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My Goliath Story – Why I Stepped Into Law Without a License to Save People Who Couldn’t Afford One

By Nicholas Salerno III

They say every fighter eventually meets his Goliath. Mine came dressed in a suit, backed by a high-rise law firm, and carrying a name that echoed power—Newport Realty. I was just a contractor then, running my painting and remodeling business, but I found myself in a battle I didn’t ask for. They had lawyers, leverage, and money. I had a pen, a stack of documents I didn’t understand, and a burning conviction that I was being wronged.

So I did what I’ve always done—I started learning.

Every night after work, covered in paint and dust, I’d sit down with law books instead of dinner. I didn’t know where to begin, so I went straight to the Constitution, the source. From there, I dove into common law, equity, civil procedure, contract law, and even ecclesiastical law—because the deeper I looked, the more I realized the entire system is like a labyrinth of language.

Then one day, while painting a client’s house, he said something that changed everything:

“You know what I’ve learned? The law is made up as we go.”

That line hit me like a thunderbolt. He didn’t mean it as cynicism—it was an observation. The law isn’t static. It’s written, rewritten, tested, and stretched by those brave enough to challenge it. And in that moment, I knew: if the law is alive, then people like me can learn to move within it—without breaking it.

That was the spark.

I discovered what a paralegal was. Then I found out about the Legal Document Assistant (LDA) license in California—a way to help people with their legal paperwork without giving legal advice. It was the bridge between those who couldn’t afford attorneys and the justice they still deserved.

In less than five months, I studied the field, learned the rules, and launched Lexington Legal Solutions LDA. It wasn’t about getting rich—it was about giving people a fighting chance. I’d already faced down a giant and won; now I wanted to teach others how to stand tall too.

What I discovered next changed everything.

I learned that helping people was the easy part—the challenge was staying inside the lines of what the law calls “authorized.” One wrong word could turn good intentions into accusations of the unauthorized practice of law (UPL). The same system that allows you to fill out a form for someone can penalize you for explaining it.

So I began studying UPL itself—how attorneys, paralegals, and document assistants can operate legally, ethically, and effectively. I read everything: from the ABA Model Rules, to California’s LDA statutes, to new AI ethics discussions coming out of Stanford and the Supreme Court of Ohio. I realized this gray area—the tightrope between help and advice—wasn’t something to fear. It was an art form.

And that’s what this book is about:

The Art of UPL—understanding the law, respecting its limits, and learning to serve people with power, purpose, and protection.

This isn’t a legal textbook—it’s a field manual for the modern LDA, the independent paralegal, and the AI-assisted law worker who wants to make a difference without crossing the line.

If you’ve ever felt called to help people navigate the courts, the contracts, or the confusion—this book is for you.

It’s for the single mom trying to get custody papers filed right.

It’s for the small business owner fighting a corporation.

It’s for the paralegal who knows more than most lawyers but still wants to stay ethical.

And it’s for the dreamers like me—who believe the law doesn’t belong only to the privileged few, but to the people it was meant to protect.

Because in the end, we’re all standing before our own Goliaths.

And once you understand the system, you’ll realize—

you don’t need a sword to win.

Just the right knowledge, the right words, and the right heart.

Welcome to The Art of UPL.

Let’s begin.
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The Invisible Line: What Is the Practice of Law?

There’s a fine line between helping someone and practicing law.

And for LDAs, paralegals, and independent legal professionals—that line isn’t drawn in the sand; it’s drawn in fog.

You don’t always see it until you’ve already crossed it.

When I started Lexington Legal Solutions, I quickly discovered that the work itself was never the problem. People came for help with divorces, immigration, name changes, and contracts. What got tricky was the talking. The explaining. The caring part. Because in law, the moment your explanation becomes interpretation, you may have stepped over the invisible line into the unauthorized practice of law (UPL).

What Does “Practice of Law” Even Mean?

That question has haunted judges, bar associations, and reformers for decades—and not one of them can give a universal definition.

As one court put it nearly a century ago, “the boundaries of the practice of law are unclear and have been prone to vary over time and geography.”

The American Bar Association (ABA) itself admits it never formally defined “the practice of law.” Each state defines it differently, often vaguely, leaving LDAs and non-attorneys walking a legal tightrope.

For example:


	
In California, the practice of law includes “performing services in a court of justice in any matter depending therein throughout its various stages and in conformity with the adopted rules of procedure.” (People ex rel. Lawyers’ Institute of San Diego v. Merchants Protective Corp., 189 Cal. 531 (1922)).


	
In Georgia, the code lists everything from representing litigants in court to rendering legal opinions and giving any legal advice as law practice.


	
In Alabama, even “advising or counseling another as to secular law” for any compensation qualifies as practicing law.




If that sounds broad, that’s because it is. The law protects the title of attorney fiercely, not just to protect the public—but, as some critics argue, to protect a monopoly.

Why It Matters

At first glance, the prohibition against UPL seems noble: keep unqualified people from giving bad advice.

But dig deeper and you’ll find that many people can’t afford any advice at all.

That’s where the modern Legal Document Assistant (LDA), Independent Paralegal, and Legal Coach come in.

We operate in the gap—the justice gap—between attorneys and the everyday person.

The ABA’s Model Rule 5.5 says a lawyer cannot help another person practice law without authorization.

But Model Rule 5.3 gives attorneys permission to delegate work to nonlawyers—as long as they supervise it properly.

That distinction—delegation versus independence—is the entire difference between legal help and a legal violation.

When an LDA helps someone complete a form under the customer’s direction, that’s legal.

When that same LDA starts advising them which form to use and what to write, that becomes legal advice—and that’s where trouble begins.

The Two Words That Can Save You

The safest phrase in this business is simple:

“I am not an attorney, and I cannot give you legal advice.”

That sentence has saved more LDAs and paralegals than any statute ever written.

It establishes the boundary. It protects both you and the client. And ironically—it builds trust. Because when people hear honesty, they feel safer.

I make sure every client signs a clear disclosure that says exactly that.

Not to be cold, but to keep the work clean, ethical, and legal.

Information vs. Advice: The Real Test

So how do you know when you’ve crossed the line?

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BY NICHOLAS SALERNO III

Founder of Lexington Legal Solutions

A guide for Legal Document Assistants,
Paralegals, and Legal Navigators in the AI Age





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





