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Examples of Good Legal Writing: A Guide to Clear, Persuasive, and Effective Legal Communication

examples of good legal writing are essential for anyone involved in the practice or study of law.
Whether you are a law student, a practicing attorney, or someone interested in legal documents,
understanding what constitutes excellent legal writing can make a significant difference. Good legal
writing isn’t just about sounding smart or using fancy words; it’s about clarity, precision, and
persuasion. This article explores what makes legal writing effective, provides concrete examples, and

offers insights into how you can improve your own legal documents.

What Defines Good Legal Writing?

Legal writing has a reputation for being dense and difficult to understand, but good legal writing breaks

that stereotype. At its core, good legal writing is:

- Clear and concise: It avoids unnecessary jargon and convoluted sentences.

- Well-organized: It follows a logical structure that guides the reader step-by-step.

- Persuasive when needed: Especially in briefs and arguments, it convinces the reader.

- Accurate and precise: Every word matters since legal documents can have significant consequences.

Incorporating these attributes helps lawyers communicate complex ideas in ways that judges, clients,

and colleagues can easily grasp.

Clarity and Precision: The Cornerstones

One of the best examples of good legal writing is the use of simple language to explain complicated



legal principles. Take, for instance, the famous legal opinion written by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes
Jr., who was known for his lucid style. Instead of using technical jargon, Holmes would distill complex

legal doctrines into understandable language, making his opinions accessible without losing their rigor.

For example, in his opinion in *The Common Law*, Holmes wrote:
*"The life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience."*
This sentence is both simple and profound, illustrating how legal principles evolve over time. It shows

that good legal writing can be memorable without being overly complicated.

Examples of Good Legal Writing in Practice

Looking at real-world examples can help solidify what good legal writing looks like in action.

Judicial Opinions

Judicial opinions are often cited as exemplars of good legal writing. Justice Antonin Scalia’s opinions,
for example, are known for their clarity and directness. He avoided vague language and was
meticulous in explaining his reasoning. Scalia’s opinions often combined a conversational tone with

rigorous analysis, making them persuasive and understandable.

Consider this excerpt from a Scalia opinion in *District of Columbia v. Heller*:

*The Second Amendment protects an individual right to possess a firearm unconnected with service in
a militia."*

This sentence is straightforward and leaves little room for ambiguity, which is vital in legal

interpretations.



Legal Briefs and Memoranda

Legal briefs are another area where good writing shines. A well-written brief presents arguments
clearly, anticipates counterarguments, and persuades the court. One classic example is the brief
submitted by Thurgood Marshall in *Brown v. Board of Education*. His writing was carefully structured
to present compelling social science evidence alongside legal precedents, making the case accessible

and persuasive.

Tips gleaned from such briefs include:

- Use headings and subheadings to organize arguments.
- Start with a clear statement of the issue.

- Support points with relevant authority and examples.

- Avoid overly complex sentences that might confuse the reader.

Techniques to Improve Your Legal Writing

Understanding examples of good legal writing is one thing, but applying those principles is another.

Here are some practical techniques inspired by great legal writers.

Use Active Voice

Active voice makes sentences clearer and more direct. Instead of writing, "The contract was signed by
the parties," write, "The parties signed the contract." This small change improves readability and gives

your writing a confident tone.



Avoid Legalese and Jargon

While some technical terms are unavoidable, overusing legalese can alienate readers. Replace

phrases like "pursuant to" with "under" or "according to." Clarity should always be your priority.

Be Concise

Long, winding sentences can obscure your point. Break complex ideas into shorter sentences and use
paragraphs to separate different concepts. This approach helps readers follow your argument without

getting lost.

Emphasize Structure

Good legal writing follows a clear structure: introduction, background, argument, and conclusion. Using
headings and subheadings helps guide the reader. For example, legal memoranda often adhere to the

IRAC method (Issue, Rule, Application, Conclusion), which provides a logical flow.

Learning from Modern Legal Writing Resources

Today, many resources help lawyers and students improve their writing. Books like Bryan Garner’s
*Legal Writing in Plain English* offer numerous examples and exercises that show how to transform
dense legal prose into clear, persuasive writing. Garner emphasizes the importance of revision and

reading your work aloud to catch awkward phrasing.

Similarly, online platforms and legal writing workshops often showcase sample documents that
highlight effective techniques. Analyzing these samples helps writers internalize the qualities of good

legal writing.



Examples from Corporate Legal Writing

Not all legal writing is aimed at courts. Corporate legal writing, such as contracts and policies, must
also be clear and unambiguous. Good examples include well-drafted contracts that define terms
precisely and avoid open-ended language. For instance, instead of saying, "The seller shall deliver the
goods promptly," a better phrasing would be, "The seller shall deliver the goods within 10 business

days of the contract date."

