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Legal Writing in Plain English: Unlocking
Clarity and Understanding

Are you tired of wading through dense legal jargon, feeling lost in a sea of
"whereases" and "heretofores"? Do you dream of legal documents that are
actually understandable? This comprehensive guide dives deep into the world
of legal writing in plain English, offering practical tips and strategies to
make your legal communications clear, concise, and accessible to everyone.
We'll explore why plain English is crucial, provide examples of effective
techniques, and equip you with the tools to transform your legal writing.

Why Plain English Matters in Legal Writing

In the legal world, clarity isn't just desirable — it's essential. Ambiguity
can lead to misunderstandings, disputes, and even costly litigation. Legal
writing in plain English ensures that everyone involved, from clients and
judges to opposing counsel, understands the message without needing a legal
dictionary. This clarity fosters trust, improves efficiency, and ultimately,
contributes to better legal outcomes. Imagine the frustration of a client
struggling to understand their contract, or a judge grappling with overly
complex legal arguments. Plain English eliminates this friction, creating a
more accessible and efficient legal system.

Key Principles of Plain English Legal Writing

Effective legal writing in plain English isn't about dumbing down the law;
it's about conveying complex information simply and accurately. Here are some
core principles to guide you:

Short Sentences: Avoid long, convoluted sentences. Break them down into
shorter, more manageable units. Aim for an average sentence length of around
15-20 words.

Active Voice: Use the active voice whenever possible ("The judge ruled...")
instead of the passive voice ("It was ruled by the judge..."). The active
voice is more direct and easier to understand.

Strong Verbs: Choose strong, precise verbs that convey your meaning

effectively. Avoid weak verbs like "is" or "are" unless absolutely necessary.

Plain Language: Replace jargon and legalese with everyday words. If you must
use a technical term, define it clearly the first time it appears. A glossary
can be very helpful for complex documents.



Precise Word Choice: Select words that accurately reflect your intended
meaning. Avoid vague or ambiguous terms.

Logical Organization: Structure your writing logically, using headings,
subheadings, and bullet points to guide the reader. A well-organized document
is easier to understand and navigate.

Concise Wording: Eliminate unnecessary words and phrases. Every word should
serve a purpose.

Practical Techniques for Writing in Plain English

Let's explore some practical techniques to improve your legal writing in
plain English:

Use of Lists and Bullet Points: Break down complex information into easily
digestible lists and bullet points. This improves readability and
comprehension.

Headings and Subheadings: Use clear, concise headings and subheadings to
guide the reader through the document. This improves navigation and
comprehension.

Examples and Illustrations: Use real-world examples and illustrations to
clarify complex legal concepts. Visual aids can significantly enhance

understanding.

Definitions: Define any technical terms or jargon in plain English. Consider
a glossary for more complex documents.

Plain English Checklists: Before submitting any legal document, run it
through a plain English checklist to ensure it meets the necessary standards.

Peer Review: Ask a colleague or friend who isn't familiar with legal jargon

to review your document. Their feedback can help identify areas that need
improvement.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Several common pitfalls can hinder your efforts to achieve clear and concise
legal writing in plain English. Here are some to watch out for:

Overuse of Legal Jargon: Resist the temptation to impress with complicated
legal terms. Plain English is always preferable.

Passive Voice Overuse: The passive voice obscures responsibility and makes
reading more difficult.

Long, Complex Sentences: These often confuse the reader and obscure the



intended meaning.

Vague or Ambiguous Language: Ensure your word choices are precise and leave
no room for misinterpretation.

Transforming Your Legal Writing: A Step-by-Step
Approach

1. Understand Your Audience: Who are you writing for? Tailor your language
and style to their level of understanding.

1. Qutline Your Document: Before you start writing, create a detailed
outline to organize your thoughts and ensure a logical flow.

1. Write in Plain English: Use short sentences, active voice, and everyday
language.

1. Review and Revise: Carefully review your work, checking for clarity,
conciseness, and accuracy. Seek feedback from others.

1. Seek Feedback: Ask a colleague or friend to review your document for
clarity and comprehension.

1. Edit and Proofread: Ensure your document is free of grammatical errors
and typos.

Conclusion

Mastering legal writing in plain English is a valuable skill that benefits
both you and your clients. By embracing clarity, precision, and
accessibility, you can improve communication, build trust, and ultimately
contribute to a more just and efficient legal system. This guide provides the
foundation for crafting legal documents that are not only legally sound but



also readily understandable by all stakeholders. Embrace these principles and
watch your legal writing transform.

FAQs

Ql: Is plain English legal writing less formal?

Al: Not necessarily. Plain English writing maintains professionalism; it just
prioritizes clarity and accessibility over overly formal or unnecessarily
complex language.

Q2: Will using plain English weaken my legal arguments?

A2: No. Clear, concise writing strengthens your arguments by making them
easier to understand and follow. Complexity doesn't equal strength.

Q3: How can I ensure my plain English legal writing is still legally sound?

A3: Always consult with legal professionals to ensure your documents are
legally compliant. Plain English should enhance, not replace, legal
expertise.

Q4: Are there any specific resources available to help me improve my plain
English legal writing?

A4: Yes! Many online resources, style guides, and workshops are dedicated to

improving legal writing clarity. Search for "plain English legal writing
resources" online.

Q5: Is plain English legal writing suitable for all legal documents?
A5: While striving for clarity is always beneficial, the appropriate level of
formality may vary depending on the specific document (e.g., a simple

contract vs. a complex legal brief). The core principles of plain English,
however, remain applicable across most legal writing.
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