IN THE BEGINNING . . . THE ACADEMY BELIEVED IN US!
By Alice Penny
OUR STORY BEGINS LIKE ALL GOOD STORIES:    ONCE UPON A TIME – 

BEFORE OUR TIME -- there was Perry Mason . . . and, of course, Della Street.  One wonders how that legendary attorney ever solved a case without the able assistance of Della!  It could be said that Della was, in fact, the first paralegal.  And what a role model she was!  Always at Perry’s side -- in the office, on the road, in the courtroom.  We all wanted to be like Della and have an exciting and rewarding career.  

Flashback – 1971.  The Practicing Law Institute was offering seminars for legal assistants around the country.  The one in New Orleans just whetted the appetite for starry-eyed “Della wanna be’s” and valuable information about legal assisting was dished out:  what one could do and could not do in this new, evolving field.  

The North Carolina State Bar had helped to establish a pilot program for paralegal studies during the early 1970’s at Central Carolina Community College in Sanford.  The College offered extension classes in Raleigh which were taught at the Department of Justice by Program Director Attorney Carolyn Register.  Carolyn would later become involved in the formation of the North Carolina Paralegal Association.  At or about this same time, Peace College also offered classes in civil litigation taught by Attorneys Walter Lee Horton and Jim Kimzey.  Not only did the students learn how to better support an attorney in a legal assistant role, they also learned that there were real life examples of “Della” right here in Raleigh.  

By 1980 several paralegal associations had been formed in North Carolina including Raleigh-Wake Paralegal Association, Cumberland County Paralegal Association, and North Carolina Paralegal Association (NCPA).  Plans were underway for the first board meeting of the newly formed NCPA to be held in the summer of 1980 when it was learned that there had been an interest among legal assistants of North Carolina Academy of Trial Lawyers (NCATL or Academy) attorneys for some type of organization.   Lee Deuto (John D. Warlick, Jr. firm) was referred to NCPA and became very involved in the work of that organization.  Pat McElroy (Howard Twiggs firm) served as an unofficial liaison from NCPA to NCATL.   However, it would be several more years before the idea of a division would resurface.  

“The Team for the ‘80’s:  Legal Assistants and Lawyers” was perhaps the first seminar sponsored by NCATL with this theme.  The seminar was held June 24 and June 25, 1982, in Charlotte and Raleigh, respectively.  In his description of the event, Program Chairman Nick Gordon stated “The N.C.A.T.L. seminar . . . is designed to show the practicing lawyer and the legal assistant how they can work together to increase their income and at the same time, provide better, faster and more economical legal service for their clients.”  He went on to say that “(p)roperly trained, paid and motivated, a legal assistant can be a profit maker for the law firm and take from the lawyer many of the stresses that sometimes make him or her wish they had gone to medical school.”  And with that in mind, a very successful seminar was provided “for the lawyer and the legal assistant to show them why legal assistants should be used and how they can be used.”  

Soon after the 1982 seminar, the NCPA was contacted by Katie Thorpe, Executive Director of the Academy, with respect to the formation of a division in the NCATL.   An invitation was extended to attend the April 29, 1983, meeting of the Board of Governors (BOG) to be held in Pinehurst.   Alice Penny  (NCPA Chair), Joan Dressler (NCPA President), and Pat McElroy (NCPA liaison to NCATL) attended that now famous meeting and made a presentation of proposals and answered questions.  After discussion (while we held our breath) the BOG voted to support the concept of an auxiliary for associate members by recommending to the general membership 1) that a new category of membership designated Paralegal Affiliate Members be created and 2) that a Legal Assistants Committee be formed by making a change in the Constitution and By-Laws of the Academy.  The BOG further declared that benefits “will include continuing legal education, manuscripts, listing in the membership directory, access to the cassette library and  Trial Briefs; members will not be entitled to vote or hold office.”  By September, 1983 Article III, Section B of the Constitution and By-Laws was amended by adding a new category for “Paralegal Affiliate Members.”  Academy President James R. Van Camp sent out the first welcoming letters in September, 1983, and included an invitation to “work on the Legal Assistant’s committee.”  

Pat McElroy convened a meeting of legal assistants on April 5, 1984, to introduce Academy staff members and to discuss projects to take to the BOG for approval at their next meeting.  Among the favorite topics were sponsoring CLE programs where the “team approach” to the practice of law could be stressed; developing a “how-to” manual; publishing articles in Trial Briefs; and having a legal assistant appointed to the Academy’s Education Committee. 

