A Student’s Perspective
by Saini Smith Clark, current Paralegal Certificate Student

My background is in insurance where I was managing an insurance agency for over thirteen years, and due to the change in the market and how business was being done (or NOT done), was asked to change my concentration of work from managing the office to selling insurance. I knew that I did not want to be a salesperson, so I started to really think about what I’d like to do as far as a career change. This was very difficult, because I‘d been working in the same industry, doing the same job, for many years. I was beyond being out of my comfort zone just THINKING about working in another field. 

I‘ve always had an interest in law, playing with the idea of forensics, law enforcement, or being an attorney, all of which take time — time that I felt I did not have. I needed to find a career where my current skill set would be transferable. I de​cided to try my hand at the paralegal profession and enrolled at the University of Hartford for the spring semester of 2009. 

Just prior to school starting, I was laid off. Most people would agree that the sensible thing to do was to look for a job in the insurance field where I surely stood a better chance of being hired right away, but I didn’t. I was determined not to start a job that I would be leaving within a year’s time to pur​sue my paralegal career. So, I started applying to legal assistant and paralegal job postings, with no success at all. Every em​ployer wanted experienced and/or certified legal assistants and paralegals. It didn’t help that employers had the pick of the litter, due to the excessive number of layoffs in every industry, includ​ing the legal industry. 

Aside from job searching during my course of unemploy​ment, I was looking for volunteer opportunities to keep me busy. My original plan was to volunteer at a non-profit orga​nization doing clerical work. I got an idea after speaking with Deb Boyle, the paralegal program manager at University of Hartford; she mentioned the intern program the University of​fered. I wasn’t far enough into the program to be eligible for the internship and it would be months before I would be. I de​cided to create my own internship, so to speak, by volunteer​ing at a local law firm. My previous boss (whose idea it was to ask a certain attorney she knew through networking) and I approached the attorney with my internship/volunteering idea. I would get the benefit of experience — something to add to my resume, in hopes of finding a paralegal job — and the law firm would have the benefit of my services for free. It was a win-win and he agreed. 

I volunteered three days a week for four hours each day. The paralegals I worked with had no qualms about letting me know how crazy they thought I was working for free, but I was able to learn the business from the beginning and prove to the firm that I would be an asset as an employee. After about six weeks of volunteering, I was asked to work part-time as a paid employee. Today, I am happy to report, I’m a full-time employee at Ventura, Ribeiro & Smith, Attorneys at Law. Although, I am not yet considered a “paralegal,” I AM a legal assistant, well on my way to where I want to be. 
