
The Who, What, Why, How and Where of Paralegals 
 By Toni Marsh, JD / Director, GW Paralegal Studies Program

WHO are paralegals?

Today’s paralegals are sophisticated, highly educated 
professionals who have chosen the field and plan to 
stay with it. Looking at these committed professionals, 
it’s hard to imagine that the profession didn’t exist until 
relatively recently. 

Before the mid-1970s there were lawyers and there 
were secretaries who took dictation, typed, filed, and 
scheduled. The best of those secretaries learned to use 
the rules to format legal documents and ascertain when 
and where to file them; they became legal secretaries. 
The best legal secretaries became took on more re-
sponsibility, contributed more substantive value, and 
evolved into what we now call paralegals.

Today virtually all paralegals have bachelor’s degrees 
and specialized legal education, even though the pro-
fession isn’t licensed and in most states – except Cali-
fornia – there are no laws regarding education or test-
ing. (California is unique in its treatment of paralegals: 
California Business & Professions Code § 6450 man-
dates that paralegals possess certain credentials, expe-
rience, and references and requires continuing legal 
education.)

The modern paralegal profession is an aspirational one: 
those who have the demeanor, skillset and natural tal-
ent for it pursue the profession and stick with it, moving 
through the ranks to become senior paralegals, special-
ists, and managers.  

WHAT do paralegals know?

If a paralegal attended a regionally accredited school 
– most major universities in the U.S. are so accredited 
– or is ABA approved, then the program they attended 
has been scrutinized by an outside body to ensure:

The curriculum is current and relevant and serves the 
local legal community.

The curriculum will be tailored to the local market and 
will provide the knowledge and skills paralegals need 

to enter that market. For example, a program in Califor-
nia, with its pervasive farming industry, would include 
courses on immigration law; a paralegal program in 
Houston, with its strong oil and gas industry, would offer 
courses in oil and gas law; the GW paralegal program 
in Washington D.C., located amidst federal agencies and 
government offices, offers courses in administrative and 
government contracts law. 

Faculty are experts in the courses they teach. 

Working paralegals, lawyers, business leaders, judg-
es, and full time professors provide theoretical context 
and practical skills while providing entrée to the market 
through their connections and experience. 

An advisory board serves the program and provides ex-
pert advice.

The best advisory boards comprise working paralegals, 
attorneys, alumni, faculty members, representatives of 
partner institutions and members of the public. They ad-
vise the program director on every element of the field 
from curriculum to marketing to recruiting faculty.
 
The program has sufficient staff and resources to edu-
cate its students properly.

Paralegal education has assumed a place at the forefront 
of the academy and the profession benefits from that. 
Good programs advocate to ensure that that there are ad-
equate financial support, technological tools, personnel, 
and physical facilities to provide current, innovative, and 
effective education.   

Graduates are prepared to enter the market.

Well prepared graduates who perform on the job with 
acumen pave the way for their colleagues by building 
good reputations in the communities they serve. The best 
programs have career services offices that offer individual 
advising, exclusive job boards, resume and cover letter 
review, networking events, internship opportunities, site 
visits, and employer outreach. 
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UPCOMING EVENTS – MARK YOUR CALENDARS

CCP Exam – June 14th, 1 P.M. Hilton San Francisco Airport Bayfront, 600 Airport Boulevard, Burlingame, CA.

SFPA Summer Social – June 14, 2019, 5:30 P.M., Patriot House, 2 Embarcadero Center 3rd floor, San Francisco, 
CA 94111.

CAPA 31st Education Conference – June 15, 2019, 8:30 A.M.. Hilton San Francisco Airport Bayfront, 600 Airport 
Boulevard, Burlingame, CA.

SFPA Board Meeting – July 3, 2019, 5:30 P.M. San Francisco Public Library, 100 Larkin Street, Mary Louise Stong 
Conference Room, 1st Floor.

SFPA 47th Annual Meeting – October 25, 2019, 8:30 A.M. The Bar Association of San Francisco, 301 Battery 
Street, 3rd Floor, San Francisco.

Advertising in At Issue 

Our advertising guidelines are as follows:

•  Our newsletter is published on a 
quarterly basis, i.e. four times per year. 
The advertising deadline is the 15th of the 
month prior to publication of each issue.

