-
setts Legal Assistance Corporation.” Only
about 1 percent of practicing lawyers work
in these settings but the proportion of
paralegal and other non-lawyer personnel
tend to be somewhat higher here than
in many private law firms.

Legal assistance offices should not
be confused with Legal Aid Societies,
which are private, charitable organiza-
tions providing free legal services in a
few metropolitan areas such as New
York, where donations are sufficient to
support them.

Interns who work in publicly funded
offices often find such pros and cons as
the following:

o Coworkers tend to be very dedi-
cated to making the legal system
work for everyone

@ Prestige is not an issue — unpreten-
tious realism prevails

® Proficiency in a second language
may be a plus

® Appearance and conduct in the
office may be comparatively
relaxed

e Furnishings, equipment, and sys-
tems might not be up-to-date

e Interns might have much more
client contact than elsewhere

e Students quickly learn to be
resourceful and self-reliant.
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Professionals in this setting don’t serve
private clients so comparisons to law
office environments are difficult to make.
Nevertheless, for-profit corporations are
the second largest employment category
for paralegals, according to some reports.
Working for general counsel or the cor-
poration’s legal department, paralegals

serve a wide variety of the business’ own
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legal needs. Applicants who research their

target companies carefully and present a

knowledgeable internship proposal often

are well-received, even by companies not

advertising internship opportunities. The

experience gained in the corporate setting

also can lead to in-housé hiring, promo-

tions, or perhaps future employment in

law firms that serve corporate clients.
Corporate paralegals assist with such

activities as:

@ Leases, purchases, and sales of
land and buildings
e Compliance with employment

regulations

Employee benefits

Contracts administration

Franchising

Trademarks, copyrights, and

patents

Environmental compliance

Securities transactions

® Annual meetings and annual

reports
@ In-house litigation support.

—_—
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and career
changers seeking

non-law office placement

need to keep in mind
that paraleqals have

many different job titles.
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Employment settings that value para-
legal experience are by no means lim-
ited to law firms. Title companies value
paralegals with prior real estate experi-
ence; the insurance industry benefits
from paralegals with litigation experi-
ence; trust departments at financial insti-
tutions often use paralegals from estate
planning backgrounds; federal and state
government agencies often value some-

one with experience in the fields they
regulate; and nonprofit groups might

welcome the expertise of someone with
regulatory and litigation experience. In
addition, court offices, legislative offices,
and even the military often appreciate
volunteer paralegal assistance, particu-
larly if the intern has a relevant educa-
tional or employment background.

Students and career changers seeking
non-law office placement need to keep
in mind that paralegals have many dif-
ferent job titles. Because the law today
reaches into virtually every form of human
endeavor, career changers in particular
should remember that paralegal skills
might be highly relevant even though the
word “paralegal” doesn’t appear in the job
description. And students should bear in
mind that there hardly is a business or
undertaking anywhere in which a para-
legal education is not of value and a law-
related career can’t be forged.

Paid Versus Unpaid
Internships

Wanting compensation for your intern-
ship work is only natural. Depending on
their schools’ policies, students might

P not have a choice in the matter of pay-

ment. For career changers with family

responsibilities, compensation in some
form might be crucial. Nevertheless, all
interns need to consider that being a
paid employee often has serious costs of
its own. The “price” of a paid internship
might include:
® Less freedom to request the expe-
rience you desire
e Greater likelihood of repetitive
tasks or clerical work
® Less tolerance for mistakes
@ Inadequate instruction and

feedback

o Greater pressure to produce

LAL

® Less freedom to ask questions or
seek advice

@ Less power to shape your own
internship experience.

For interns who bravely choose an
unpaid internship to ensure more control
over the experience they get, there are
alternatives to the hourly wage — other
forms of compensation to which many
offices are receptive. To gain some degree
of compensation for their otherwise
“unpaid” work, prospective interns might
propose one of the following compromises:

® An unpaid trial period of several
weeks, followed by a performance
review for the purpose of deter-
mining an acceptable compensa-
tion level;

e Combining paid work (perhaps rou-
tine, high volume, but not intellec-
tually challenging) with unpaid,
newer, more educational internship
work — all at the same office;

® A long-term job proposal that you
make after a couple of months of
interning, when your skills level
and the needs of the office are more
clearly evident to everyone;

® An end-of-internship bonus based
on what you have produced for the
office, evidenced by the hourly
client billing that you generated
for the firm or calculated by some
other measure of productivity.

