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1. INTRODUCTION/APPRECIATION  

It is a great pleasure for me to speak about Legal Writing and Communications 

Skills at this annual gathering of erudite legal minds. I would like to express my 

profound gratitude to the Administrator of the National Judicial Institute (NJI), 

Honourable Justice Salisu Garba, the Secretary of the Institute, Directors of 

Studies and Research, and indeed the entire workforce of the Institute for making 

me a part of this important workshop.  

The discipline of law is founded upon the pillars of language and expression. 

Besides words, even punctuations and pauses contribute to the meaning and 

impact of an idea being communicated. To a lawyer, words are professional tools, 

and many things depend on how well the lawyer uses words when speaking, 

interpreting, and communicating them. The legal profession also involves a lot of 

writing, and in all legal settings specialized forms of written communication are 

required. For instance, to effectively advice a client or convince a court, research 

must be carried out and the result is usually reduced to written form like letters, 

court processes, agreements, memorandums, reports, legal opinions, wills, etc. 

Furthermore, the link between courts and the public is the written word.  

The analysis of fact patterns and presentation of arguments in legal memos and 

briefs is what is referred to as ‘legal writing,’ and every lawyer, whether 

practicing as an advocate, a solicitor or both needs to have a good grasp of legal 

writing. This paper addresses the importance of legal writing and 

communications skills for Legal Research Assistants who, by the nature of 

their job must assume many responsibilities that require expertise in this 

area. Using practical illustrations and explanations, common writing mistakes 

are demonstrated, factors that contribute to good writing are discussed, and 

finally, tips are provided on techniques that will enable Legal Assistants 

communicate more effectively through written documents.  
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2. DEFINITION OF KEY WORDS  

This section seeks to clarify the key terms relevant to the title of the paper. It 

covers the meaning of terms such as: Legal Research, Legal Research Assistant, 

Communication, and Legal Writing. 

2.1 Legal Research 

In general, legal research is the process of finding the laws, rules and regulations 

that govern activities in human society. It involves ascertaining what the law is 

on an identified topic or in the given area as well as the enquiry into law with the 

view to expanding the science of law1. Finding what the law is in a particular area 

is not an easy task. There may be several statutes with different amendments 

scattered in different volumes. In addition, these statutes and provisions may be 

supplemented from time to time by a bulk of rules, regulations, directives and 

policy guidelines. There could also be various courts pronouncements either 

expanding or limiting the applications of these rules by interpretation. Legal 

research therefor involves a process of identifying and retrieving information 

necessary to support decision making. The primary aim of conducting clear and 

methodical legal research is finding the answer to a legal question in the most 

time effective way and knowing that you have searched in all the relevant sources.  

 

2.2 Legal Research Assistant  

A Legal Research Assistant (commonly referred to as LA) is a trained lawyer 

employed by the judiciary to work closely with judicial officers and assist them 

to attain the ends of justice. This is essentially a motive based on efficiency, as 

the  presence of  LAs  in the judicial system is assumed to save judges time and 

enable them to handle more cases effectively. To this end, the major role of LAs 

is to conduct ‘legal research’, which refers to the task of ascertaining the precise 

 
1 See S N Jain, Legal Research and Methodology, 14 Jr of Ind L Inst 487 (1972), at 490.  
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state of the law on a particular point, and communicating same either orally or in 

writing2.  It is the LA’s job to make sure that the judge has all the materials needed 

to understand the jurisprudence related to the case before him. On the duties of a 

Legal researcher, the court held in Oyadeji v Adenle3 that:  

... A counsel engaged to prepare a brief for a party to an appeal 

must assiduously apply himself to this professional duty by 

always ensuring that all the salient and crucial legal arguments 

that can be made on behalf of that party are presented with utmost 

pellucidity which are substantially in accordance with the 

mandatory provisions of brief writing.4 

 

Adequate judicial research includes not only checking the authorities cited in the 

lawyers’ briefs to determine their relevance and the accuracy of the citations, but 

also conducting independent research to determine whether the lawyers have 

overlooked controlling precedent or any helpful authority that may not be 

precedential. Accordingly, the LA conducts relevant research into cases, writes 

legal opinion and briefs, reviews evidence, reviews written addresses, helps the 

Judge in preparing cases for trials, drafts legal documents, and generally assist in 

case management. In addition, the LA may be assigned specific writing tasks such 

as letters, email correspondences reports, minutes, speeches, academic papers, 

etc.  It follows then that legal assistant must be able to write clearly, concisely, 

and logically.  