•  Publication of advertising by the SFPA 
does not imply endorsement of the prod-
ucts and/or services offered.

•  The SFPA is not responsible for late or incomplete submissions being included in the upcoming issue – in these cas-
es, publication of advertising could be moved to a later date. This includes advertisements and event announcements.

•  All advertising submissions are subject to approval by the SFPA Executive Board. Please be sure to submit only con-
tent that is either owned by your organization, or properly licensed for the appropriate usage. At Issue bears no respon-
sibility for unauthorized content submitted for advertising purposes.

•  Please follow indicated guidelines and submit all advertisements at size in JPEG format at a minimum resolution 
of 72dpi (higher resolution submissions are acceptable - we will resize as appropriate). The SFPA reserves the right to 
modify ads that do not adhere to these guidelines and is not responsible for any loss of integrity that results. 
For advertising inquiries, please contact info@sfpa.com.

DISCLAIMER: The SFPA is published as ONLINE newsletter only – we do not publish print versions.



This oversight ensures paralegals will work in sophis-
ticated legal settings and will have the analytical and 
critical thinking skills to frame problems, identify re-
sources, effect solutions, and implement programs and 
processes; the historical and theoretical knowledge to 
place their practical work into a meaningful context; 
and the professional and ethical foundations to provide 
excellent work product with integrity.  

WHAT can paralegals do?

In any reputable program graduates will have learned 
substantive law and acquired practical skills that will 
allow them to:

Communicate orally and in writing
Identify legal issues
Interview clients
Think critically
Solve problems
Conduct research using print and electronic resources
Cite check
Track billing
Draft legal documents                                          
Use technology to manage documents, litigation, and   
     law office processes
Build professional networks

WHAT CAN’T paralegals do?

Because the paralegal role has grown so much and 
paralegals on taking on more responsibilities in more 
settings, it’s important to understand what they can’t 
do. Essentially, paralegals can’t practice law, which 
means they can’t do any of the activities listed below 
unless a lawyer is supervising and directing them.  

According to California Business and Professions Code 
§ 6450, paralegals cannot:

• Provide legal advice
 
• Represent a client in court

HOWEVER ... they can prepare for court, set up 
the war room, manage the trial notebook and 
court documents, manage clients, parties, and wit-
nesses, and attend  trials. 

HOWEVER ... they can advocate at some administra-
tive hearings. In some states, paralegals can advocate 
in certain circumstances. 1

• Select, explain, draft, or recommend the use of any  
   legal document to or for any person other than the  
     attorney who directs and supervises the paralegal

 HOWEVER ... they can, however, draft and manage  
 legal documents. They can also sign documents  
 that are not legal pleadings.

• Contract with, or be employed by, a natural person  
    other than an attorney to perform paralegal services

•  In connection with providing paralegal services, induce  
  person to make an investment, purchase a financial  
   product or service, or enter a transaction from which  
    income or profit, or both, purportedly may be derived

•  Establish the fees to charge a client

WHY use paralegals?

Everyone is happier when law offices use more paralegals 
to do more tasks.

Lawyers benefit because they can focus on doing those 
things only they can do: rainmaking, strategizing, advocat-
ing in court, giving legal advice, and managing the firm, 
and have more time to do pro bono and other community 
service. 

Law firms benefit because paralegals are profit centers: 
paralegals are fully billable and work at lower rates than at-
torneys. Savvy clients pay attention to who performs which 
tasks and demand more efficient billing.

Law firms also benefit because paralegals are great net-
workers, are community minded, and are highly connect-
ed. Their substantial professional networks supplement the 
firm’s network and can help firms run more efficiently.

In-house law offices benefit because paralegals’ lower costs 
drain financial resources at a slower rate than lawyers’ high-
er costs and thus increase the bottom line. 

Paralegals benefit because they get to do the challenging, 
rigorous work they crave. Most paralegals enter the profes-
sion because they have a passion for the law and want to 
make a difference. The more challenging and meaningful the 
work, the happier they are. 

page 3

Who/What/Why/How/Where of Paralegals  (continued from page 1)

continued on page 4



Most importantly, clients benefit because they get 
excellent work product at a lower cost. Clients com-
municate more readily with paralegals and that ease 
of communication affords them satisfaction. Paralegals 
are great communicators and can reduce the number 
of complaints and increase client satisfaction by keep-
ing clients informed.

