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Wh at  is  t h e  Wr it in g 
Cen t er ?
https :/ / arizonalawwritingcenter.arizona.edu/

● A collaborative peer-tutoring s ervice 
offered through the Writing Department 

● Offer non-directive feedback and a  non-
judgmental work space

● Appointments  offered Monday-Friday

● Work on memos , motions , subs tantia l 
papers , and other legal writing

Writing Center fellows  collaborate with you on:

● Writing skills  and s tra tegies
● Organization
● Clarity
● Persuas ivenes s
● Citations
● And more!

We do not proof-read or edit.
We do not give sugges tions  on content.

https://arizonalawwritingcenter.arizona.edu/


● “Good legal writing should not differ 
(without good reason) from ordinary, well 
written English.” 

● Avoid legalese, or legal language.          
RB 12.2(d)

● What are the characteris tics  of a  well-
written legal document?
○ Clear
○ Concise
○ Complete
○ Correct (law; facts ; word choice)

Wydick, Teacher’s  Manual, Fifth Ed. Les s on One



Roadm ap Concise writing

• S-V-O (Subject-Verb-Object)

Active voice (Clear) 

• Use base verbs

Nominalizations (Concise) 

Word choice and avoid 
language quirks (Correct)

Punctuation (Complete)  



Concis e Writing:  clear, brief, and to the point

We’re s tarting here because good legal writing is  clear, 
brief, and to the point.  This  s ection will give you a  
tas te of how to craft good legal writing, and each 
subsequent s ection will go in-depth on a  specific area  
or is sue.



Concis e Writing: how to identify poor writing
Good writing tends  to have more working words  than 
glue words .

Working words carry the meaning of the s entence.

Glue words hold the s entence together.

You want more working words  than glue words  because 
glue words  can dis tract from the more important working 
words
RB 12.2(c)

What’s  working and what’s  
glue below?

The motion made by Martin 
s eeking s everance of his  cas e 
from Charlie’s  cas e was  
granted by the court.



Concis e Writing: how to fix poor writing

Working words : motion, Martin, 
s everance, from Charlie’s  case, granted

The court granted Martin’s  motion to 
s ever his  case from Charlie’s .



Concis e Writing: clarity

The conclus ion reached by the court 
was  that a ll s tews  are soups  but not a ll 
soups  are s tews . (18)

How can we fix this ?



Concis e Writing: clarity

The court concluded that s tews  are a  
type of soup. (10)

Why do you want to be clear?



Concis e Writing: brevity

The defendant, however, did not tell the 
truth; ra ther, the defendant intentionally 
mis led the court. (15)

How can we fix this ?



Concis e Writing: brevity

The defendant lied to the court. (6)

Why are short s entences  a  good thing?



Concis e Writing: get to the point

In a ll likelihood, and notwiths tanding 
the fact that anything is  pos s ible, there 
is  no relief available for the cla im 
brought. (20)

How can we fix this ?



Concis e Writing: get to the point

Plaintiff fa iled to s ta te a  cla im upon 
which relief can be granted. (12)

Why do you want to get to the point 
quickly?



Profes s ional Writing

How about the following?

The lower court found that the 
defendant was  drunk and high (at the 
s ame time) during his  arres t.



Profes s ional Writing

How about the following?

The lower court found that the 
defendant was  drunk and high (at the 
s ame time) during his  arres t.

The trial court found that the 
defendant was intoxicated 
upon arrest. 



Pr efer  t h e  Act ive 
Voice!

● Takes  fewer words

● Highlights  the subject of the 
s entence 

● Avoids  ambiguity

● Active: the subject does  the acting

● Pass ive: the subject is  being acted 
upon

RB 11.27 and Wydick, Chapter 4



Act ive voice can  be u sed  in  an y t en se



Exam p les

“A decis ion was  reached to pos tpone the vote.”

→ Active? 

→ The board decided to pos tpone the vote.

“It is  believed by the candidate that a  ceiling mus t be 
placed on the budget by Congres s .”

→ Active? 

→ The candidate believes that Congress must 
place a ceiling on the budget.



