
Effective Use of Paralegals in Litigation and Trial 

Join this important discussion about the best way for lawyers and paralegals to work 
together in an efficient, effective and ethical partnership. Learn practical strategies that 
can be put into play immediately. 

 



USING A PARALEGAL IN LITIGATION AND AT TRIAL. 
TIME:  1 HOUR & 30 MINUTES 

 
Panelists:   
JENN – FAMILY LAW 
COLSON – PLAINTIFF P.I. - GOES TO DEPS AND TO TRIAL 
LAURIE – PLAINTIFF P.I. AND COMPLEX COMMERCIAL – WORKS ON APPEALS 
KIM – LEGAL MAL AND COMMERICAL LITIGATION 
 
 
BILLY’S INTRODUCTION OF THE TOPIC 
 
BILLY’S INTRO OF PANELISTS (EACH PARA TO TELL A LITTLE ABOUT THEMSELVES) 

 
How long are you a paralegal?  What is your education level?  What type of law / 
what firm? 
 

• Kimberly Molinelli 
• Laurie Robinson  
• Jenn Smith 
• Colson Derby III 

 
 

PARALEGAL’S ROLE IN A LITIGATION PRACTICE  
 

COLSON & LAURIE:  How do you define the role of a paralegal in a litigation 
practice? 

 
 

JENN & KIM:  Having a paralegal greatly increases the efficiency of my practice - 
can you share some examples of things that you do which increase efficiency? 

 
 
ETHICS 

 
KIM:  What is the definition of a paralegal?  Does NJ have mandatory 
certification, licensure, or registration of paralegals?  Who can be a paralegal? 

 
 

LAURIE:  Are paralegals bound by the Rules of Professional Conduct?  Is there a 
paralegal code of conduct that is separate from the RPCs?  What is the authority 
on that?   

 
 



JENN AND COLSON :  At what stage of your practice do you end up having client 
contact?  How closely do you work with the client?  How independent is that 
contact, i.e. without the attorney?  What are some things that you are mindful of 
when engaging directly with the client? (i.e. how do you handle it if they ask you 
legal questions; case strategy; next steps;) 
 
 
LAURIE:  What is important for an attorney to remember about remaining 
compliant with the RPC and avoiding ethics violations, with regard to 
supervising their paralegal and delegating or assigning work? 

 
 

COLSON:  Obviously without naming the firm, describe a time when you felt 
pressured by an attorney to do something that exceeded your role as a paralegal, 
and should have been the attorney’s responsibility.  How did you handle that?  
What advice do you have for lawyers with respect to that. 

 
 

KIM:  Describe situations where you felt pressured by a client to step outside 
your role as paralegal and do something that is more the responsibility of the 
attorney.  Have there been times you felt pressured by family / friends to give 
legal advice, assist in a legal process, or otherwise do something that is really an 
atty responsibility. 
 
 
LAURIE:  What are some questions that clients often ask you that either border 
on legal advice, or are legal advice?  What do you tell those clients? 
 
 
COLSON:  Describe the transmittal process your firm uses to send/receive 
sensitive documents or financial information.  What type of software do you use?  
Do you encrypt?  

 
 
PARALEGAL TASKS AND KEEPING ATTORNEYS ORGANIZED AND ON TASK  

 
JENN:  You work in a Family Law practice.  What are the things that you do to 
make sure that the attorneys and the files stay organized and on track.   

 
 

KIM:  You have worked in high volume personal injury litigation practices for a 
significant part of your career.  Can you describe the team model?  How is the 
work divided; what other roles form the team?  What was your role?  How did 
you work collaboratively with the other members of the team?   
   
 



LAURIE:  You do considerable work on appeals.  How much are you involved in 
the research part of preparing the brief and Appendix?  How has the process 
changed since Ecourts?  What is your procedure for conducting a final, 
meticulous check of documents before they are is sent to the attorney for final 
approval?  Is there any specialized software you use in connection with your 
appellate work? 

 
 

COLSON:  You work in the medical malpractice field and you accompany your 
attorneys to depositions.  Tell us how you prepare your attorneys for those 
depositions, and what your tasked with when the deposition is taking place.  And 
tell us the extent of your involvement in prepping materials such as outlines. 

 
 

Kim:  From a litigation perspective, what kinds of things should an attorney be 
able to hand off to a paralegal with supervision?  (pleadings, discovery, motions)  
How should a paralegal handle it if they are asked to do something they have 
never done before?  What is an ideal teaching/mentoring model (teach one, 
show one, do one?)  What works for you as you are learning a new area of the 
law or learning a new attorney’s style? 

 
 

COLSON AND LAURIE:  You are an experienced paralegal.  How much drafting 
are you doing on more complicated projects such as briefs and motions?  Do you 
suggest ways to do things to the lawyers you work with?   

