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Careers in Transition. Even parale-

gal educators don’t necessarily agree 

how paralegals should be groomed 

for today’s market, although the 

overall trend toward more middle-

management-level responsibility con-

tinues. As Lori Tripoli points out, how-

ever, the additional challenge is to train 

attorneys to use this human resource. 

Law firms like O’Melveny & Myers 

get ahead of the game by involving 

paralegal managers in orientation pro-

grams for all new lawyers, first-year or 

lateral....................................Page 12 

Do They Understand Your Business? . . . 

How to Find and Groom the Practical—and 

Practiced—Paralegal 

There’s something ironic listening to lawyers grouse about their paralegals: Legal assistants can’t keep track of their time…they couldn’t find the courthouse even with a GPS…they’re just sort of dense. 

At the same time, those very same lawyers forget just how much of what they now know they never learned in law schools, like the importance of billables or the need to get the head of the word processing department in line so that a 40-page brief doesn’t languish for a week waiting to be typed, or even the simple reality that a corner office denotes power. 

Yet the fact remains that paralegals, most of whom are nowadays frequently clutching paralegal certificates or even legal studies diplomas, should be marching into law firms a bit more prepared. Someone, whether it’s a mentor, a supervisor, or just a friendly colleague, should help a new paralegal get the lay of the land. 

“Paralegals need workplace navigation skills,” asserts Lauren Stiller Rikleen, a partner at Bowditch & Dewey’s Framingham, MA, office, the executive director of the Bowditch Institute for Women’s Success, and the author of Ending the Gauntlet: Removing Barriers to Women’s Success in the Law. 

Paralegals also need to be well educated. “A college degree is almost mandatory these days,” says R. Scott Brink, a labor and employment litigation partner at Jeffer Mangels Butler & Marmaro in Los Angeles. But the skills that a bachelor’s degree in paralegal studies confers are still subject to bemused debate. 

“Even among paralegal educators, there’s a great deal of debate about just exactly what we should be teaching paralegal students,” says Pam Bailey, program coordinator of the Duquesne University Paralegal Institute in Pittsburgh. While it might be endearing to have a paralegal who declaims about strict constructionism, it’s even more appealing to have one who can manage files sufficiently well and retrieve a client’s minutiae when a lawyer starts barking for it. 

These days, a paralegal school’s curriculum is unlikely to be devoted to the classics. “Whether we want to be academically oriented or not, we have to consider what the market is dictating that our students and graduates must possess,” continues Bailey, who spent 13 years at Reed Smith as a paralegal manager before joining Duquesne a half-dozen years ago. “At Duquesne, we incorporate law office management skills into our curriculum across the board,” she says. Indeed, students trained in matters like keeping time and projecting revenue won’t “stand there like deer in the headlights” when they start their new jobs, maintains Peggy Nickerson, coordinator of the paralegal studies and juvenile justice programs at William Woods University in Fulton, MO. 

That sort of training should at least help a newly minted paralegal withstand what might politely be called the intensity of a law practice. Of course, “how to deal with attorneys in general” typically isn’t taught, says Travis Barrs, vice president at Ad Hoc legal placement in Houston. Perhaps it can’t be. While no one can be certain that anyone could ever comprehend the different personality disorders that pepper a typical law office, the walking-on-eggs approach always worked. 

Top-Down Relations 

Just as paralegals can be informed about the vagaries of law firm life, so too can lawyers at least be made aware that paralegals might make their day-to-day lives easier. “Attorneys don’t learn how to use paralegals in law school. So when [lawyers] get into a big firm in real life, a lot of them aren’t so well equipped to understand what they even are or how best to use them to their advantage,” says Dean Vanech, the San Francisco-based firm-wide director of paralegals at O’Melveny & Myers. 

“Some attorneys throw things that are too high-level at paralegals. Some look at too low a level and give them more secretarial tasks,” Vanech says. At O’Melveny, paralegal managers are involved in the orientation of any first-year attorney or any lateral who comes in, according to Vanech. New-to-the-firm lawyers are well-informed about what paralegals do and how a lawyer can use them better. 

Which is good, because contemporary paralegals at top-tier firms can find themselves doing a lot more than Bates stamping nowadays. “I’m definitely seeing a trend toward more career-level paralegals,” Barrs says. Today, a job as a paralegal is not necessarily just a stepping stone for fresh-faced (and minimally skilled but articulate) recent college graduates looking to park themselves for a couple of years before getting into the right law school. 

“If I had to look over the last 10 to 20 years at the big-picture evolution of a career path, I’d call it going from worker bee, following orders, and doing narrow clerical tasks toward more middle management, toward higher ends of the career path now,” Vanech says. “At a given firm, paralegals really run the gamut from doing the smallest of clerical tasks all the way to working side by side with attorneys at a substantive intellectual level or by managing cases. It’s much more comparable to other service industries than it used to be,” he continues. 

