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WHAT THEY DO 

The legal system affects nearly every aspect of our society, from 
buying a home to crossing the street. Lawyers form the 
backbone of this system, linking it to society in numerous ways. 
They hold positions of great responsibility and are obligated to 
adhere to a strict code of ethics. 
 
Lawyers, also called attorneys, act as both advocates and 
advisors in our society. As advocates, they represent one of the 
parties in criminal and civil trials by presenting evidence and 
arguing in court to support their client. As advisors, lawyers 
counsel their clients about their legal rights and obligations and 
suggest particular courses of action in business and personal 
matters. Whether acting as an advocate or an advisor, all 
attorneys research the intent of laws and judicial decisions and 
apply the law to the specific circumstances faced by their clients. 
 

 
 
 
The more detailed aspects of a lawyer’s job depend upon his or 
her field of specialization and position. Although all lawyers are 
licensed to represent parties in court, some appear in court 
more frequently than others. Trial lawyers spend the majority of 
their time outside the courtroom, conducting research, 
interviewing clients and witnesses, and handling other details in 
preparation for a trial. 
 
Lawyers may specialize in a number of areas, such as 
bankruptcy, probate, international, elder, or environmental law. 
Those specializing in, for example, environmental law may 
represent interest groups, waste disposal companies, or 
construction firms in their dealings with the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency and other Federal and State agencies. These 
lawyers help clients prepare and file for licenses and 
applications for approval before certain activities are permitted 
to occur.  

EDUCATION REQUIRED 

Becoming a lawyer usually takes 7 years of full-time study after 
high school—4 years of undergraduate study, followed by 3 years 
of law school. Law school applicants must have a bachelor’s 
degree to qualify for admission. To meet the needs of students 
who can attend only part time, a number of law schools have night 
or part-time divisions. 
 
Although there is no recommended “prelaw” undergraduate major, 
prospective lawyers should develop proficiency in writing and 
speaking, reading, researching, analyzing, and thinking logically—
skills needed to succeed both in law school and in the law. 
Regardless of major, a multidisciplinary background is 
recommended. Courses in English, foreign languages, public 
speaking, government, philosophy, history, economics, 
mathematics, and computer science, among others, are useful. 
Students interested in a particular aspect of law may find related 
courses helpful. For example, prospective patent lawyers need a 
strong background in engineering or science, and future tax 
lawyers must have extensive knowledge of accounting. 
 
Acceptance by most law schools depends on the applicant’s ability 
to demonstrate an aptitude for the study of law, usually through 
undergraduate grades, the Law School Admission Test (LSAT), 
the quality of the applicant’s undergraduate school, any prior work 
experience, and sometimes, a personal interview. However, law 
schools vary in the weight they place on each of these and other 
factors. 
 
All law schools approved by the American Bar Association (ABA) 
require applicants to take the LSAT. As of June 2008, there were 
200 ABA-accredited law schools; others were approved by State 
authorities only. Nearly all law schools require applicants to have 
certified transcripts sent to the Law School Data Assembly Service, 
which then submits the applicants’ LSAT scores and their 
standardized records of college grades to the law schools of their 
choice. The Law School Admission Council administers both this 
service and the LSAT. Competition for admission to many law 
schools—especially the most prestigious ones—is usually intense, 
with the number of applicants greatly exceeding the number that 
can be admitted. 
 
During the first year or year and a half of law school, students 
usually study core courses, such as constitutional law, contracts, 
property law, torts, civil procedure, and legal writing. In the 
remaining time, they may choose specialized courses in fields 
such as tax, labor, or corporate law. Law students often gain 
practical experience by participating in school-sponsored legal 
clinics; in the school’s moot court competitions, in which students 
conduct appellate arguments; in practice trials under the 
supervision of experienced lawyers and judges; and through 
research and writing on legal issues for the school’s law journals.  
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OTHER USEFUL SKILLS 

The practice of law involves a great deal of responsibility. 
Individuals planning careers in law should like to work with 
people and be able to win the respect and confidence of their 
clients, associates, and the public. Perseverance, creativity, and 
reasoning ability also are essential to lawyers, who often 
analyze complex cases and handle new and unique legal 
problems.  
 
Trial lawyers, who specialize in trial work, must be able to think 
quickly and speak with ease and authority. In addition, familiarity 
with courtroom rules and strategy is particularly important in trial 
work. 
 

JOB GROWTH 

Employment of lawyers is expected to grow 13 percent during the 
2008-18 decade, about as fast as the average for all occupations. 
Growth in the population and in the level of business activity is 
expected to create more legal transactions, civil disputes, and 
criminal cases. Job growth among lawyers also will result from 
increasing demand for legal services in such areas as healthcare, 
intellectual property, bankruptcy, corporate and security litigation, 
antitrust law, and environmental law. In addition, the wider 
availability and affordability of legal clinics should result in 
increased use of legal services by middle-income people. 
However, growth in demand for lawyers will be constrained as 
businesses increasingly use large accounting firms and paralegals 
to perform some of the same functions that lawyers do. For 
example, accounting firms may provide employee-benefit 
counseling, process documents, or handle various other services 
previously performed by a law firm. Also, mediation and dispute 
resolution are increasingly being used as alternatives to litigation. 
 
Job growth for lawyers will continue to be concentrated in salaried 
jobs as businesses and all levels of government employ a growing 
number of staff attorneys. Most salaried positions are in urban 
areas where government agencies, law firms, and big corporations 
are concentrated. The number of self-employed lawyers is 
expected to grow slowly, reflecting the difficulty of establishing a 
profitable new practice in the face of competition from larger, 
established law firms. Moreover, the growing complexity of the law, 
which encourages specialization, along with the cost of maintaining 
up-to-date legal research materials, favors larger firms. 
 

 
 
Competition for job openings should continue to be keen because 
of the large number of students graduating from law school each 
year. Graduates with superior academic records from highly 
regarded law schools will have the best job opportunities.  

HOW TO ADVANCE 

Most beginning lawyers start in salaried positions. Newly hired 
attorneys usually start as associates and work with more 
experienced lawyers or judges. After several years, some 
lawyers are admitted to partnership in their firm, which means 
that they are partial owners of the firm, or go into practice for 
themselves. Some experienced lawyers are nominated or 
elected to judgeships. Others become full-time law school 
faculty or administrators; a growing number of these lawyers 
have advanced degrees in other fields as well. 
 
Some attorneys use their legal training in administrative or 
managerial positions in various departments of large 
corporations. A transfer from a corporation’s legal department to 
another department is often viewed as a way to gain 
administrative experience and rise in the ranks of management. 

WORK ENVIRONMENT 

Lawyers do most of their work in offices, law libraries, and 
courtrooms. They sometimes meet in clients’ homes or places of 
business and, when necessary, in hospitals or prisons. They 
may travel to attend meetings, gather evidence, and appear 
before courts, legislative bodies, and other authorities. They also 
may face particularly heavy pressure when a case is being tried. 
Preparation for court includes understanding the latest laws and 
judicial decisions.  
 
Salaried lawyers usually have structured work schedules. 
Lawyers who are in private practice or those who work for large 
firms may work irregular hours, including weekends, while 
conducting research, conferring with clients, or preparing briefs 
during nonoffice hours. Lawyers often work long hours; of those 
who work full time, about 33 percent work 50 or more hours per 
week. 
 