 
 

KIM:  You have worked as a supervising paralegal overseeing a team.   What do 
you do to train staff so that they are ready to hit the ground running?  And how 
did you guide teammates to know and understand the attorney’s individual 
system? 
 

 
MOTIONS AND DISCOVERY 
 
 GENERAL:  Does anyone’s firm have team meetings or case management meetings?  

Describe what takes place.  Do you feel they are productive? 
 
 
 KIM / COLSON :  Describe how you prepare your attorney for oral argument 
 
 
 JENN:  Motions in family law are unique, they involve a lot of personal information, 

emotional issues, and anxious clients.  In preparing the first draft for your attorney 
to review, what is your process in working with the attorney to discern what 
information and what supporting documents to include a pendente lite motion, or 



motion to modify support or visitation?   Do you often encounter clients who insist 
on adding information that is not helpful and may actually be harmful?  What do you 
do?  

 
 
 LAURIE:  Tell us how you prepare your attorney for argument on appellate matters?  

Describe how you feel a paralegal is most helpful with regard to preparing appeals? 
 
 
 JENN:  Family law involves a lot of document management.  Those documents can be 

sensitive and voluminous.  Describe the kinds of documents you see in a matter 
involving custody, alimony, and child support.   How do you organize incoming and 
outgoing discovery and documents?  

  
 
 KIM:  Describe your role on the job in preparing discovery demands and responses.   

How do you come up with Interrogatories / Tailor document demands? 
 
 
TRIAL / TRIAL PREP 
 
 
 COLSON:  You often go to trial with your attorneys.   Tell us the benefits of having a 

paralegal at trial.  Describe your role supporting your attorney during the trial.  How 
much do you get involved with the technology end of things at trial?  How do you 
keep exhibit organization and presentation running smoothly? 

 
 

KIM:  How do you make sure important documents that will be used at trial are 
organized and don’t slip through the cracks.  Discuss the importance of using Bates 
stamping and proper document cataloguing. 

 
 
 
 LAURIE:  Trials are a very emotional for personal injury clients.  They can become 

anxious. How do you “run interference” for your busy attorney and help to manage a 
client’s escalated emotional state leading up to trial.   

 
 
 
 JENN:  Tell us what type of matters you see to go trial in Family Law and describe 

your involvement in trial preparation for those matters.  Describe your involvement 
in assisting the attorney with client prep. 

 
 
 



 KIM:  Describe your process for scheduling and organizing expert testimony at trial  
 
 
 COLSON:   Describe what kind of research a paralegal can do relating to an 

adversary’s expert.  What software / program do you use, and what kind of 
information is out there that may be useful to your attorney? 

 
 
 
 LAURIE:  What role do you play in creating visual aids—like exhibits, timelines or 

charts— for trial.  How would you coordinate and ensure there is proper technology 
in the courtroom to display them. 

 
 
 
 COLSON: Do you assist in preparing jury voire dire?  Outlines for direct and cross-

examination?   
  

 
LEARNING SOFTWARE SYSTEMS  

 
JENN:  You recently started a position at a new firm.  How do you learn a new 
firm’s systems?   What are some systems that are used in Family Law (such as 
prepping case info statement).  How important do you feel case management 
systems are to a practice?   

 
 

LAURIE:  In litigation, you may encounter different ESI (electronically stored 
info) discovery programs with different firms; different review platforms etc.?  
Tell us about some of the programs that you’ve used in your career.  How do you 
handle learning a new system?   

 
 
BILLING 
 

JENN / KIM:  What type of work is billable paralegal work at your firm, give 
examples of things you typically bill for.  How do you keep track of your time 
while multitasking?  What is the benefit of being an hourly billable paralegal. 
 

 
FINAL ADVICE FROM PARALEGALS TO LAWYERS  

 
  EVERYONE.  What advice do you have to attorneys for building a successful 

relationship with their paralegal?  What should attorneys know? 
 
 



EVERYONE:  litigation can be a pressure cooker - and you may not see relief for 
weeks when your attorney is on trial.  How do you handle this?   

 



 
 

Honorable William Pinilis, J.M.C. 
 

Judge Pinilis earned his undergrad at Hobart College in 1989, and his J.D. from Benjamin 

Cardozo Law School in 1992.  He is admitted to practice in New Jersey and New York, and is 

licensed in the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit and U.S. District Courts: District of 

New Jersey, Southern and Eastern Districts of New York. 

 

Judge Pinilis was appointed to the Municipal Court for the Town of Morristown, in 2020, and is 

currently serving his second term on the Bench where he presides over various matters including 

traffic violations, disorderly and petit disorderly persons offenses, and domestic 

violence/temporary restraining orders.  He is also a Certified Civil Trial Attorney and a partner at 

the law office of PinilisHalpern, LLP in Morristown, New Jersey.  His practice focuses on legal 

malpractice, consumer claims, complex commercial litigation, class actions, and personal injury 

cases involving severe injuries.   