 

2.3 Communication  

Communication is defined as the process of imparting or exchanging of 

information by speaking, writing, or using some other medium. It is the successful 

conveying of ideas and feelings. A communication therefore has three parts: the 

sender, the message, and the recipient.The sender ‘encodes’ the message, usually 

in a mixture of words and non-verbal  communication. It is transmitted in some 

 
2 ATH Smith(ed) Glanville Williams, Learning the Law (15th edn, Sweet and Maxwell 2013) 211. 
3 (1992) 9 NWLR [part 316] PAGE 224. 
4 Ibid 234. 
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way (for example, in speech or writing), and the recipient ‘decodes’ it. The 

different categories of communication are: Spoken or or verbal communication 

(which includes face-to-face, telephone, radio or television and other media); 

Non-verbal communication (which includes body language, gestures, tone of 

voice, etc); and Written communication (which includes letters, e-mails, social 

media, books, magazines, the Internet and other media)5.  

 

2.4 Legal Writing 

Legal writing is a type of technical writing used by legislators, lawyers, judges, 

and others in law to express legal analysis and legal rights and duties. The essence 

of legal writing is to communicate a message to the recipient and this can be done 

using various styles6. There are no strict rules about styles, however, the purpose 

of document determines the style to be adopted.  The most effective words should 

be used in the most appropriate order so that the choice of words can cause the 

desired outcome7.  

There are generally two types of legal writing. The first type requires a balanced 

analysis of a legal problem or issue. Examples of the first type are inter-office 

memoranda and letters to clients. To be effective in this form of writing, the 

lawyer must be sensitive to the needs, level of interest and background of the 

parties to whom it is addressed. A memorandum to a partner in the same firm that 

details definitions of basic legal concepts would be inefficient and an annoyance. 

In contrast, their absence from a letter to a client with no legal background could 

serve to confuse and complicate a simple situation8. 

The second type of legal writing is persuasive. Examples of this type are appellate 

briefs and negotiation letters written on a clients behalf. The lawyer must 

 
5 Skills You Need, ‘What is Communication?’<https://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/what-is-communication.html 

>accessed 15 July 2021. 
6 Osbeck, Mark. "What is "Good Legal Writing" and Why Does it Matter?" Drexel L. Rev. 4, no. 2 (2012): 417-

466.  
7 Cornell Law School Legal Information Institute, ‘Legal Writing’ <law.coenell.edu>accessed 15 July 2021. 
8 Ibid. 

https://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/what-is-communication.html
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persuade any audience without provoking a hostile response through disrespect 

or by wasting the recipient's time with unnecessary information. In presenting 

documents to a court or administrative agency he or she must conform to the 

required document style9. Part argued that a legal document is well written if the 

writing facilitates legal decision-making. Due to the nature of his job, an LA is 

expected to be accustomed to both forms of legal writing.  

 

3.  Distinguishing Features of Legal Writing 

Legal writing has certain features that sets it apart from other forms of writing. 

These distinguishing features include: reliance on authority, a unique system of 

citation, special vocabulary and formality10.   

 

i. Authority  

Legal writing places heavy weight to authority. This is so because the law 

operates with reference to authority. In most legal writings, the writer must back 

up assertions and statements with proper reference to authority. Here the authority 

may pertain to statutory provisions, custom or judicial precedents. For example, 

the case of Carlill v. Carbolic Smoke Ball Co11. can be cited to back up argument 

on what amounts to offer and acceptance. Also, sections 33-40 of the 1999 

Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria may be used to support arguments 

on fundamental human rights depending on the right being enforced. 

 

ii. Citation  

The legal profession has its own unique system of making reference to a specific 

legal source such as a constitution, statute, reported case e.t.c. This is known as 

 
9 Ibid. 
10 GabreHiwott Adush, ‘Legal Writing Teaching Materials<chilot.files.wordpress.com/2011/06/legal-

writing.pdf>accessed 18 July 2021. 
11  [1892] 2 QB 484. 
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citation. While it serves to provide the experienced reader with enough 

information to evaluate and retrieve the cited authorities, it may, at first, frustrate 

a lay reader. Every legal school, no matter whether it has adopted its own code of 

citation, requires proper use of citation.  

