ENCHANCING YOUR PARALEGAL CAREER
By Lana Clark, Attorney, Buynak Law Firm

On numerous occasions I have reflected on my 25-year career history as a paralegal before becoming an attorney and realize what a great catapult my affiliation with SBPA and other paralegal associations was for my career advancement.  Starting out as a paralegal in 1980 with three years of legal secretarial experience and a paralegal certificate from UCSB (one of the earliest schools in the nation to offer a paralegal program), I knew I needed contact with others with greater experience to lead the way.  It was a new career field and few had even heard of a paralegal, much less what they were allowed to do or how attorneys could effectively use their legal training.


As a single mother with a great desire and fascination with the law resulting from my legal secretarial experience, I turned to a few of the pioneers of the Santa Barbara Paralegal Association, which was then called the Channel Cities Legal Assistant Association (CCLAA) because its scope was to provide a network for paralegals in Ventura and Santa Barbara Counties.  Jane Endacott, Shirley Marshall, Louise Swain, Suzanne Allen, Kit Johnson, and Cindy McMahon were some of the founding members of the association in 1979 that I looked to as mentors to pattern my paralegal career goals.  Jane and Shirley were involved in the creation of the paralegal program at UCSB and paved the way for what is currently the only ABA approved program on the central coast.   CCLAA’s name was later changed to the Legal Assistants Association of Santa Barbara (LAASB) when the Ventura area paralegals formed their own area association.  The association’s name changes evolved to address both an accurate geographic description and the transition to a career preference for use of the term “paralegal” over “legal assistant” (note: the term “legal assistant” is now the preferred term for individuals we used to call legal secretaries).

Initially, I joined CCLAA as a member, content to merely attend the meetings and listen to the speakers.  Before long, I found myself working on a seminar committee, then as a seminar chairman, program chair, and ultimately Vice-President of the association.  This led to many opportunities to serve in varying capacities, from SBPA’s representative to CAPA, the California Alliance of Paralegal Associations, a member of the Board of Directors of the National Association of Legal Assistants, writing articles for Legal Assistant Today Magazine, serving on the Advisory Board for the UCSB paralegal program, and serving as a founding member of the Commission for Advanced California Paralegal Specialization to create a state specialty certification exam.  By that time, paralegals looked to me as a paralegal career leader, all of which started by being an attending member of the local association.

What resulted from my involvement in paralegal associations on a local, state and national level to me personally?  The impact on my career and personal self satisfaction I enjoyed was tremendous.  It opened doors and enhanced my career in a multitude of ways.  I attended many seminars that advanced my knowledge and skills, heard other paralegals share ideas and experience on career advancement and made many new contacts along the way.  Networking with other paralegals on a local, state and national level added new entries on my resume, provided contacts that helps with pending cases, impressed potential attorney employers and clients, and lead to new employment positions.  With inspiration obtained from rubbing shoulders with seasoned paralegals, I took and passed the CLA exam, lending even greater credence to my ability to assist attorneys with the preparation of legal documents and trial preparation.

 When I interviewed for a new paralegal position and attorneys looked at my resume and saw that I was a CLA and had been involved with paralegal associations, this made me stand out from other paralegal applicants.  I got every job I interviewed for, because the attorneys knew they had found someone who was dedicated to their career, had leadership skills, and displayed initiative to take on new roles.  Now, as an attorney who has interviewed many paralegals, I can attest that seeing a job applicant that has the CLA designation or has served in leadership positions in a paralegal association results in the applicant being a top contender for the position.  

At this time of the year when annual elections for officers for SBPA are nearing, I encourage you to give great consideration to serving in a leadership position.  The contribution you make will not only be personally rewarding, but will allow a great association to continue providing an opportunity for local paralegals to network, provide continuing education and enhance professional recognition of the great contribution paralegals make in providing legal services.


