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PRACTICE MADE PERFECT

By Jane Jacobs

The value of an educated, specifi-
cally-trained paralegal is inestimable.
Paralegals offer tremendous benefits to
lawyers. Good paralegals save valuable
time in accomplishing the day-to-day
tasks of practicing law.  Paralegals not
only review records and documents,
prepare summaries, perform investiga-
tions and research, and keep documents
organized, but also can draft contracts,
pleadings and even briefs.  It is the wise
lawyer who hires the most qualified
person, and helps to keep that person
knowledgeable through continuing le-
gal education.  Paralegals, as with law-
yers, require continuing education to
ensure that they remain the most quali-
fied.  The law is, after all, a learned pro-
fession.

Typically, the most important element
in determining the qualifications of a
candidate for any position is education.
The qualities of a good paralegal in-
clude, among others, the ability to think,
to communicate both orally and in writ-
ing, and to have a sound working knowl-
edge of the law and legal profession.
The foundation for such qualities begins
in the classroom.  There are a variety of
options available to establish a good
base on which a paralegal can build.
Several colleges and universities offer
programs that include emphasis on or
certification in paralegal studies.  Cer-
tification programs may be completed
before or after attaining a bachelor’s de-
gree.  There are two-year programs with
emphasis on paralegal studies.  Al-
though still rare, there are master-degree
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programs in legal studies, for example,
those at Webster University.  Optimally,
a paralegal would possess a bachelor’s
degree with a paralegal component or
one that is paralegal-specific.  For rec-
ommendations on qualifications, visit
the Practicing with Paralegals section
of the Missouri Bar’s Paralegal Com-
mittee web page (www.mobar.org).  The
Paralegal Committee’s web page also
contains a listing of schools in Missouri
with paralegal programs.

Good paralegal programs offer in-
depth legal knowledge and practical
application skills in nearly all legal ar-
eas from bankruptcy to trusts, from con-
tracts to litigation.  In addition, well-
rounded programs offer courses in re-
search, writing, and ethics.  Most prac-
titioners are simply too busy to convey
all the knowledge they want the parale-
gal to have.

Employing inadequately educated
paralegals to just “fill a space” can prove
to be a dangerous and costly venture.
Even for new lawyers much time is in-
vested in training how the law and the
legal system work.  These are not easy
concepts.  Even competently complet-
ing a form requires a good level of con-
textual knowledge and background un-
derstanding of the law and legal system.
Equally important is proper training in
and knowledge of legal ethics for para-
legals.   Larger offices may have the
benefit of staff designated to ensure that
everyone is trained and aware of legal
ethical obligations.  Small offices do not
have such a luxury and the task of prop-
erly imparting this information will fall
to the attorney or attorneys supervising

their work.  Offices can minimize these
time-consuming processes and avoid a
myriad of risks by hiring educated, well-
trained paralegals.

Hiring qualified paralegals is not the
end of the process, it is the beginning.
Just as lawyers need to stay up to date,
so do their paralegals.  The legal pro-
fession recognizes the need for continu-
ing education for lawyers to keep
abreast of changes in the law and pro-
cedures, current trends in technology,
and other new information relevant to
the practice of law.  Rules and proce-
dures, as well as laws and regulations,
change constantly.  It is essential that
persons in the role of paralegal are
aware of the changes and how those
changes affect the substance of their
duties.  To be truly beneficial, the para-
legal must be as current as the lawyer.

The benefits to both lawyers and
paralegals are straightforward.  Parale-
gals who regularly attend CLE programs
are more up-to-date and in-the-know
regarding changes as they happen.  Con-
tinuing legal education also offers op-
portunities for learning new material,
hence, expanding the paralegal’s capa-
bilities. For lawyers still practicing in
multiple areas of law, this is especially
beneficial.