Examples: 

 How to cite statutes; 

One should show the Section, subsection, name of statute and chapter 

Author Names---Book name---Year of publication---Edition-Page.  

 How to cite a Newspaper article; 

Name of Newspaper---Date---Name of Article---Author---Page.  

 How to cite a Journal Article; 

Author---Title---Journal Title Abbreviation---Initial page number---Year 

of  publication.  

 How to cite electronic case law; 

Case name---Name of database---Court---Document number.  

 How to cite internet sources;  

Author or owner of website---Title---Pinpoint reference---URL---Date 

material  was retrieved 

 References and Bibliography:  

            It is important to acknowledge all the materials used in legal writing. 

 

iii. Vocabulary  

Legal writing makes extensive use of technical terminology. This distinctive 

vocabulary can be classified in four categories:  

 Specialized words and phrases unique or nearly unique to law, such as tort, 

fee simple, and novation.  

 Everyday words that when used in law have different meanings from the 

everyday usage, such as action (a lawsuit, not movement), consideration 

(support for a promise, not kindness), execute (to sign, not to kill), and 

party (a principal in a lawsuit, not a social gathering).  

 Archaic vocabulary: legal writing employs a fairly large number of 

outdated words and phrases that were formerly part of everyday language 
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but are today rare except in law. Examples are: herein, hereto, hereby, 

whereby, wherefore, etc.  

  Loan words and phrases from other languages: This includes terms 

derived from French such as: estoppel, laches, and voir dire; and Latin 

such as: certiorari, habeas corpus, prima facie, inter alia, mens rea, sub 

judice etc. Note that these foreign words are not written in italics or other 

distinctive type as is customary when foreign words appear in other 

English writing.  

 

iv. Formality 

The three preceding features bring to legal writing a high level of formality. The 

resort to authorities that were created long ago can lead lawyers to follow an older 

and more formal style of writing. The use and re-use of form documents without 

updating their language also perpetuates a formal style of writing. Many law 

schools teach writing in this classical, formal, and sometimes over complex 

manner, which has allowed this style to continue. However, in recent years, there 

has been a movement away from classical legal writing, towards a more reader 

friendly and concise method of conveying ideas.  

4. ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE LEGAL WRITING  

The basic foundation of good Legal writing begins with grammar, spelling, 

vocabulary, and tone without which a document would simply be a casual letter. 

Beyond the basics, the elements, techniques or ingredients of good brief writing 

have been acknowledged to include the following:  

i. Accuracy  

Any legal writing should be accurate. Facts and information should be written 

correctly, while false information must be avoided. Remember that your judge 

will rely on you as LA to provide appropriate references. Be careful to quote 

accurately from a cited authority, and also ensure that the cited authority has not 
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been overruled or qualified. Some judges require their LAs to give citations to 

the sources of factual statements.  

Example: if a particular fact is established by Morgan’s deposition, its statement 

is followed with “(Morgan dep. p. 10).” 

This reference allows the judge to locate the statement easily, read it in context, 

and verify its accuracy. Often, lawyers will support their statements of fact in a 

brief by citing a deposition, a transcript of trial, or an exhibit. You should verify 

those citations before incorporating them.  

 

ii. Brevity  

It is common for many writers to use several words when one will do. This is 

known as wordiness, and makes a document clumsy. A lawyer can improve his 

or her writing considerably just by shedding off  unnecessary words. Brevity in 

legal writing saves both the writer and reader’s time as meaning of brief sentences 

are easy to grasp. Conversely, long and unwieldy sentences are difficult to 

understand. This does not mean that every sentence must be short but that every 

word used must count. 

Consider the following sentences:  

“Due to the fact that the defendant has not attempted to pay back the money owed 

to the plaintiff in the amount of 3 million naira it has become absolutely essential 

that the lawyer take appropriate legal action in order to obtain payment of the 

aforesaid amount.” 

“Since the defendant has not paid the 3 million naira owed the plaintiff, the 

lawyer will file a lawsuit seeking the reimbursement.”  

The second sentence conveys the same information in 18 words instead of 44 

words used in the first sentence. Omitting unnecessary words helps clarify the 

meaning of the sentence and adds impact; it is therefore advisable to avoid 

unnecessary words. The following are useful tips:   

 Delete redundant modifiers. (e.g. past history, personal beliefs) 
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 Delete redundant categories. (Examples: period in time, shiny in 

appearance.) 

 Replace redundant word pairs with single words. (e.g. one and only, 

precious and few.) 