When the Academy held its convention that summer at Myrtle Beach, a small but enthusiastic group of legal assistants met with Vice President of Education Tim Harris, Bill Horsley and Howard Twiggs who were also enthusiastic and supportive  about the new division.   Chairman McElroy advised the group that we “must now get our collective act together organizationally” and outlined the current structure as being a Committee Chairman with supporting subcommittee chairs for education, membership, job placement and publications.  A proposal for the rotation of committee members was being developed by Nancy McNair (Wade Smith firm).   Later that year, Chairman McElroy and Wynn Trexler (Mona Lisa Wallace firm) were welcomed as the first legal assistants to attend the NCATL Long-Range Planning Session for Education.  

Academy sponsored seminars were popular.  “Expanding Your Skills as a Litigation Paralegal” in November 1984 was co-chaired by Attorney George Mast and Legal Assistant/Investigator Larry Adams.  Attorney William O. King and his legal assistant, Mary Ann Young, and Attorney Carol Gailor and legal assistant Wynn Trexler, touted the team approach to civil litigation and domestic law.  At the conclusion of the seminar, the legal assistants committee met once again to brainstorm.  By this time, the job bank was in place and a plan for the rotation of the Committee Chair and subcommittee chairs was presented.

“Do not come to this seminar . . . unless you want to learn to be the very best at what you do!” declared the 1985 brochure titled “Everything You Always Wanted to Know About . . . The Unauthorized Practice of Law and Preparing Lawyers for Trial.”  Experts on the panel included State Bar Counsel L. Thomas Lunsford and NCATL Past President Howard Twiggs.

The good news-bad news letter went out in the spring of 1986.  Although she had resigned in late 1985, the letter announced the resignation of Pat McElroy as Chairperson of the Legal Assistant Division.  “The good news . . . plans are underway for a great year and Academy President, Walt Baker, has named Alice W. Penny . . . to be the Division Chairperson.”  The first order of business would be twofold:  1) to divide the state into 8 regions for membership recruitment and 2) to sponsor its own seminar event. 

“Paralegal Parameters” became the title of the Division’s page in Trial Briefs and members became quite prolific.   The one page item was a success and continued until we were admonished that this was an improper use of the word “parameter.”   We would later develop our own newsletter and call it “Discovery.”

 At its annual meeting that year, the Chair made the first annual report to the NCATL stating “. . . .  I am reminded of the high and noble calling of lawyers everywhere, and particularly lawyers of the Academy:  LAWYERS HELPING PEOPLE.  And now, to make your services more efficient and effective, there is another group of professionals ready, willing and able to be a member of your legal team.  They are the 115 members of the Legal Assistant Division of the North Carolina Academy of Trial Lawyers:  LEGAL ASSISTANTS HELPING LAWYERS.”   And with that declaration, the Division had acquired its slogan.  

Also, during convention the BOG authorized a first-ever budget for the Division:


Postage



$100


Zerox



$100


Meeting Expense


$ 50


Miscellaneous


$200 

 December 5, 1986, was truly a red letter day for the Division.  “Litigation on the Fast Track:  Legal Assistants Helping Lawyers” was the theme for this “extraordinary” seminar which included content, according to Kim Bryan, CLE Director for the Academy,  “that was of the highest caliber benefiting a professional group.”   Of course, having former Governor James B. Hunt, Jr. as the keynote speaker didn’t hurt our cause at all!  Governor Hunt’s remarks were truly inspirational when he challenged all of us “to throw your hat over the wall; and then go and get it!”  What a day!  Academy President Jim Maxwell joined us for lunch – at least we wanted to think it was not just because Governor Hunt was our guest.  During his introduction, it was noted that just the year before, Governor Hunt had proclaimed the first ever "Paralegal Week” recognizing the professional status of legal assistants in the law office and in the community.  

And just when we thought it couldn’t get any better, the Academy and the Division were presented with two hand-sewn banners made by Wynn Trexler.  One declared “Welcome – Legal Assistants” while the other proclaimed our new slogan:  “Legal Assistants Helping Lawyers.”  A picture memorializing the event appeared in the February 1987 issue of Trial Briefs.  One would never know that Chairman Penny had broken an ankle and had cast aside the crutches for the picture!   As with so many treasures, no one seems to know where the banners are today.   

The 1986-87 year was truly a record year!  We addressed concerns to the North Carolina State Bar when it revised its Guidelines for Use of Non-Lawyers and when it proposed RPC 29.   In a letter to State Bar Counsel L. Thomas Lunsford, Chairman Penny advised of the “unanimous decision” of the Legal Assistants Division with respect to RPC 29 as follows:  “In stating our support of the opinion, we specifically address the premise that the conduct of nonlawyers must be compatible with the Rules of Professional Conduct in effect for lawyers.  Such compatability is not limited . . . but is all inclusive.”   While the Division reponded at length with respect to the Guidelines, the most provocative issue among its membership was the so-called “Kornegay Rule.”  This rule allowed that a disbarred lawyer would be allowed to work as a legal assistant.   The furor that was stirred back then still continues when the subject comes up for discussion.  

