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RESEARCH AND WRITING SPECIALIST

A.  DEFINITION

The Research and Writing Specialist provides advanced research and writing services to assistant 
federal defender (AFD) staff on trial and appellate cases.  The individual in this position must be an 
attorney.  The Research and Writing Specialist writes briefs, motions, petitions for certiorari, and 
legal memoranda for review by the Defender and staff attorneys.  General duties include examining, 
analyzing and researching records and issues; performing legal research and preparing legal 
documents; assisting AFD staff with all aspects of case preparation, training and continuing legal 
education and supervision of other research staff as appropriate.  

The Research and Writing Specialist does not ordinarily sign pleadings or make court 
appearances.  The Research and Writing Specialist position is not intended to serve as a proxy, 
substitute, or replacement for an AFD position, nor in the place of an additional AFD position.

The Research and Writing Specialist, under supervision of the responsible AFD, may sign pleadings 
or make court appearances in exceptional circumstances, but only if the following conditions are 
met:

(1) the RWS has extraordinary case-specific expertise; the RWS has performed an exceptionally 
large amount of high quality work on the case; the RWS has an unusually strong interest in 
the case issues; the Defender concludes that a court appearance, under direct supervision, is 
appropriate for training purposes; or in other exceptional circumstances as determined by the 
Defender when necessary to protect the client’s interest;

(2) authorization of the appropriate court;  and
(3) if mandated by the laws of the state or the local rules of the district in which the defender 

organization is located, the RWS must be admitted to the bar of that state and to the bar of 
the federal court.

B.  PRIMARY JOB DUTIES

The Research and Writing Specialist performs or supervises the performance of tasks such as the 
following:

1. Assists the assigned attorney in the preparation of motions and briefs for review and signature by 
the Defender or the responsible case attorney for filing in federal magistrate, district, and 
appellate courts.  Also assists in the preparation of petitions for certiorari.

2. Assists the assigned attorney in the preparation of legal memoranda for review and signature by 
the Defender and staff attorneys.  Assists in the preparation of jurisdictional statements, review 
of issues, comprehensive statements of relevant facts, standards of review, and briefs complex 
legal and factual arguments.  Advises the responsible attorney regarding all issues relevant to the 
case. 
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3. Examines complex and diverse records.  Reviews the record proper, exhibits, transcripts and 
tapes of trials and hearings in habeas and direct appeals cases.  Analyzes the record and 
determines relevant legal issues.  Determines the need for an evidentiary hearing and prepares 
evidence for presentation.  

4. Performs legal research utilizing all available resources including computer-assisted legal 
research tools.  Research includes state and federal statutes, case law, regulations, precedents, 
treaties, sentencing guidelines, and related subject matter. 

5. Analyzes the potential impact of new legislation, policies and regulations on the defender 
organization.  Develops and recommends short and long-range plans.  

6. Updates research in preparation for oral argument by the responsible attorney.  Consults with the 
attorney regarding the priority of issues, difficulties of the case and possible responses to panel 
questions. 

7. Supervises law students, legal interns and paralegals where appropriate.

8. Analyzes legal decisions, opinions, rulings, memoranda and related legal materials, and prepares 
digests and indexes of same.  Compiles and summarizes substantive information on statutes, 
treaties and specific legal subjects.

9. Coordinates and assists in coordinating training and CLE programs for office staff (and Panel 
attorneys where appropriate.) 

10. Performs all other duties as assigned.

C.  ORGANIZATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

The Research and Writing Specialist reports to the Defender or other supervisor as designated by the 
Defender.

D.  QUALIFICATIONS

To qualify for the position of Research and Writing Specialist, the individual must demonstrate the 
requisite experience outlined in the Salary and Experience and Experience Requirements sections.  
The individual must be able to perform each essential job duty satisfactorily.  The job requirements 
are representative of knowledge, skills, and/or abilities necessary to perform the essential functions 
of the job.

The Research and Writing Specialist must be an attorney with knowledge of defense or prosecution 
services, in either the public or private sector. 