 Replace wordy expressions with single words. (e.g. instead of “based on 

the fact that” …. use “because”  

 Use active words 

 Limit personal commentary. (Unless you’re writing an opinion piece.) 

 

iii. Clarity/ Precision 

Legal language should be clear and unambiguous, so as a starting point, clarity 

requires proper grammar and punctuation12. Unnecessarily abstract or complex 

words and phrases, flowery language, or literary devices may interfere with the 

reader’s ability to understand the point. It therefore follows that an LA must have 

excellent communication skill, which includes verbal and written. This means 

having the ability to use simple words to capture exactly what you mean and to 

say it memorably. Good legal writing is simple, brief, and clear. Unless your 

judge instructs otherwise, leave embellishment to your judge.  Note that reading 

helps you develop a good ear and you need a good ear to know which word is 

best in the desired context.  

Example: Instead of using: 

“I am in receipt of your correspondence,” use  “I received your letter.”   

It is clearer and more precise 

 

iv. Orderliness 

Good legal writing should be orderly. To achieve this, a writer should first outline 

what he intends to write on before putting pen to paper. This helps the writer 

present the intended points in a logical order. A good writer uses sentences to tell 

 
12 Lillian B. Hardwick, Classical Persuasion Through Grammar and Punctuation, 3 J. ASS‘N LEGAL 

WRITING DIRECTORS, 75, 75–107. 
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stories, and this is created by using verbs/ action words rather than nouns to 

express your meaning.  

Example:  

• The defendant was not truthful ………………The defendant lied.  

• The witness quickly came into the courtroom….The witness bolted into the 

courtroom.  

• The Judge was very angry…………………………The Judge was enraged.  

• The previously undisclosed evidence caused irreparable harm to the 

prosecutor’s case ……………………the previously undisclosed evidence 

destroyed the prosecutor’s case. 

 

v. Originality/Creativity 

Originality is one of the features of good legal writing. Lawyers should be 

creative in writing down their ideas without copying from other writers verbatim. 

Where they use the ideas of other writers, they should not fail to acknowledge 

them. Lord Denning described the importance of creativity in legal writing as 

follows:  

No matter how sound your reasoning, if it is presented in a dull 

and turgid setting, your hearers—or your readers—will turn aside. 

They will not stop to listen. They will flick over the pages. But if 

it is presented in a lively and attractive setting, they will sit up and 

take notice. They will listen as if spellbound. They will read you 

with engrossment13. 

 

Being creative brings out personality in writing. This goes beyond mere language 

to the reader’s sense of the person behind the words. To grasp the importance of 

personality, think of a novel you read long ago. The one that stays with you even 

after you have forgotten the characters, setting and the plot is your sense of the 

writer as a person. In other words, readers will not want to keep reading a 

 
13 Lord Denning, The Family Story 216 (Butterworths, 1981)) 216 In Bryan A. Garner, Garner On Language 

and Writing 48 (2009) at 39.  
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document, no matter how clear and concise it is, if it does not engage their 

interest. 

5. STAGES IN LEGAL WRITING 

Many lawyers wrongly assume that legal writing does not require preparation. 

On the contrary, it demands a lot of focus, deliberation, and mental effort. 

Additionally, people underestimate the importance of legal documents and the 

consequences that accrue when they are badly written. It is important to ensure 

that legal documents are well written because what is committed to a legal 

document becomes permanent record and sometimes cannot be restated or 

recalled in cases where errors have been made. Also, the course of a legal 

transaction may depend on the written legal documents that are exchanged by the 

parties14. A badly written legal document can be very damaging. For example, 

during the First World War, one Sir Roger Casement was almost hanged for 

committing treason. The the question before the court was: Did the law apply to 

acts of treason performed abroad? The answer depended on whether there was a 

pair of commas in the relevant section. The Act was so old that this was not clear, 

but the judges went down to the Public Record Office and looked up the old 

parchment Statute rolls, where they found markings that they interpreted as 

punctuation. As a result Sir Roger Casement was almost literally “hanged by a 

comma.” 15 

Legal writing involves several stages: Preparation, Writing and Editing. 

ii. Preparation Stage  

The best way to organize your thoughts and ensure that everything pertinent is 

included is to prepare a logical sentence or topical outline before beginning to 

 
14 GabreHiwott Adush, N. 9 p.  
15 See Michael Arnheim, Contract Vetting <https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/quotes/legal-quotes/> 

accessed 16 July, 2021.  
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write. Such an outline is essential before writing a draft opinion or any long 

document.  

