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The legal profession is often criticized for its impenetrable jargon. But what
if we could bridge the communication gap? This article explores the power
of legal writing in plain English, offering a text with exercises to help you
master this crucial skill. We'll delve into its benefits, practical applications,
and provide you with exercises to hone your ability to write clearly and
concisely for a wider audience. Understanding this will improve your client
communication, enhance document comprehension, and ultimately make
the law more accessible.

The Benefits of Plain Language Legal
Writing
Why bother with plain English legal writing? The advantages are
substantial. Firstly, it enhances clarity and comprehension. Complex
legal terminology often obfuscates meaning, leaving clients and even
judges confused. By using simple, direct language, you ensure everyone
understands the document's content. This leads to fewer
misunderstandings and a more efficient legal process.

Secondly, plain English legal writing boosts client satisfaction. When
clients understand their legal documents and the advice they receive, they
feel more confident and trust their lawyers. This is particularly vital for
building strong attorney-client relationships, fostering transparency and
trust. This improved communication is a key aspect of ethical legal
practice.

Thirdly, it improves efficiency. Clear, concise documents save time for
everyone involved. Judges, opposing counsel, and clients can quickly grasp
the essential information, reducing the time needed for review and
analysis. This efficiency translates directly to cost savings for your clients
and improved case management for yourself.

Finally, it strengthens your professional reputation. The ability to
communicate complex legal concepts simply and effectively distinguishes
you as a skilled and client-focused professional. It showcases your
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understanding of the law, your ability to explain it clearly, and your
dedication to your clients' success. This approach aligns with broader
efforts toward improving access to justice, making the legal system more
equitable.

Practical Applications and Exercises for Plain
English Legal Writing
Mastering plain English legal writing isn't just about replacing jargon with
simpler words. It's about adopting a whole new approach to writing.
Consider these aspects:

Active Voice: Use active voice whenever possible. "The judge ruled
against the defendant" is clearer than "The defendant was ruled
against by the judge."

Short Sentences: Keep sentences concise and to the point. Avoid
long, convoluted sentences that confuse the reader.

Strong Verbs: Use strong, precise verbs to convey your meaning
efficiently.

Concrete Language: Use concrete language, rather than abstract
concepts. Instead of "significant damages," specify the monetary
amount.

Exercise 1: Jargon Buster

Rewrite the following sentences in plain English:

1. The aforementioned plaintiff's claim is hereby deemed to be without
merit.

2. The defendant's culpability is incontrovertible.

3. Pursuant to the aforementioned agreement, the aforementioned party is
obligated to render payment.

Exercise 2: Sentence Simplification

Simplify the following sentences:

1. In the event that the aforementioned conditions are not met, the
contract shall be deemed null and void.

2. Given the totality of the circumstances, the court found in favor of the
respondent.

Exercise 3: Active vs. Passive Voice
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Rewrite the following sentences in active voice:

1. The contract was signed by both parties.

2. The verdict was delivered by the jury.

Answers and Further Guidance (provided at the end of the article)

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Plain Language
Legal Writing
While striving for clarity, be mindful of these potential pitfalls:

Oversimplification: While clarity is key, avoid oversimplifying
complex legal issues to the point of inaccuracy. Ensure accuracy
remains paramount.

Inconsistent Tone: Maintain a consistent, professional tone
throughout your writing. Avoid colloquialisms or informal language
unless appropriate for the specific audience.

Lack of Precision: While striving for simplicity, don't sacrifice
precision. Legal documents often demand a high degree of accuracy,
and plain English should not compromise this.

Conclusion: Embracing Clarity in Legal
Communication
Legal writing in plain English is not a compromise; it's an enhancement. It
strengthens your client relationships, streamlines the legal process, and
elevates your professional standing. By mastering the techniques of clear,
concise writing, you can make the law more accessible and understandable
to everyone. Consistent practice with exercises like those presented here
will significantly improve your ability to communicate effectively and
ethically in the legal field. Remember, clarity is a cornerstone of good legal
practice, and accessibility to legal information is a vital element of justice.
Prioritize plain English in all your legal writing to promote better
understanding, stronger relationships and a fairer legal system.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: Is plain English legal writing suitable for all types of legal
documents?

A1: While the principles of plain English apply across the board, the level of
formality and technicality may need to be adjusted depending on the
document type and audience. A simple letter to a client will differ from a
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complex appellate brief.

Q2: How can I ensure my plain English writing is still legally sound?

A2: Accuracy and precision remain vital. Ensure all legal requirements are
met, and if unsure, consult with a colleague or seek legal guidance. Plain
English shouldn't compromise the legal validity of the document.

Q3: What resources are available to help me improve my plain
English legal writing?

A3: Numerous style guides and resources are available, including online
tutorials, workshops, and books specifically dedicated to legal writing in
plain English. Many bar associations offer training and resources.

Q4: How can I measure the effectiveness of my plain English legal
writing?

A4: Seek feedback from clients and colleagues. Observe if
misunderstandings are reduced, and measure the time spent reviewing
documents. Clearer writing will naturally reduce time spent on clarifying
concepts.

Q5: Isn't plain English too simplistic for complex legal matters?