[t’s not unusual for interns to com-
bine their internship hours with paid
part-time work elsewhere. Sometimes
a competing employment schedule can
be modified to accommodate a part-
time internship. Occasionally, an off-
hours internship can be found, which
allows full-time employment elsewhere,
although this option severely limits your
internship choices.

In a more perfect world, we would
find a way to pay all interns a livable
wage. But until that happens, what-
ever financial sacrifices your intern-
ship requires are as worthwhile as the
career change you are making. The key
is to make this short-term hardship
serve your larger, long-term goals with
real effectiveness.

Make Your New
Skills Pay Off

When the time comes to update your

résumé with a good description of your
internship experience, unaided memory
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achievements easily will be overlooked.
As the internship draws to a close,
recounting your many newfound skills
to prospective employers will be hap-
hazard at best unless you have docu-
mented your new expertise along the
way. Here are several ways to keep
track of new skills as you progress
through your internship so you can use
them to make a strong impression on
future employers.

Use a daily log. Keep a log of the
tasks you perform each day, with a brief
description of each new or different task,
to review later when you prepare for job
interviews. Some of these items will also
make an impressive addition to the
“Achievements” or “Skills” section of
your new résumé. ;

Keep copies of your work. With
your internship supervisor’s permission
(and redaction of clients’ names and
identifying information), accumulate
copies of your best work in a portfolio
to offer prospective employers as tangi-
ble evidence of your abilities.

Obtain an evaluation. Have your
internship supervisor complete an eval-
uation form midway through the
internship, and again at its conclusion,
to demonstrate your achievements and
the important strides you made. Check
with your school or an internship hand-
book for forms you can use, or create
one yourself based on the learning
objectives you identified prior to taking
the internship.

Ask for letters. Request testimo-
nial letters (similar to letters of rec-
ommendation) from internship co-
workers and supervisors, asking them
to comment on specific projects or
skills areas that you identify for them
in advance.

Make a list of contacts. Keep a run-
ning list of every professional contact
you make during your internship expe-
rience, including basic personal data for
each. These can be useful for future job
references, job search advice and life-
long professional networking.

Keep conflicts of interest infor-
mation. Maintain a confidential list of
your clients’ names and the nature of
your internship service to each in case
a future employer requests this infor-
mation to check for conflicts of inter-
est. Don’t share this list with anyone
until you are actually employed, and
then only if requested for the purpose of

conflict-checking.
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Employers look for relevance in a
résumé, plus concrete examples of the
particular skills they need in a paralegal.
When you put together your log of tasks
performed, your file of work samples,
your co-workers’ testimonial letters, your
supervisor’s letter or evaluation forms,
and the completed items on your origi-
nal list of learning objectives, you have
a rich gold mine of solid achievements
and skills you can now highlight. Review
all of the records you have created,
extract the items and phrases most likely
to meet the needs of each prospective
employer, and emphasize the most rele-
vant ones for great effectiveness. Be pre-
pared to discuss examples of the achieve-
ments and skills your résumé cites. As
long as everything you report is truth-
ful, you can selectively tailor your résumé
to the needs of different employers for
a well-targeted employment campaign.
To leverage an internship into the
substance of a real career, a wise intern
doesn’t count on luck. Smart students
and careful career changers choose their
work setting carefully, interview each
office just as diligently as the office inter-
views them, and structure the experi-
ence from the outset to get full value
“from the time and effort they will invest
in it. By consciously shaping this expe-
rience before it begins, you too can put
your internship to work for you and turn
your career aspirations into reality.

Portions of this article are excerpted from
“Paralegal Internships: Finding, Managing
and Transitioning Your Career” 1st edition
by POST. 1999. Reprinted with permission
of Delmar Learning, a division of Thom-
son Learning: www.thomsonrights.com.
Fax (800) 730-2215. ]
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