Other good reasons for paralegal CLE
include the opportunity to replenish the
memory banks, and to meet other para-
legals, to learn of new resources and
vendors.  General practitioners in par-
ticular have a greater variety of legal
matters and their paralegals should be
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MOLAP
even swimming for all you old swim-
mers out there.  Your ultimate goal is to
exercise three times per week for at least
30 minutes each day, which significantly
increases your heart health and your
overall fitness.

I can hear you all saying, “Sure, Mike,
I hear you but I just haven’t got the
time.”  This is the number one excuse
of all non-exercisers and I leave you
with this thought.  If you doctor told you
that your kidneys were failing and that
to prolong your life you will need to
have dialysis at least 30 minutes every
day, I think you would find the time.
Heart disease is a long, insidious pro-
cess that is affected by any number of
factors from genetics to inactivity.
Don’t you think you can find 30 min-
utes a day to take care of your heart?  I
bet you can.  After you find the time,
enlist a buddy.

Initially it was hard for me to find the
time even after my “episode.”  My wife

and I have three very active children at
all levels of school and I finally came
to the realization that the only thing that
made sense was a 6 a.m. date at the lo-
cal YMCA.  Then my wife gave me the
opening I needed when she asked what
I wanted for Christmas.  When I told
her that I wanted her to get up every
morning with me at 6 a.m. and go to the
“Y” with me, her response was, “So you
want me to kick you out of bed and make
you go to the Y.”  “No, I want you to get
up and go with me,” said I.  She reluc-
tantly agreed and now if either of us
misses our early morning workout for
work or some other demand on our time,
we make it up at lunchtime because we
have gotten to the point where we actu-
ally miss the workout.

I cannot stress how important it is that
you take care of number one.  As I said
earlier, I am one of the lucky ones.  I
found out how bad it can be without
actually having to find out how bad it
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I heartily endorse Mr. Meister’s very heartfelt encouragement toward heart health.  I contend that
fit lawyers can work harder and longer, with less fatigue, than less fit lawyers, if that appeals to you.
If you would like to explore your personal stress and fitness issues, MOLAP is available at
800-688-7859.

— Jim Brady, MOLAP Director

can be.  By taking care of yourself, you
are better able to take care of your cli-
ents, wake up refreshed and ready to
face the day, and eventually dance at
your children’s wedding and grow old
with your significant other.  Not a bad
thing.  Life – what a great concept.

Reprinted with permission of The Ne-
braska Lawyer © 2007.
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as capable as they are in each area.  CLE
is an avenue to learning new material
and remembering and supplementing
infrequently used information.  Even
those firms with limited practice areas
find that every case has its own pecu-
liarities and needs all the resources at
hand.  Attending seminars is a good time
for building networks of potential re-
sources and even prospective clients.
Attorneys sometime forget that parale-
gals make referrals, too.

quired for paralegals.  As a result, semi-
nars are difficult to find.  Commercial
seminars for paralegals are returning to
the scene but seem to be confined to the
St. Louis and Kansas City areas.  They
are also costly.  The Missouri Paralegal
Association is filling the gap by offer-
ing an annual seminar in a mid-Missouri
location.  The 2007 seminar on June 8
at Tan-Tar-A has expanded this year to
include more topics than in previous
years.  The cost is reasonable, too.  For
information visit MPA’s website at
www.missouriparalegalassoc.org.

An educated paralegal supported by
CLE is a tremendous asset to any prac-

ticing lawyer.    Paralegals can save at-
torneys many hours of work for more
work, family or other endeavors.  Addi-
tional benefits derive from continuing
legal education after arriving at the law
office.  The Rules of Professional Con-
duct require lawyers to be competent
and to maintain that competency
through continuing legal education.  A
good lawyer expects no less from his
paralegal.

Jane Jacobs, a member of The Missouri
Bar’s Committee on Paralegals, has been
a litigation paralegal for 17 years. She is
with the firm of Stinson Morrison
Hecker, LLP in St. Louis.Unfortunately, CLE is still not re-