Adding icing to the proverbial cake, the Legislature came to town and the Division worked closely with David Blackwell to defeat SB457 – a proposal to amend the Private Protective Services Act which could have had an adverse impact on legal assistants had it been adopted.   All the while, David Blackwell and the Academy staff gave us guidance and support as the bill moved through the legislature.  

Addressing the Academy at its convention in 1987, Chairman Penny told the group that the membership in the Division had increased from 114 in June 1986 to 154 as of June 1987 under the efforts of Erin Johnston (Bill Horsley office) and that our December 1986 seminar was a huge success, producing net revenue in excess of its projection by $1,279.   The BOG  increased our budget for the 1987-88 year to $1,050 as follows:  



Postage


$ 200



Copies


$ 100



Meetings


$   50



Miscellaneous

$ 200

AND Newsletter postage, printing

$ 500

Now, we’re on a roll! 

The Division’s 1987 seminar “Legal Assistants: Shaping the Future” had an impressive line up!  Although we expected the legendary Bobby Lee Cook (said to be “the REAL Ben Matlock”!) to be the keynote speaker, he was, as often happens in our arena, called to trial.  But no one could possibly have noticed – our own legendary Howard Twiggs filled the spot complemented on the program by none other than Academy giant Bill Thorpe, Mike Lewis, Bill Horsely and Nick Gordon.  In rummaging through old files and papers, a now crumpled pad was found with notes scribbled in shorthand.  Gems to be sure.  Listen to Bill Thorpe: 

 “Recognize that you are not an attorney.  If you want to be an attorney, go to law school.  

“Attorneys do not know how to use you.  You must show them what you can do.

“You want to be involved in the practice of law but you do not want to make legal decisions.  

“The future of paralegals is very bright because there is so much work that you can do that your future is assured.   

“A paralegal experiencing burnout cannot be indispensable to anyone – not the lawyers, not themselves, not their families or anyone. 

 “Attorneys will dump an unlimited amount of work on the paralegal.  Tell the lawyer when your limits have been reached.  

“Work should be fun. 

 “You can be (the attorney’s) eyes, ears and hands in the courtroom.  

“Work to define your role striking a balance, being flexible, being a team player, doing what has to be done.  Carve out your role.  Learn what is truly productive for you to do.”  

And listen to Mike Lewis:  “Continue your education.  It is encumbent upon you to continue your education.  Read.  Read.  Read.  Seminars are great and helpful but one thing you can do is to learn more about (the subject).  

“One of the most wonderful things about paralegals is that you are human.   

“Use imagination.  Continue education.  Use resourcefulness.”    

1988 came and went – Deborah V. Combs (Mike Lewis’ office) became Committee Chair in March, 1989.  

 And that’s how it was . . .  

Fastforward – 2003.   Not much has changed:  the Academy members and staff have changed; the Committee is now a real Division (not just called one from time to time) and there have been new Division Chairs – all great and wonderful in their own way:  Debbie Combs (Mike Lewis office), Jane Manning (George Anderson office),  Melanie Harkey (Mike Lewis office), Jan Matthews-Hodges (Charles Blanchard office), Penny Davis (Art Donaldson office), Lisa Henderson-Hill (Ervin Bazzle office),Tammy Moldovan (Charles Bentley office), Daina Delgado (Wade Byrd office).  Now, in this new millenium, the Legal Assistants Division of the North Carolina Academy of Trial Lawyers is again on the cutting edge of the paralegal profession.   Division members, spearheaded by Tammy Moldovan, have been very active during the past two and a half years in the development of a legislative proposal which is under consideration in the Legislature and is known as SB 922 and HB 957.  The proposed legislation creates a professional standard based on education, CLE, and adherence to an ethical code for those who would be called "Paralegal.” Governor Hunt challenged us in 1986 to “throw our hat over the wall and go get it!”   Well, the hat’s over the wall – it is now up to all of us to go and get it!  

Once again, we are the recipients of the loyal support and confidence of Academy President Janet Ward Black, the Academy Board of Governors, Academy members all across the State, Director of Politics and Government Relations Bill Wilson, and all of the others on Annapolis Drive who help our profession on a daily basis with unsung praise.   

IN THE BEGINNING . . . the Academy believed in us.   Thank you.