HOW to use paralegals

Lawyers who want to do better work for more people 
and boost their firms’ and offices’ bottom line can max-
imize their working relationship with paralegals by re-
viewing and understanding what paralegals can’t do so 
there is no risk of UPL.

They should understand that paralegals are great at 
creating processes and systems and are organized and 
detail-oriented: the best way to get the full benefit of 
paralegals is to tell them where they want to end up, 
and let the paralegals figure out how to get there.

In addition to providing substantive work like research, 
drafting, and managing cases and documents, lawyers 
should allow paralegals to manage client communica-
tion. Clients love working with paralegals, who tend to 
be more communicative and responsive than attorneys.

Finally, lawyers should support paralegals’ professional 
development. Send them to conferences, seminars, and 
classes and provide training and opportunities for ed-
ucation. Not only will the paralegals do better work in 
the office, but the networks they build through partici-
pating in these events will be invaluable to the practice.    

WHERE are paralegals having an impact?

It’s a good time to be a paralegal.

The ranks of paralegals are robust and thriving – espe-
cially in California. The Bureau of Labor Statistics puts 
the paralegal profession in the highest band it has, and 
predicts at least 15% growth – much higher than aver-
age – through 2026. California paralegals are enjoy-
ing a particularly good run with the highest numbers 
of employed paralegals and the highest salaries in the 
nation.

Source:https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes232011.htm#st

 

Source:https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes232011.htm#st

You’ll find paralegals in law firms, government agencies, 
corporations, non-profits and NGOs, the military, working 
as freelancers, and in non-legal positions – the possibilities 
for places for paralegals to make a real difference are vast.

In future editions of At Issue, “The Marsh Review” will re-
view non-lawyer legal professionals and licensing; map out 
the places where paralegals are making the biggest impact; 
and detail unauthorized practice of law in California. 

1  Washington state allows LLLPs to advocate in domestic re-
lations court; Utah allows LPPs to advocate in family matters, 
forcible entry and detainer, and debt collection proceedings; 
New York’s Navigators are permitted to assist clients with com-
pleting paperwork and accessing resources, and can accompa-
ny them to court in some counties.
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      Announcing ... Toni Marsh

We are proud to announce that Toni Marsh, JD will be joining future  
editions of At Issue as a feature author in her column, The Marsh Report. 

Toni Marsh is the Director of the George Washington University Paralegal 
Studies Program, and a Professor of Paralegal Studies. She has employed, 
taught, managed, and studied paralegals since 1990 and researches the  
paralegal profession around the world. 

Learn more at:  
 
https://cps.gwu.edu/paralegal-studies-graduate-certificates 

or

https://cps.gwu.edu/paralegal-studies-master-professional-studies

page 5

Spring Social Recap By Michael Schiraldi

Back in April, the SFPA held their Spring Social in Oakland. Planned by Board Member Vince Valle, the SFPA ventured 
to the East Bay to Bar 355. 

The SFPA welcomed many members with open arms with a drink in one hand and a slice of pizza with the other. A 
number of sustaining member representatives and distinguished companies also attended to socialize and to network. 

Thank you to our SFPA members, our sustaining members, and other company representatives for joining us. We had 
a tremendous time! Check out our photos from the event on our website. We look forward to seeing you at our next 
event, whether it be at our next social, a board meeting, a MCLE event, or at our annual events. 



EDITOR’S NOTE: This article provides perspective 
from a civil litigation, state court viewpoint.

Preparing for trial brings out a paralegal’s inner oc-
topus.

When trial approaches, a paralegal can feel it.  One 
can see their attorneys getting in tune, getting in the 
zone, and preparing for all-out battle.  Make no mis-
take; trial is a war.  You need to utilize all your skills 
to navigate through this minefield with your writing, 
organization, and multi-task expertise.

Paralegals are essential to the process, because we 
lead the charge.  We know the deadlines, we under-
stand the stakes, and we understand our role.  With-
out us, attorneys are lost in the process.  Like a light-
house, we are the guiding light that leads the lost ship 
back to home.  