A key consideration when preparing is the writing style to use.   Each judge has 

a different writing style, and continuity in style is desirable because  judges issue 

opinions all the time   Some prefer simple declarative sentences and use plain 

language, while others employ complex sentences with colorful vocabulary and 

the use of metaphor and simile to make points. Whatever the judge’s personal 

style, most judges expect their LAs to adopt it. It is beneficial to study several of 

your judge’s previous opinions to become familiar with the required style.  

 

iii. Writing Stage 

When writing, start with an introduction to let the reader know the subject of the 

document. When preparing a memorandum on a specific issue, begin with a 

precise statement of the issue, followed by your conclusions as to its resolution. 

If preparing an opinion or a memorandum summarizing an entire case, identify 

the parties, explain at the outset the history of the case, and state the issues, their 

resolution, and the action taken by the court (e.g., judgment vacated, motion for 

summary judgment denied, affirmed, etc). While it is critical to state the relevant 

and material facts, do not include inconsequential information that does not bear 

directly on the question to be decided.  

Again, depending on the nature of the document, it is also important to follow the 

proper format when writing. Note that your judge may require a special 

organization and arrangement of office written materials and may have 

standardized formats for other written materials. Learn these standard formats 

and follow them. If you are new, note that examples from past cases can be found 

in your judge’s files. The court clerk or registrar may be able to advise you on 

your judge’s prescribed format.   
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It is also useful to subdivide your document into sections. In a lengthy opinion or 

order, the reader may find it easier to follow if the material is divided into 

subparts, each labeled with letters, numbers, or short subtitles.  

 

How to Write Opinions  

Opinion writing involves five basic steps.  

i. Know the arguments from both sides: Carefully review the briefs or listen 

to the oral arguments.  It is advisable make your own notes. You can also 

discuss the proposed opinion with the judge, examining the structure, the 

rationale, and the result to be reached.  

ii. Conducting Research: Usually, further research is necessary as the opinion 

is drafted.  

iii. Planning the opinion: Write down a clear statement of facts presented by 

both parties to the suit in order to determine the issues for determination, 

and find out if there is established precedent on the point.  

iv. Outline the opinion: A good outline will help the writer produce a clear, 

complete, and well-organized opinion. 

v. Write the opinion: Opinions usually have the following components:  

 The introduction (opening paragraph): 

The introduction should establish clearly who the parties are and, if the 

case is on appeal. In addition, many judges like to state at the outset the 

principal issues and the decision made by the writing court. This practice 

has the advantage of immediately informing the reader of the result in the 

case.  

 The facts:  

State the facts developed at the trial or in the record in chronological order. 

Do this in a narrative style, using short sentences. Avoid verbatim 

quotations of excerpts from the pleadings or the transcript. In an appellate 
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opinion, this part of the opinion may conclude with a summary of the trial 

court’s reasons for its decision and a statement of the issues on appeal.  

 Applicable law:  

Discuss the legal principles applicable to the case, and cite the authorities 

for these principles. Avoid lengthy quotations from cases and meritless 

discussion. Note that many lawyers will present a variety of issues in a 

brief, hoping that the judge may find merit in at least one of the issues. In 

this situation it is best to mention these issues (so the lawyers will know 

they were noticed) and simply say they are without merit (e.g., 

“Considering the testimony of the informant, the argument that the 

evidence was insufficient to warrant conviction merits no discussion”).  

 Disposition: Present status or final outcome of the case (eg. dismissed, 

acquitted, pending, convicted) 

 Closing : Close with a specific statement of the disposition (eg ‘judgment 

is rendered for the plaintiff for a specific  amount; the judgment appealed 

is affirmed or reversed; etc). The opinion should cogently state the court’s 

decision and the basis for it. 

 

How to Write Correspondences  

Some judges prohibit their legal assistants from corresponding with lawyers; the 

judges either draft their own correspondence or  direct their LAs to prepare drafts 

of correspondence for their signature. Other judges, however, direct their LAs to 

correspond with lawyers where necessary on various matters, such as: inquiring 

about the progress of a case, scheduling a trial or hearing date, or requesting 

compliance with the court’s procedural requirements. In drafting such 

correspondence, the LA can use a sample of letters written or approved by the 

judge, or consult the judge about technical matters like the form of the letter 

heading and opening address. The following suggestions relating to court 

correspondence may be helpful:  
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• Let the reader know immediately what the letter refers to. You can simplify 

these tasks by addressing your letter to a specific lawyer rather than to a 

firm and by placing the case title at the top of the page.  