A5: No. Plain English facilitates understanding without oversimplifying
complex concepts. It focuses on clear explanations, not simplification to the
point of misrepresentation. The goal is clarity, not dumbing down.

Q6: Will using plain English impact my credibility as a legal
professional?

A6: Absolutely not. Using plain English showcases your ability to
communicate complex ideas effectively, enhancing, not diminishing, your
credibility. It demonstrates a commitment to client understanding and
ethical practice.

Q7: Are there any ethical considerations when using plain English
legal writing?

A7: Yes, while clarity is crucial, accuracy and completeness are paramount.
Avoid oversimplifying to the point of misrepresentation or omitting crucial
information. Ethical considerations demand accuracy and transparency.

Answers to Exercises: (These are examples, and there are several ways
to correctly rewrite the sentences)

Exercise 1:
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1. The plaintiff's claim is not valid.

2. The defendant is clearly guilty.

3. According to the agreement, the other party must pay.

Exercise 2:

1. If these conditions aren't met, the contract is void.

2. Considering everything, the court decided for the respondent.

Exercise 3:

1. Both parties signed the contract.

2. The jury delivered the verdict.

Legal Writing in Plain English: A Text with
Exercises
Legal writing has a notorious reputation for being impenetrable. Primarily
written in intricate sentences, filled with esoteric terminology, and often
lacking clarity, it can be challenging for anyone outside the legal practice to
understand. This impedes access to justice and causes the law less
powerful. The movement towards plain English legal writing aims to
address this problem by promoting clear, concise, and understandable
communication. This article will examine the principles of plain English
legal writing, providing helpful exercises to hone your skills.

Why Plain English Legal Writing Matters

The importance of plain English in legal writing cannot be overstated. It
promotes better grasp among clients, officials, and other stakeholders.
When legal documents are straightforward to read, there is less vagueness,
minimizing the likelihood of conflicts and legal battles. Furthermore, it
enables individuals to engage more efficiently in the legal process, leading
to a more equitable and accessible legal structure.

Key Principles of Plain English Legal Writing

Several core principles guide effective plain English legal writing. These
include:

Short Sentences: Avoid protracted and intricate sentences. Aim for
sentences that communicate a single idea. Rather of writing, "The
defendant, having been duly served with the complaint, failed to
respond within the stipulated timeframe, thereby resulting in a default
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judgment being entered against him," try, "The defendant didn't
answer the complaint on time. The judge ruled against him."

Familiar Words: Use common language. Avoid jargon, technical
terms, and Latin phrases unless they are essential.

Active Voice: Use active voice rather of passive voice. Active voice is
significantly direct and easier to understand. For instance, "The
contract was signed by the parties" becomes "The parties signed the
contract."

Strong Verbs: Employ strong, accurate verbs to communicate your
meaning concisely.

Clear Structure: Organize your writing logically with clear headings,
subheadings, and itemized lists.

Exercises in Plain English Legal Writing

The following exercises will help you apply the principles of plain English
legal writing:

Exercise 1: Rewrite the following sentence in plain English: "Pursuant to
the aforementioned agreement, the obligor is hereby notified of the
impending breach of contract resulting from the non-performance of the
stipulated obligations."

Exercise 2: Translate the following legal jargon into plain English: *prima
facie*, *inter alia*, *ipso facto*, *ad hoc*.

Exercise 3: Rewrite the following paragraph in plain English, using active
voice and short sentences: "The aforementioned property, which is the
subject matter of the present litigation, was allegedly transferred without
the consent of the rightful owner, who now seeks to recover possession
through the legal recourse of an action in ejectment, based upon the
assertion that the aforementioned transfer was accomplished through
fraudulent misrepresentation."

Implementation Strategies and Practical Benefits

The introduction of plain English legal writing requires a concerted effort
from all stakeholders. Law schools should include plain English writing into
their curricula. Law firms and legal departments should encourage the use
of plain English in their documents and communications. Legal
professionals can profit from enrolling in workshops and training sessions
on plain English legal writing. The benefits include improved efficiency,
lowered costs, improved client interactions, and ultimately, a more
equitable legal system.

Conclusion
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Plain English legal writing is not merely a stylistic preference; it's a crucial
component of a effective and transparent legal structure. By adhering to
the principles of clarity, conciseness, and comprehensibility, legal
professionals can improve communication, lessen misunderstandings, and
cultivate a more just legal process for all. The drills provided above offer a
starting point for developing the skills necessary to perfect this vital aspect
of legal practice.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: Is plain English legal writing less formal?

A1: No, plain English legal writing maintains professionalism. It simply
eliminates unnecessary technicalities to boost clarity and understanding.

Q2: Will clients understand plain English better than traditional
legal writing?

A2: Yes, substantially. Plain English eliminates barriers to understanding,
enabling clients to fully participate in the legal process.

Q3: Does using plain English weaken the legal argument?

A3: No. Plain English strengthens the impact of the argument by ensuring it
is concisely comprehended. Clarity does not equate to weakness.

Q4: How can I improve my plain English legal writing skills?

A4: Practice. Read examples of plain English legal writing, rewrite complex
sentences, and seek feedback on your work. Consider attending workshops
or taking online courses.
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