In those last 90 days to trial, it is imperative that you 
know what is due, and when.  With so much going 
between the experts, the supplemental discovery, the 
depositions, and all of the little pieces, it can be over-
whelming.  Hence, we use all of our arms to han-
dle the situation around us.  Paralegals cannot afford 
to make missteps during this critical stage.  It is ex-
tremely useful for paralegals to create a trial to do list 
with a chart of all the pretrial deadlines, especially 
those concerning discovery, to ensure that all dates 
are met.  
 
The following provides some of the countdown items 
in your to do list as you prepare yourself to head for 
the mat.

It’s Showtime!

The Local Rules and the Judges Rules
Always check the local rules.  These bureaucratic, 
unyielding, and sometimes preposterous instructions 
have caused headaches for paralegals since their in-
troduction.  Unfortunately, with no end in sight, it is 
just another task for us hard working folk to review 
and implement.  

Remember that the local rules and Judges’ rules do not 
usurp the Code of Civil Procedure (“CCP”) unless there 
is a specific stipulation or Order within the case (i.e. fact 
discovery closes 60 days before trial and not the nor-

mal 30).  Most commonly, the local rules and the Judges’ 
standing orders direct pre-trial filings requirements. 
 
The Supplemental Discovery
Fact discovery in civil cases closes 30 days before tri-
al and any motion concerning this discovery must be 
heard on or before the 15th day before the date initially 
set for trial.  See CCP 2024.020(a).  

Supplemental interrogatories and supplemental re-
quests for production of documents are indispensable, 
especially in cases where discovery has been protract-
ed.  The aim of supplemental discovery (and the overall 
goal of discovery) is to assist the parties in obtaining 
the facts and evidence necessary to expeditiously re-
solve the dispute and “to take the ‘game’ element out 
of trial preparation”.  Greyhound Corp. v. Superior 
Court (1961) 56 Cal.2d 355, 376.  Surprise is among 
the greatest harms caused by failure of one party to 
participate in the discovery process.  Williams v. Volk-
swagenwerk Aktiengesellschaft (1986) 180 Cal.App.3d 
1244, 1254-1255.  

By propounding supplemental discovery, it allows the 
parties to require the opposing party to review all of 
their discovery responses and to either supplement 
those responses or stand by them.  This device allows 
the parties not to be caught flat-footed (or the dreaded 
Perry Mason surprise witness) at trial.
 
The Expert Disclosure
Under CCP § 2034.260, et. seq., all of the parties must 
exchange expert witnesses 50 days prior to trial or 20 
days after service of demand (if closer to trial).  The 
disclosure has two distinct sections – retained experts 
and non-retained experts.  If you want to use experts, 
you must disclose them.  On objection by a party who 
has properly disclosed experts, the trial court “shall ex-
clude” expert opinion testimony offered by a party who 
has failed to comply with the expert witness exchange 
requirements.  CCP §2034.300.  The objection can be 
made by motion in limine, or when the expert takes 
the stand.  Richaud v. Jennings (1993) 16 Cal.App.4th 
81, 89.

In civil cases, non-retained refers to the police officers 
who investigated the accident, witnesses, and treating 
doctors.  Retained experts are people who specialize 
in a field (whether in accident reconstruction, specialty 
doctors, life care planners, et. al.) and who are being 
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Going to the Mat – Final Countdown to Trial  
by Michael Schiraldi
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SFPA’s Featured Paralegal
Donna Wallace recently joined 
Lawless & Lawless, a firm that is fo-
cused exclusively on protecting the 
rights of employees who face sexual 
harassment, discrimination or any 
other on-the-job civil rights viola-
tions. Prior to that, she worked in a 
small defense litigation firm while 
completing her Paralegal Certificate 

with Highest Honors at San Francisco State University last 
year. She also has an MS in Communications and a BA in 
Business Administration.

Originally from Toronto, Canada, she lived in Boston and 
New York before moving to the Bay Area with her hus-
band. Although her legal career has only just begun, she 
spent the last 25 years in the corporate world in market-
ing and market research working for some of the largest 
global technology companies. She travelled around the 
globe conducting research studies and is now happy to 
apply her deep analytic skills to something she finds far 
more meaningful.

As a former business executive, she understands how 
corporate America works and this provides her with 
advantages in her current role supporting attorneys who 
spend every day fighting for justice for employees. For 
Donna, the best part of being a paralegal is working with 
really smart people, helping clients, constantly learning 
something new and joining a tight-knit legal community 
like the SFPA.