Requirements include admission and good standing to a federal and state bar (see DEFINITION,
subpart (3)).
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E.  SALARY AND EXPERIENCE SCALE

DOCS Grade Level Years of General 
Experience

Years of Specialized 
Experience

Total Years of Experience

9 3 2 5
11 3 3 6
12 3 4 7
13 3 5 8
14 3 6 9
15 3 7 10

Note: One year of the required experience must have been at, or equivalent to, the next lower grade 
in federal service.  Experience that has not provided training or required the application of the 
knowledge, skills and abilities outlined in the Primary Job Duties section above is not creditable 
experience.  Specialized experience may always substitute for general experience but general 
experience may not substitute for specialized experience.  

F.  EXPERIENCE REQUIREMENTS

General Experience

Experience that provides evidence the individual has:

! a general understanding of the methods and skills required for accomplishing the tasks 
outlined in the Primary Job Duties section above;

! a general understanding of office confidentiality issues, such as attorney/client privilege;
! the ability to read, analyze and interpret common technical journals and legal documents;
! the ability to apply common sense understanding to carry out instructions furnished in 

written, oral or diagram form;
! the ability to analyze and apply relevant policies and procedures to office operations;
! the ability to exercise good judgment in a mature and diplomatic manner;
! the ability to communicate orally and in writing;
! a general knowledge of office practices and legal processes;
! the ability to recognize and analyze problems and recommend practical solutions;
! the ability to use a personal computer.

Specialized Experience

Progressively responsible legal experience in the functional areas described in the Primary Job 
Duties section above.  Such experience provides the individual:

! a comprehensive knowledge of legal principles, practices, methods and techniques;
! the ability to identify and evaluate pertinent facts and regulations, policies and 

precedents;
! skill and judgment in the analysis of cases and legal opinions;
! understanding of criminal law, criminal procedure, and evidence;
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! a knowledge of sentencing guidelines and evidence handling;
! experience performing progressively responsible duties of a lawyer;
! the skills and ability to execute the duties of the position.

G.  EDUCATIONAL SUBSTITUTIONS

Education above the high school level in accredited institutions may be substituted for the general 
experience on the basis of one academic year (30 semester or 45 quarter hours) equals nine months 
of experience.  

Completion of all the requirements for a bachelor’s degree from an accredited college or university 
and having met one of the following may be substituted for one year of specialized experience:

1. An overall “B” grade point average equaling 2.9 or better of a possible 4.0.

2. Standing in the upper third of the class.

3. A “B+” (3.5) grade point average or better in major fields of study such as business or public 
administration, criminal justice, political science, law, management or other field closely 
related to the subject matter of the position.

4. Election to membership in Phi Beta Kappa, Sigma XI, or one of the National Honor 
Scholastic Societies meeting the minimum requirements of the Association of College Honor 
Societies, other than Freshman Honor Societies.

Completion of one academic year (18 semester hours) of graduate study in an accredited university in 
such fields as business or public administration, criminal justice, political science, law, management 
or other field closely related to the subject matter of the position, may be substituted for one year of 
specialized experience.

Completion of a master’s degree or two years of graduate study (36 semester  hours) in an accredited 
university in such fields as business or public administration, criminal justice, political science, law, 
management or other field closely related to the subject matter of the position, or completion of a 
Juris Doctor (JD), may be substituted for two years of specialized experience.

H.  PHYSICAL DEMANDS AND WORK ENVIRONMENT

The physical demands described are representative of those required in order for an individual to 
successfully perform the essential functions of this job.  Reasonable accommodations may be made 
to enable individuals with disabilities to perform the essential functions.

While performing the duties of this job, the individual is regularly required to sit and talk or hear.  
The individual frequently is required to use hands to touch, handle, or feel.  The individual is 
frequently required to stand, walk and reach with hands and arms. The individual must occasionally 
lift and/or move up to 25 pounds. Frequent travel to court locations and detention facilities may be 
required.  The individual will spend most of his/her time in an office environment.