This specificity reduces the risk of disputes and shows how good legal writing serves practical

business needs.

Why Examples of Good Legal Writing Matter

Studying examples of good legal writing isn’t just an academic exercise. It equips legal professionals
with the skills to craft documents that achieve their goals—whether that’s winning a case, securing a

deal, or advising a client.

Good writing builds credibility. Judges and clients respond better to clear, well-structured arguments.
Poor writing, on the other hand, can confuse or frustrate readers, potentially harming a case or

negotiation.

Moreover, good legal writing fosters fairness by making legal rights and obligations understandable to

non-lawyers. This transparency is essential in a system built on justice and accountability.

Whether you’re drafting a motion, writing a contract, or composing a legal opinion, looking at strong
examples of good legal writing can inspire you to communicate more effectively. By focusing on clarity,

organization, and precision, your legal documents will not only fulfill their formal purpose but also



engage and persuade your audience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some examples of good legal writing?

Good legal writing examples include clear and concise court opinions, well-structured contracts,
persuasive legal memos, and effective client letters that communicate complex legal issues in an

understandable manner.

What characteristics define good legal writing?

Good legal writing is clear, concise, well-organized, precise, and tailored to its audience, using plain
language whenever possible while maintaining legal accuracy and professionalism.

Can you provide an example of good legal writing in a court opinion?
An example is the Supreme Court opinion in Brown v. Board of Education, which uses clear language

and logical reasoning to explain the unconstitutionality of racial segregation in public schools.

How can legal professionals improve their writing to meet good legal
writing standards?

Legal professionals can improve by focusing on clarity, avoiding jargon, organizing their arguments
logically, using active voice, and thoroughly proofreading to eliminate ambiguity and errors.

What role do examples of good legal writing play in legal education?

Examples of good legal writing serve as models for law students and new lawyers, helping them

understand effective communication techniques and the standards expected in legal documents.



Are there notable books or resources that provide examples of good
legal writing?

Yes, books like Bryan A. Garner's "Legal Writing in Plain English" and "The Elements of Legal Style"

provide numerous examples and guidance on crafting effective legal documents.

How does good legal writing impact the outcome of legal cases?

Good legal writing can clarify arguments, persuade judges and juries, reduce misunderstandings, and

ultimately influence the success of legal cases by presenting information effectively and professionally.

Additional Resources

Examples of Good Legal Writing: A Professional Examination

Examples of good legal writing serve as crucial benchmarks for lawyers, law students, and legal
professionals aspiring to communicate more effectively within the complex world of law. Legal writing is
often criticized for being dense, jargon-heavy, and inaccessible, yet well-crafted legal documents
demonstrate clarity, precision, and persuasive power. By examining exemplary legal writing, one can
gain insights into how legal ideas are best conveyed, ensuring that arguments are compelling and

understandable to judges, clients, and colleagues alike.

The Essence of Good Legal Writing

Good legal writing balances technical accuracy with readability. It is not enough for legal documents to
be correct; they must also be clear and engaging. This clarity is essential because legal decisions and
outcomes frequently hinge on the precise interpretation of written arguments. Consequently, examples
of good legal writing often exhibit a blend of simplicity and sophistication, allowing complex legal

principles to be communicated without sacrificing nuance.



Key features of effective legal writing include:

- **Conciseness™**: Avoiding unnecessary verbosity while ensuring all relevant points are covered.

- **Clarity**: Using straightforward language and well-organized structure.

- **Persuasiveness**: Crafting arguments that logically and ethically support the writer’s position.

- **Authority**: Properly citing precedent and legal authority to underpin arguments.

- **Audience Awareness**: Tailoring style and tone to the intended reader, whether a judge, client, or

opposing counsel.

Why Examples Matter in Legal Education and Practice

Studying examples of good legal writing is invaluable for both novice and experienced legal
professionals. For law students, dissecting well-written opinions, briefs, and memos reveals how legal
reasoning is translated into text. For practicing attorneys, these examples can serve as templates or

inspiration to refine their own writing style.

Moreover, many law schools and continuing legal education programs emphasize the analysis of
exemplary documents to illustrate best practices. This approach contrasts with the traditional method
of learning solely from theoretical principles, instead fostering practical skills that directly affect

outcomes in the courtroom and negotiation table.

Prominent Examples of Good Legal Writing

While legal writing spans multiple formats, some documents have been widely recognized for their

exemplary style and impact. The following examples highlight diverse approaches to good legal writing:



1. Supreme Court Opinions

Supreme Court opinions often provide some of the most influential examples of legal writing. Landmark
cases such as Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.'s opinion in *Abrams v. United States* (1919)
showcase lucid reasoning combined with memorable prose. Holmes’s famous phrase about the
"marketplace of ideas" illustrates how legal writing can transcend dry rules to capture broader societal

values.