When not working, Donna can often be found in her 
husband’s music studio exercising the creative side of her 
brain and providing him with feedback on his latest musi-
cal creations. She also likes long walks in nature, listen-
ing to music, curling up with a good book and enjoying a 
fine glass of wine every now and again, especially when 
Game of Thrones is on.

paid for their appearances in the action and have been 
hired for plaintiff or defendant.  CCP §2034.210(b) 
also requires that, before an employee of a party can 
be called as an expert, that employee must be desig-
nated as an expert and that designation shall include 
or be accompanied by an expert witness declaration 
under CCP §2034.260.

Pursuant to CCP §2034.260(c)(1-5), retained ex-
perts and non-retained employee experts under CCP 
2034.210(b) require that a declaration be attached to 
the disclosure describing the following:

-   Qualifications of each expert;
-   Substance of the testimony;
-   Representation that the expert has agreed to  
     testify at trial;
-    Representation that the expert will be sufficiently  
     familiar with the action to submit to a deposition  
     about his or her opinions; and
-    Expert’s fee for deposition and expert testimnies.  
     An example:

“Elizabeth Hughes is a bioengineer and an ex-
pert in the area of accident reconstruction and 
biomechanics.  A true and correct copy of her 
curriculum vitae setting forth her education and 
qualifications is attached hereto. Dr. Hughes 
will be sufficiently familiar with the matter to 
submit to a meaningful deposition. She will 
give her opinions and the basis therefore. She 
has agreed to testify at trial. Her fee for provid-
ing deposition testimony and trial testimony is 
$400 per hour. Dr. Hughes will testify regarding 
liability, causation and damages issues, includ-
ing but not limited to, accident reconstruction 
and biomechanics including speeds and move-
ment of the vehicle involved in the incident and 
vehicle dynamics, occupant kinematics, forces 
and changes in forces and their biomechanical 
effects, and the geometrics of the accident.”

The Pre-Trial Filing Necessary List
Below are just some of the pre-filings to consider be-
fore the actual trial begins:

•  Exhibit List – a list of those wonderful photos and 
documents you intend to use with your witnesses.  
Number sequentially please (whether you are using 
Arabic or alphabetical numbering).

•  Jury Instructions – a compilation that sets forth the 
law that the jury applies to the facts of the case.  See 
CCP §608.  CCP §607(a) requires that all jury instruc-

tions “covering the law as disclosed by the pleadings” 
shall be served on the Judge before the first witness is 
sworn. 

•  Short Statement of the Case – a brief, factual ac-
count of what the case is about.  Usually read to the jury 
during voir dire.  

•  Witness List – the names of whom the party will in-
tend to call at trial.  Depending on the Judge, may be 
required to give the estimated length of the testimony 
and the substance.  

continued on page 8
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Going To the Mat  (continued from page 7)

•  Trial Brief – a memorandum describing the case in 
detail and the applicable substantial law to be applied.  

•  Motions in Limine – a device used to preclude evi-
dence from admission and to foreshadow issues for the 
judge, usually heard prior to jury selection.  Can be used 
to exclude “any kind of evidence which could be ob-
jected to at trial, either as irrelevant or subject to dis-
cretionary exclusion as unduly prejudicial.”  Clemens v. 
American Warrant Corp. (1987) 193 Cal.3d 444, 451.

•  Proposed Jury Questionnaire – if allowed, a survey 
containing questions ranging from biographical to spe

cific subjects distributed to and filled out by potential 
jurors prior to the actual voir dire.

As paralegals, the task of pre-trial preparation can be 
daunting.  With so many things to keep track of, there 
is never a dull moment.  It is our duty to be the whip 
and lead the charge as we go forth into the throes of 
trial battle.

Michael Schiraldi is a paralegal at The Brandi Law Firm, 
and current SFPA board member and CAPA Director. He 
resides in San Francisco.
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George Washington University will launch a new fully online Graduate Certificate in California Paralegal Studies that 
comports with the California law that regulates paralegals. The program launches in Fall 2019 and is currently accept-
ing applications.