 

An adjunct professor at Seton Hall School of Law since 1995, Judge Pinilis currently teaches 

Consumer Law and New Jersey Practice. He has appeared on Tru TV (formerly Court TV) and is 

a lecturer with the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education, delivering courses on 

Consumer Law and Civil Trial Preparation.   

 



 

 

Kimberly Molinelli  
is a Paralegal at the law offices of Blume, 

Forte, Fried, Zerres, & Molinari in Chatham, 

New Jersey, where she works with automobile, 

premises liability, and medical malpractice 

matters.   

 

Kim has over 30 years of legal experience 

working with certified civil trial attorneys, 

which also includes commercial and consumer 

fraud litigation, and class action matters.  Kim 

has been a guest lecturer at Seton Hall Law 

School on Ecourts filing procedures.  She was 

a speaker at the May 2023 New Jersey State 

Bar Convention, and served as a panelist for 

the November 2023 NJ ICLE seminar, 

Prepping for Success at Trial with a Paralegal.  

Kim recently contributed to the October 2023 

New Jersey Lawyer, with her article “Have You Considered Adding a Paralegal to 

Your Team?”   She is a member of both the New Jersey State Bar Association 

Paralegal Special Committee, and the Paralegal Association of New Jersey. 

 

Kim began her legal career as a legal secretary following graduation from high 

school, and has since held various supervisory and managerial roles throughout her 

career.  She is currently enrolled in Raritan Valley College’s paralegal studies 

undergraduate degree program, and expects to graduate next May.   



Colson Derby III  

is a Senior Litigation Paralegal at 

Pellettieri, Rabstein & Altman in 

Princeton, New Jersey, where he 

specializes in medical malpractice, 

products liability and complex 

personal injury cases. 

 

Colson has over 25 years of legal 

experience working with various 

partners and associates, many of 

whom were or are certified civil trial 

attorneys. He has extensive 

experience assisting at trial, and 

received nominations for the ATLA / 

AAJ “Paralegal of the Year” Award 

in 2006, 2007 and 2010.  He has been 

a member of ATLA/AAJ since 2005, 

and was appointed to AAJ’s 

Paralegal Advisory Task Force in 

2012 and continues to serve in that role.  Colson has also been a member of the New 

Jersey State Bar Association since 2013, and was nominated and appointed as Chair 

of the Paralegal Committee from 2022 – 2026, and currently remains a Co-Chair of 

the Committee. 

 

Colson was also a certified Emergency Medical Technician (EMT) from 2001-2018 

caring for traumatically injured patients and infirmed members of his community, 

even earning special recognition from United States Congress for his dedication and 

contributions. His extensive medical knowledge has played a key part in his 

sustained success in prosecuting complex medical malpractice and personal injury 

cases, and identifying inconsistencies / alterations in medical records.  He has also 

served as a guest lecturer to practicing paramedics and EMT students at various 

conferences and symposiums, focusing on traumatic injuries and outcomes. 

 

Colson attended The University of Pittsburgh and Temple University where he 

earned his pre-law degree, and began his career in medical malpractice defense at 

McKissock & Hoffman, P.C. in Philadelphia, PA.  He then moved to Pellettieri, 

Rabstein & Altman in 2004, advocating for plaintiffs injured through medical 

malpractice and personal injury.  He is also a former supervisor of the PI department, 

training numerous paralegals and legal assistants during his tenure in that role.   

 



 

 

 

 

Professional Bios 

 

Laurie A. Robinson 

Senior Litigation Paralegal 

 

 

About the Speaker  

Laurie A. Robinson is a seasoned Senior Litigation Paralegal with more than twenty years of 

experience supporting attorneys through all phases of litigation, from discovery to trial. She 

currently serves as a Corporate Litigation Paralegal at BASF in Florham Park, NJ, where she 

contributes to corporate governance, research, document management, and insurance 

reconciliation initiatives. 

 

Laurie is the President of the Paralegal Association of New Jersey and a respected leader in 

the legal community. Her contributions include mentoring paralegal students, supporting 

Essex County College’s ABA approval process, writing for professional newsletters, and co-

hosting the Paralegal Tea Time podcast. Laurie is widely recognized for her organization, 

professionalism, and passion for empowering the next generation of paralegals. 



Jennifer D. Smith 

Bio 

Jennifer is a career long family law paralegal. She received her Paralegal 

Certificate and Bachelors Degree with Honors. She is the former chair and 

member of the New Jersey State Bar Association Special Committee for 

Paralegals. She is the former president, member, and trustee at large for the 

Paralegal Association of New Jersey. Jennifer is the former coordinator of the 

New Jersey Paralegal Convention. Ms. Smith is on the advisory board for 

Berkeley College and Union County College.  