Similarly, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s opinions are celebrated for their clear, logical flow and
attention to detail. Her dissent in *Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co.* (2007) exemplifies how
legal writing can be forceful yet measured, highlighting the human impact of legal rulings without

sacrificing analytical rigor.

2. Legal Briefs

Effective legal briefs are arguably the most practical examples of good legal writing. They require
attorneys to present complex legal arguments in a manner that persuades judges. Notably, the briefs
submitted in the *Brown v. Board of Education* (1954) case demonstrate masterful use of precedent,

social science research, and moral argumentation to dismantle segregation.
Modern examples include the high-profile briefs filed in cases before the U.S. Supreme Court, which

often receive public scrutiny for their clarity and persuasive power. These documents balance fact

presentation, statutory interpretation, and policy implications while maintaining a coherent narrative.

3. Legal Memoranda

In-house counsel and law firms rely heavily on legal memoranda to analyze issues and advise clients.

A hallmark of good legal memos is their structured format that guides readers through facts, issues,



applicable law, analysis, and conclusions. The clarity and logical sequencing in well-crafted

memoranda make them indispensable tools for decision-making.
Examples from legal writing guides, such as those by Bryan Garner or Richard Neumann, often

include sample memoranda that have become standards for teaching effective legal communication.

These samples emphasize brevity, precision, and anticipation of counterarguments.

Techniques That Define Good Legal Writing

To better understand what distinguishes good legal writing, it’s instructive to explore some of the

techniques commonly employed by skilled legal writers.

Use of Plain Language

Legal writing has traditionally been criticized for its complexity and reliance on archaic phrases.
However, the modern movement toward plain language promotes writing that is accessible without
diluting legal meaning. Examples of good legal writing incorporate plain language principles by:

¢ Replacing Latin terms with English equivalents (e.g., "before" instead of "prior to").

¢ Using active voice instead of passive constructions.

e Choosing short, familiar words rather than complex vocabulary.

¢ Structuring sentences to avoid ambiguity.



This approach not only improves comprehension but also enhances the persuasiveness of legal

documents.

Logical Organization and Headings

Another hallmark of effective legal writing is clear organization. Good legal documents employ
headings, subheadings, and numbered paragraphs to guide readers through the argument. This

structural clarity facilitates quick reference and helps the reader follow complex reasoning.
For instance, a well-organized appellate brief might break down arguments into discrete points, each

with its own heading, supported by citations and policy considerations. This modular approach

increases the document’s usability and impact.

Precision in Citation and Authority

Accuracy in citing statutes, case law, and other legal authorities is essential. Good legal writing
demonstrates meticulous attention to detail in this regard, using citation formats such as The Bluebook

or ALWD Guide consistently.

Moreover, the strategic selection of authorities—choosing binding precedent over persuasive but non-

binding cases—strengthens arguments and signals professionalism.

Challenges and Pitfalls in Legal Writing

Despite the availability of excellent examples, many legal writers struggle with common pitfalls that

undermine their work’s effectiveness.



Overuse of Jargon and Legalese

One frequent issue is excessive use of legal jargon, which can alienate readers and obscure meaning.
While some technical language is unavoidable, an overreliance on legalese reduces accessibility,

especially for clients or laypersons.

Lack of Focus and Redundancy

Another challenge is failing to maintain focus or repeating arguments unnecessarily. Good legal writing

requires discipline to eliminate fluff and maintain a clear, goal-oriented narrative.

Ignoring the Audience

Effective communication depends on understanding the audience. Legal documents intended for
judges differ in tone and detail from those prepared for clients. Ignoring this distinction can result in

ineffective or inappropriate writing.

Learning from Exemplary Legal Writing

Law schools, firms, and professional organizations increasingly emphasize the study of examples of
good legal writing. Workshops, peer reviews, and writing clinics incorporate analysis of well-crafted

documents to cultivate critical skills.

Technology also plays a role; writing tools with grammar and style suggestions tailored to legal writing
help practitioners refine their work. Combining these resources with exposure to excellent exemplars

enables legal professionals to elevate their writing quality over time.



By integrating lessons from notable Supreme Court opinions, persuasive briefs, and clear memoranda,
legal writers can improve not only the clarity and impact of their work but also contribute to a more

transparent and accessible legal system.
Ultimately, good legal writing is a dynamic skill that adapts to evolving legal standards and

communication norms. Through continuous study and practice, legal professionals can master the art

of writing that informs, persuades, and endures.
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