The curriculum is tailored for California paralegals. It emphasizes 
written and oral communication, critical thinking, problem solving, 
and technical acuity and includes a course on California law, prac-
tice and ethics. 

The rigorous, selective GW graduate program draws on the faculty, 
alumni network and career services available to GW students. GW 
is the only university offering a Master’s degree in Paralegal Studies 
and is the highest ranked national university to offer the 24-credit 
certificate online. 

“Now California students don’t have to leave home to reap the benefits of a GW education,” said Program Director 
Toni Marsh.

The GW Paralegal Studies program has sent graduates to some of the highest offices in the land, including the Unit-
ed States Supreme Court, the CIA, the Department of Justice, top law firms, corporations, non-profits, and the United 
States military. 

Dr. Christopher J. Deering, Dean of the GW College of Professional Studies, said, “This certificate is perfect for Califor-
nians who want to change the world, starting with their own.”  

The paralegal profession is thriving nationwide – the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics predicts growth of over 15%. The profession is particularly 
robust in California, which employs the highest number of paralegals 
in the country, and has the highest average salary for the profession in 
the nation, at $65,508. Paralegals report high job satisfaction, wages 
are good, benefits are generous, the work is challenging, and there’s 
opportunity for growth. A recent survey supports that most paralegals 
are happy with their positions.  

California Business & Professions Code §6450 requires paralegals to 
possess certain credentials, among them a 24-credit degree from an accredited university. The GW program accords 
with this mandate and offers California students the opportunity to study at a nationally ranked university online. 

For more information contact: 
Toni Marsh, JD
202.510.4163 / Marsht01@gwu.edu
https://cps.gwu.edu/paralegal-studies-graduate-certificates

  1 https://www.bls.gov/ooh/legal/paralegals-and-legal-assistants.htm
  2 https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes232011.htm#st
  3 https://www.indeed.com/salaries/Paralegal-Salaries,-California
  4 https://www.lawcrossing.com/article/3058/Job-Satisfaction-in-the-Paralegal-Field/

George Washington University Launches Graduate 
Certificate for California Paralegals 
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About the San Francisco Paralegal Association

The San Francisco Paralegal Association is a nonprofit organization created to represent the paralegal profes-
sion as an independent, self-directed profession, to enable paralegals to enhance their professional develop-
ment, and to support the expansion of the delivery of legal services in an economic and effective manner.

More information about our Board of Directors, bylaws, committees and practice sections can be found
in the About section of the SFPA site.

Please visit our Calendar to find out about upcoming events.

If you’re interested in joining the SFPA, information about how to do so can be found in the Membership  
section of the SFPA site.

To submit an article, please send requests to bgocchiogrosso@gmail.com or mvs@brandilaw.com. 
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Denise Bashline – President
Vincent Yasay – Vice President 
Amy Jo McGuigan - Secretary 
Roy LeDuc - Treasurer

SFPA provides a number of opportuni-
ties to participate, plan, and shape our 
organization. The SFPA Board would like 
to invite interested members to volunteer 
if so inclined. Our next board meeting 
will be on July 3, 2019 at the San Fran-
cisco Public Library. Come join us – we 
would love to see you! Please contact 
us at info@sfpa.com if you would like to 
find out more.

SFPA  
Board 
Members
2019 

 
Eric Logsdon 
Jenna Rodrigues 
Michael Schiraldi 
Bibi Shaw 
Vincent Valle

 
Malcolm Campbell
Albert Chen 
Ian Elkus 
Cindy Harrison 
Leticia Jimenez
Greg Johnson 

Subscription to the quarterly SFPA newsletter, At Issue

The SFPA’s newsletter, At Issue is published four times per year, and contains compelling, informa-
tive and practical information, including feature articles on a broad range of topics, practical arti-
cles on all branches of law and different aspects of paralegal practice, social updates, section event 
calendars and reports, a featured paralegal bio and information (to get to know individual members 
better), as well as any other relevant announcements of events and resources of interest to our mem-
bership. 

The SFPA is a diverse, lively and engaged group of legal professionals, and our newsletter is a great 
way to remain informed about our presence in the Bay Area and beyond, and receive information 
you can use in your own practice from people actively working in the field. We also welcome con-
tent from authors within our membership - please email mvs@brandilaw.com or bgocchiogrosso@
gmail.com with inquiries.


