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F INDING CALM  IN  THE  CHAOS
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J ust four months into my first paralegal job, 
I was thrown into a two-week medical 
malpractice trial. The entire month, 
including two weeks of trial prep and two 
weeks in trial, was a blur.  This first month 

was probably the most stressed I had ever been in my 
whole life. Before being a paralegal, I served lattes and 
brewed coffee at a coffee shop on my college campus. 
My professional life had changed dramatically.

I have used my first trial experience as a building block 
for all my trial preparations since then. There will 
always be some chaos leading up to, or during the trial, 
so I have tried to critique and develop an organized 
chaos system for myself to stay as calm as possible.  
Paralegals tend to be the calm in the chaos, whether we 
actually feel calm during the trial or not. Our attorneys 
lean on us for extra support. That may include: having 
their exhibits marked the way they prefer, making sure 
their favorite fizzy water is included in the trial kit, or 
making sure the client is taken care of. When we calmly 
handle those details, the lawyers can tend to the legal 
strategy and hundreds of lawyer tasks that only they 
can complete to get the case in front of the judge and 
jury.  This is why I remind myself before every trial prep 
how important I am to the trial team.  

In addition to my trial preparation checklist, here 
are a few things I do to remain calm and confident 
throughout trial preparation and trial:

Adding Value. As soon as a case is assigned to me, I 
think about how to add value for our client and our 
team. I work on cultivating relationships, to the best of 
my ability, with our client(s), expert witnesses, and other 
witnesses. When you are juggling witness schedules at 
trial, those relationships pay off. 

We can do hard things. I cannot stress the importance 
of this: remind yourself that you can do hard things. 
We have answered discovery, talked to the witnesses, 
prepared for depositions, reviewed medical records, 
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and now the time has come to pull it alltogether. As 
litigation paralegals, the courtroom is where we want 
to be, and every trial is a learning experience for 
everyone. Have confidence that you can get through 
this. 

Ask questions. It may be intimidating, especially as a 
young paralegal, but ask as many questions as possible 
about the case and the process. When you ask, you are 
almost always provided with an answer. Approach trial 
as an opportunity to grow and learn.

Be humble or be humbled. Trial is a whole different 
battle from the discovery process. Understand that you 
can be extremely prepared, knowledgeable, and skilled, 
but something will come up and you have to roll with it. 
That does not mean that you are less of a paralegal; it 
means that trial plays out just how life ebbs and flows. 

Ask for help. I will forever be grateful for my two 
friends and colleagues at the first firm where I worked. 
When I was knee-deep in trial preparation and trial, 
they were my most significant resources and support.  
If you are in a supportive work environment, your 
colleagues will be able and willing to help. You will be 
there for them when their trials come around, so lean 
into those relationships and ask for help. 

Set aside time for you. Your mental health should 
always be a top priority. Even if this means setting 
aside a five minute walk around the block, creating a 
playlist to listen to as you mark your exhibits, or having 
meals prepared so you can properly fuel. If you do not 
take care of yourself, you will not be able to take care 
of others. This is a non-negotiable point for me during 
any trial preparation.

Be okay with making mistakes. We are all human and 
mistakes will happen. At the moment you discover a 
mistake, it may seem like the end of the world, but 
you will learn and grow from this experience. Some 
mistakes create a harsh lesson you will have to learn, 

but you will be okay. These are not mistakes IF you 
learn from them.  You were a valid team member 
before the mistake and you will be valuable after. 
Remind yourself of this. 

How can we get better next time? After the trial, 
reflect on the good moments and the situations where 
you can get better. Were you able to handle the trial pad 
with ease during the trial? Great! Give yourself credit 
post-trial. Could you have been better organized with 
the exhibit list? Was jury selection hectic? How can 
you improve during these times? How can your team 
improve? Reach out to the listserv, go to a seminar, 
or attend a webinar and see how other paralegals are 
handling these trial tasks and to find tips from seasoned 
trial paralegals. 

We have a massive role in trial preparation and during 
trials. During my first trial I was thrown into the pool, 
and knew it was time to sink or swim. I swam, but it was 
not pretty. I knew it was not a fashion show, so I chose 
to look at that first experience as an opportunity to 
improve on my trial skills. You will never stop learning 
and growing when it comes to trials. 

You will continue to grow and build your confidence 
with each trial, and this will allow you to become a more 
integral part of the trial team. Your confidence will help 
develop your relationships with the attorneys you 
work with. It will bring you closer to your colleagues. 
When I can keep myself at peace with my presence on 
the trial team, I can use more energy on the litigation 
tasks at hand. Be the calming influence with the trial 
team and the attorneys. 

We must remind ourselves that we are fully capable of 
being able to navigate through a trial.  You may need to 
be your own cheerleader. If you have prepared for one 
or been through one, you are already a rockstar.

Always remember to breathe and believe. You were 
built for impact and to improve our client’s lives. 
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