
AI Essentials for Law Students: 
What You Need to Know Before 
Your First Legal Job

The legal profession is experiencing a technological revolution, and artificial intelligence sits at its center. As a law student 
preparing to enter the workforce, understanding AI isn’t just helpful—it’s becoming essential. Whether you’re heading to 
BigLaw, a boutique firm, in-house counsel, or public interest work, AI will likely touch your practice in ways you might not 
expect. 

The Current AI Landscape in Law 

AI has moved beyond the realm of science fiction and into daily legal practice. Today’s lawyers use AI for document review, 
legal research, contract analysis, and even brief writing. Major law firms report efficiency gains of 30-50% on certain tasks 
when AI tools are properly implemented. 

But this isn’t just about large firms with deep pockets. Solo practitioners and small firms are increasingly adopting AI tools 
to compete with larger organizations. Even government agencies and nonprofits are exploring AI solutions to handle 
growing caseloads with limited resources. 

The key insight? AI won’t replace lawyers, but lawyers who understand AI will likely have advantages over those who don’t. 

Essential AI Concepts for Legal Practice 

Understanding What AI Can and Cannot Do 

AI excels at pattern recognition, data processing, and generating text based on vast datasets. In legal contexts, this 
translates to powerful capabilities in document review, legal research, and drafting routine documents. However, AI cannot 
replace human judgment, especially on complex legal strategy, ethical considerations, or nuanced client counseling.
Think of AI as an extremely capable research assistant rather than a replacement lawyer. It can quickly identify relevant 
cases, flag potential issues in contracts, or generate first drafts of routine motions. But it cannot determine litigation 
strategy, navigate complex ethical situations, or provide the human insight that clients ultimately need.
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Key AI Applications You’ll Encounter 

•	 Document Review and Discovery: AI-powered tools can 
review thousands of documents in hours, identifying 
privileged materials, responsive documents, and key 
evidence. Understanding how these systems work—and 
their limitations—will be crucial for junior associates who 
often handle discovery tasks. 

•	 Legal Research: AI research platforms can quickly 
identify relevant cases, statutes, and secondary sources. 
However, you’ll need to know how to craft effective 
prompts and verify AI-generated results, as these 
systems can sometimes hallucinate or miss important 
nuances. 

•	 Contract Analysis: AI can flag unusual clauses, identify 
missing standard provisions, and even suggest edits. This technology is particularly advanced in due diligence and 
contract review work. 

•	 Brief and Document Drafting: AI can help generate first drafts of routine pleadings, memos, and correspondence. 
The key is learning how to edit and refine AI-generated content to meet professional standards. 

Practical Skills to Develop Now 

Learn to Prompt Effectively
Effective AI interaction requires clear, specific instructions. Practice writing detailed prompts that include context, desired 
outcomes, and constraints. For example, instead of asking AI to “research contract law,” try “Find recent federal court 
decisions from the past two years addressing force majeure clauses in commercial real estate leases, focusing on COVID-19 
related cases.” 

Develop Critical Evaluation Skills
AI outputs require careful human review. Learn to spot potential errors, verify citations, and assess whether AI-generated 
analysis aligns with current law. This skill becomes especially important as AI tools become more sophisticated and their 
errors more subtle. 

Understand Data Privacy and Security
Legal work involves confidential client information, and AI tools often process data on external servers. Understanding data 
privacy implications, attorney-client privilege concerns, and your firm’s AI policies will be essential from day one. 

Ethical Considerations You Can’t Ignore
The legal profession’s ethical rules are still catching up to AI technology, but several principles are clear. You have a duty of 
competence that may soon include understanding AI tools relevant to your practice. You must maintain client confidentiality 
when using AI systems that process client data. And you remain responsible for all work product, even when AI assists in its 
creation. 
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Several states have issued guidance on AI use in legal 
practice, and this area is evolving rapidly. Stay informed 
about your jurisdiction’s rules and your future employer’s 
AI policies. 

How to Position Yourself in the Job 
Market 

Embrace AI as a Skill, Not a Threat
Employers increasingly value candidates who understand 
AI capabilities and limitations. Highlight any AI-related 
coursework, projects, or self-directed learning in your job 
applications. Consider taking an AI and law course if your 
school offers one, or explore online resources to build 
foundational knowledge. 

Demonstrate Practical Understanding
During interviews, show that you understand AI as a 

practical tool rather than speaking about it in abstract terms. Discuss specific applications relevant to the employer’s 
practice areas. For a litigation firm, mention AI’s role in document review and legal research. For a corporate practice, 
discuss contract analysis and due diligence applications. 

Show Adaptability
The AI landscape changes rapidly. Employers want lawyers who can adapt to new technologies and integrate them 
effectively into their practice. Demonstrate this mindset by staying current with legal technology trends and showing 
enthusiasm for learning new tools. 

Preparing for an AI-Enhanced Career 

Start Building Your Foundation Now
Familiarize yourself with major legal AI platforms like Westlaw Edge, LexisNexis+, and emerging tools like Harvey or 
CoCounsel. Many offer student access or free trials. Even basic familiarity will give you a head start in your first job. 
 
Develop Complementary Skills
As AI handles more routine tasks, uniquely human skills become more valuable. Focus on developing strong client 
counseling abilities, strategic thinking, and creative problem-solving. These skills will become your competitive advantage in 
an AI-augmented profession. 

Stay Informed and Engaged
The intersection of AI and law is evolving rapidly. Follow legal technology publications, attend CLE programs on AI topics, 
and engage with discussions about AI’s impact on the profession. Being an informed voice on these issues will serve you 
well throughout your career. 



Looking Forward
The legal profession is experiencing a transformation 
comparable to the shift from typewriters to computers. Just 
as previous generations of lawyers adapted to email, legal 
databases, and electronic filing, today’s law students must 
prepare for an AI-enhanced practice environment. 

This doesn’t mean becoming a technologist, but it does mean 
understanding AI well enough to use it effectively and ethically. 
The lawyers who thrive in the coming decade will be those 
who can seamlessly integrate AI tools into their practice while 
maintaining the human judgment, ethical reasoning, and client 
focus that define excellent legal representation.

 

Your legal education is preparing you for a career that will likely look quite different from the one your professors 
experienced. Embracing AI literacy now will help ensure you’re ready for whatever comes next in this exciting and rapidly 
evolving profession.

Remember that mentorship is a long-term investment in your career success. The relationships you build as a junior attorney 
often last throughout your career, providing ongoing guidance, opportunities, and professional satisfaction. Approach 
mentorship with the seriousness and commitment it deserves, and you’ll find it becomes one of the most valuable aspects 
of your legal career.

CEB is a registered trademark of Continuing Education of the Bar - California (CEB). © The Regents of the University of California, 2025. All rights reserved.

www.ceb.com1-800-232-3444

Your CEB AccessLaw™ Program membership gives you access to �CEB’s Practitioner™  

unlimited library  - a $650 monthly value - for free!