Am bigu it y an d  “ S-
V- O”  or der  

●If your goal is  clarity or emphas is , it’s  bes t to clarify 
your subject and prefer the active voice

●BUT, sometimes  we need pas s ive voice or we may 
want to obscure the actor -- e.g. defending a  criminal 
defendant

●Also useful when: 

○Thing is  important and not who did it

○You do not know who did it

○You want subject to connect to preceding 
s entence

○To place s trong element a t end of s entence for 
emphas is

○To show detached abs traction



Su bject  + verb  + object

(Us ually) prefer s entence cons tructions  
where the actor and the action are:

- Clearly s tated
- Appear 

- clos e together
- Beginning of s entence

“The hearing panel mus t, within 15 days  
following the termination of the hearing, 
or by the las t day of the s emes ter, 
whichever is  earlier, file its  findings  and 
conclus ions  with the Vice-provos t.” 

Wydick, Teacher’s  Manual at 26



Nom in a liza t ion s

No u n  fo r m  
of a  verb

“ St a t e”

Vs . 

“ Make a  s t a t em en t ”  

● Avoid these!

● Create s urplus  words

● May contribute to 
pas s ive voice

RB 11.44



Sp ot  n om in a liza t ion s  by t h eir  en d in gs



Exer cise

An agent who comes  into pos s es s ion of 
property of the principal has  a  legal obligation 
to put the s aid property into us e on behalf of 

the principal only, unles s , of cours e, the 
principal gives  approval to s ome other us e.



Exer cise

An agent who comes  into pos s es s ion of 
property of the principal has  a  legal obligation
to put the s aid property into us e on behalf of 

the principal only, unles s , of cours e, the 
principal gives  approval to s ome other us e.



Revised ...

An agent who pos s es s es the principal’s  
property mus t us e the property on behalf of 

the principal only, unles s , of cours e, the 
principal approves s ome other us e.



Recap : avoid  n om in a liza t ion s

● Us e bas e verbs ! 

● Legal writing us ually calls  for us  to convey action.

● Nominalizations  obs cure actions

● Unneces s arily abs tract 



Wor d  Ch oice: wh a t  t o  avoid

● Compound Cons tructions

● Lawyerisms

RB 12.4 and 12.2(d)



Com p ou n d  Con s t r u ct ion s

E.g.,

for the reas on that

at that point in time

in favor of

prior to/ s ubs equent to

with a  view to

becaus e

then

for

before/ after

to

A compound cons tructions  occur when you us e three or 
four words  to do what one or two words  can do.



Lawyer ism s

E.g.,

Aforementioned

Hereinafter

Notwiths tanding

Res  ges tae

Prior

(J us t don’t. Don’t do it.)

Des pite

The background of the cas e

Lawyeris ms are words  or phras es  that are us ed to author s ound more s ophis ticated or 
intelligent.  Ins tead, they make the author s ound pompous , annoying, and dumb.  Us e 
plain language!  Unles s  the term really is  a  term of art



Gen er a l Tip s

Use strong words when being descriptive. 

E.g.,

The defendant took advantage of people with little money and little intelligence.

Also, don’t weaken your strong language.  Own it.

E.g., catastrophic, not rather catastrophic



Gen er a l Tip s

Use positive terms.

The court does not consider x, y, and z.

Instead, 

The court considers a, b, and c.



Pu n ct u a t ion

,

Use 
punctuation 
carefully and 
purposefully

1
Follow the 
rules of 
common 
usage

2
Refer to the 
Redbook when 
needed

3



Com m as

Heritage is  the janitoria l company that s erves  Oak Valley and Dr. 
Kuminik is  an a ttending phys ician in Oak Valleys  emergency room.

Comma needed?

See Redbook 1.1 for more

,

But, no comma:

Ritija s cratched the cat’s  head and rubbed his  belly.



Colon s

● Use to introduce lis ts , quotations , or s ta tements

○ Congress  identified four factors : (1) …(2) ...etc.

● If what follows  colon is  not a  complete s entence, do not 
capita lize the firs t word

● See Redbook 1.2 for more



Sem i- colon s
Not a  colon!

Use to s eparate independent clauses  not joined by a  conjunction
- Demeanor is  typically a sum total of traits  and appearance; 

change any one and you may change the witness ’s  credibility. 

Use to s eparate an independent clause if s econd clause begins  with 
conjunctive adverb or trans itional expres s ion.

- It was  almos t quitting time; nevertheless , mos t workers  
planned to s tay late to work on the project.

Redbook 1.15



Em - dash  

RB 1.53-55



Em - dash  



Ch ap t er  1!



Qu es t ion s?
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