• Let the reader know why you, rather than the judge, are writing. Lawyers 

may wonder why the LA is giving them instructions or requesting 

information, so use a simple introductory phrase such as “Justice Odeh  

has asked me to advise you . . . ” or “Justice Odeh has directed . . . .”  

• Remember that although the letter may bear your signature, it is written on 

behalf of your judge. Excessive formality is not required, but undue 

familiarity is inappropriate.  

• Get to the point. For example, it may be helpful to the reader to know that 

this is in response to a letter the addressee wrote earlier. You can do this 

by simply starting with, “In response to your letter of May 1, Justice Odeh 

has asked me to advise you that matters of this kind must be raised by 

written motion served upon opposing counsel.”  

• Remember that you, like your judge, are a neutral party dealing with 

counsel. Unless your judge specifically directs otherwise, always send 

copies of case-related correspondence to all counsel in the case. Even 

though you may believe that a letter is of significance only to the addressee, 

the court has an obligation to avoid unnecessary ex parte communications.  

 

iii. Editing Stage 

Editing is very important in legal writing. The four primary goals of editing are:  

a. To correct errors in grammar and punctuation  

b. To eliminate ambiguities and promote clarity  

c. To improve the manner and order of presentation of the law or facts  

d. To improve the writing style  

Editing includes deleting words and phrases that may create confusion, 

eliminating redundant material, and correcting verbosity. Similar principles apply 
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whether you are editing your own work or that of the judge. It is advisable to set 

the draft of your work aside for a while before editing. This allows for a fresh 

view which may suggest areas of improvement that were not noticed before. 

Reading the material to be edited aloud can also reveal  unnoticed problems. 

  

iv. Proofreading Documents and Checking Citations  

Any document issued by the court must be accurate, and a document that contains 

misspelled words or wrong citations indicates a lack of care in preparation. 

Therefore, an LA must proofread every document meticulously both for 

substantive correctness and to eliminate typographical and grammatical errors. 

The best way to proofread is to read aloud from the copy being verified to another 

person who follows on the correct, master copy. You should read all punctuation, 

spell out all proper nouns and foreign or technical words and phrases, and indicate 

whether numbers are spelled out or in figures. This technique minimizes the risk 

that typographical errors will be missed.  

Proofreading requires a lot of attention, therefore in checking citations, ensure the 

following:  

• The cases cited in the opinion stand for the proposition of law for which they 

are cited.  

• The parties’ names are spelled correctly, and the volume, court, page number, 

and year of the decision are correctly given.  

• The style of the citation is consistent with the style usually followed by the court.  

Checking an Opinion  

You may also be asked to review an opinion drafted by your judge . In this case, 

the following details must be verifed:  

• that the court has jurisdiction  

• that the procedural status of the case is correctly stated  

• that the court’s ruling—the holding of the opinion—is stated clearly and 

succinctly  
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• that the facts supporting the losing party have been stated  

• that the arguments of the losing party have been stated and adequately 

addressed  

• that the cases cited stand for the propositions for which they are asserted  

• that the conclusions are supported by clear reasoning and authorities  

You should also seek to eliminate any errors that may have occurred in 

preparation. An opinion may be checked by following these four steps: Check the 

formal elements; Check all factual statements; Check the accuracy of citations 

and quotations; and review the briefs to be certain all issues have been covered. 

After an opinion has been checked and edited, the working draft may have 

marginal inserts, strikeouts, and sections that have been moved around by a word 

processor. Proofread the final draft to make sure that it is identical to the working 

draft.  

6. CONCLUSION 

The essence of legal writing is aptly expressed by Chief Justice Hilario G. 

Davide16 as follows:  

Words are the lifeblood of judicial decisions or any other form of 

writing. When the right words are used, they serve as germs that 

give luster to a message or idea. On the other hand, gobbledygook, 

legal jargon or archaic language is likely to take away the vigor of 

a message. Thus, the use of plain, concrete words are encouraged, 

especially in judicial decisions– which are meant to settle, not to 

further cloud, grey areas in law or in contracts, as well as to end 

justiciable controversies instead of spawning new one. 