Management Mania 

Paralegals who are seeking to reach the upper echelon of a firm’s non-lawyer ranks need to know not only how to do their job but also how to work the system in their favor. Admittedly, “a lot of times, assignments can be very basic,” Rikleen acknowledges. But “a paralegal who takes an interest in the underlying matter may be able to generate opportunities to contribute in other ways,” she explains. Paralegals “who show initiative and interest in the case” are the ones who do well, Rikleen maintains. 

Paralegals “need good time management skills,” Brink, who is a litigator, says. “They need to understand how to get things done,” and they need to understand the court system and how things get filed there, he continues. They also must be up to speed on all things electronic. 

“The most important trait is confidence with technology,” Brink says. Paralegals also “need case management skills on the litigation side and project management skills on the transactional side,” according to Vanech. 

A paralegal with these traits will be recognized. “You find paralegals with supervisory capabilities managing outsourcing relationships with vendors, building databases with tech vendors, and managing e-discovery projects,” Vanech says. 

The job of a paralegal “has really evolved. The profile of the career track has risen with the tide; the compensation and recognition have followed suit. There are plenty of people in it for a year or two figuring out whether they want to go to law school, but there are also career folks who are in it for the long run. A good healthy program has a mix of both of those types,” Vanech believes. 

Paralegals based in smaller firms may perform just as vital a function simply because, for all intents and purposes, they may be the ones with whom clients are dealing a great deal of the time. At Florida-based LaBovick, Labovick & Wald, the dozen paralegals at this six-attorney personal injury boutique have a lot of client contact, says Managing Partner Brian LaBovick. “Most small firms want client contact with the paralegal.” 

Enriched Curriculum 

Neither LaBovick nor his counterparts at much larger firms are leaving customer service skills, whether aimed in-house or out, to chance. “A firm of any size would have basic orientation programs,” Rikleen says. 

LaBovick, Labovick runs quarterly training sessions along with an initial three days of training for new paralegals, according to LaBovick. Quarterly sessions might cover substantive areas of the law on insurance claim processing, computer training, or ways to better respect clients. 

Of course, not all firms are so attentive to the career development of their paralegals. “There is really a variegated landscape out there in terms of how firms handle their paralegal programs,” Vanech observes. “Even among the big ones, the first-tier and second-tier players, there’s a huge variation in the way firms approach it,” he says. 

O’Melveny seems pretty dedicated to its staff. “At the firm-wide level, there’s a structured paralegal training program,” Vanech explains. A monthly live program, jointly developed and presented by paralegals and attorneys, covers subjects like electronic discovery, motions, hearings, trial prep, case management, and the overall anatomy of a litigation. 

“It’s a mix of nuts and bolts and some higher-level stuff explaining how the legal system works, almost like Civil Procedure 101 for paralegals,” Vanech says. Expert witnesses, document management, discovery, basically “anything a paralegal needs to do alongside attorneys,” will be covered. It’s important to have attorneys there so that paralegals can understand what lawyers want from them, Vanech adds. In its seven US offices, O’Melveny has about 150 paralegals, according to Vanech’s estimates. 

In some ways, O’Melveny does indeed seem to be breaching the great professional/staff divide. “At O’Melveny, our talent development group partners really effectively with the paralegal group and includes paralegals in most of their training aimed at attorneys,” Vanech says. “That’s a nice and unusual partnership between those groups. It doesn’t typically happen at other firms.” 

Yet a lawyer/paralegal consortium is crucial for all sorts of professional reasons. “Paralegals pick up quite a bit when they understand what attorneys are trained to do,” says Vanech. “This adds a lot to the paralegal’s understanding and frame of reference on how to provide great internal client service to attorneys. The other piece of it is that it puts paralegals in the same room for symbolic reasons. It says that we value you, we care about your development, and you are as important to us as a resource as attorneys are, and that goes a long way with paralegals.” 

Along with O’Melveny’s firm-wide training, further training aimed at the specific needs of individual offices is also provided. The firm also budgets for additional training, either on-site or off, in specialized practice areas. 

Of course, O’Melveny reminds its professionals to, well, behave professionally. “We have developed a specific initiative at the firm-wide level on attorney education and outreach, so each of the office-based managers are point people” who reach out to attorneys and educate them about what paralegals can do for them, how to make appropriate use of paralegals, and how to channel work well, Vanech says. 

We always suspected that the paralegals were having more fun than we were. 

—Lori Tripoli 

Lori Tripoli, JD, is a freelance writer based in Bedford, N.Y. She also teaches legal research to college-level paralegal students. She may be reached at LoriTripoli@hotmail.com.