 

The central point of this paper is that understanding the fundamental goals of 

legal writing and acquiring the necessary skills involved is important for all 

lawyers. This requirement is even more imperative for Legal Research Assistants 

who play an important role of supporting judges towards meeting the ends of 

 
16 former Chief Justice of The Supreme Court of The Philippines and Head of the Judicial Branch of 

Government from 1998 to 2005. 
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justice by performing functions that involve paralegal, legal, research, and 

administrative tasks. On this basis, it is recommended that the courts should be 

modernized, and LAs provided with the best gadgets to enable them discharge 

their responsibilities effectively. It is also important to sustain capacity building 

programmes such as this.  

Finally, I am inclined to the view that LAs who work closely and have been 

mentored by judicial officers should be given special consideration when 

appointing judicial officers. This will certainly improve the quality of justice 

administration in Nigeria. 

Thank you for listening.  
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LEGAL WRITING EXERCISES* 

A. Revise these sentences to deal appropriately with misplaced or dangling modifiers, 

sentence fragments, comma splices, verbs that are postponed to the end of the sentence, 

and verbs that are too distant from their subject.  

1. The co-accused admitted that he obtained the bomb parts in exchange for a reduced sentence.  

2. We will resist the Free Trade Area of the Americas. Because it limits the ability of sovereign 

states to legislate for workplace safety.  

3. I have wanted to be a lawyer for a long time. Ever since that day when I realized that I could 

use the legal system to compel my employer to pay me the minimum wage.  

4. Legal Method is a great course; I wish I had kept up with the reading.  

5. On conviction on this offence, the minimum sentence is two years in Mississippi.  

B. Correct the incorrect words in the following paragraph.  

By the time students get to law school, its all ready to late to effect significant change in a 

persons decision-making processes by an appeal to conscious; these appeals will have little 

affect. In deed, in a world where greed is glorified, it may be unfare to censor a student for not 

understanding the concept of public service. Such censor is unlikely too effect the student in 

the desired way, or too illicit the desired response. A student is more likely to make decisions 

based on principal rather than on personnel interest if such decisions lead to complements from 

people who's opinion the student respects.  

C. Revise this paragraph so that verb tenses are used in accordance with the conventions 

of the legal profession.  

The Supreme Court decides to hear the motion of West Nova Fishermen's Coalition, 

intervenors in R. v. Marshall. Donald Marshall, the accused, is a First Nations person who is 

convicted of catching and selling eels in contravention of federal fisheries regulations. The 

Coalition was concerned primarily with competition from First Nations people in the lobster 

fishery, and asks the Supreme Court to set aside Donald Marshall's acquittal and instead order 

a new trial. The Coalition is hoping that the federal government will use the new trial to justify 

its regulatory regime for the east coast fisheries. The Attorney-General, for the government, 

opposes the request, and the Supreme Court, in a unanimous decision, dismisses the Coalition's 

motion.  

D. Rewrite the passive voice verb constructions so that the verb is in the active voice. You 

may need to draw on your own knowledge or imagination to supply the subject of the 

active voice verb.  

1. Water cannons were deployed in order to have the effect of dispersing the demonstrators.  

2. Students are requested to pay their library fines by the end of the week. 

3. My first day at law school will always be remembered with fondness by me.  

 
* These exercises were originally prepared by Dr. Margaret McCallum, Faculty of Law, University of New 

Brunswick, Canada (December 2008).  
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4. The room is to be locked at the end of the meeting, and the key returned to the general office.  

5. The report to the shareholders was falsified by the company president. 

 

E. Fill the blanks with the appropriate form of the present tense of the verb given in its 

infinitive form in brackets, or where there is no infinitive given, with the appropriate 

pronoun.  

1. Either of the lawyers _____ (to be) available to argue this motion.  

2. The dog's size, as well as its energy and enthusiasm, ______ (to endanger) everything in 

_____ path.  

3. The team, composed of Jill, Luigi and Raj, _____ (to leave) for the competition today. Team 

members must leave _____ letters of permission with the staff in the general office.   

4. Although Joan and Jill ____ (to be) both planning to go with you, only one of them ____ (to 

be) ready now. You will find ______ waiting in the porch.  

5. The Prime Minister delivered her ultimatum yesterday. Cabinet _____ (to meet) today to 

formulate ______ response. The Cabinet Ministers from Atlantic Canada _____ (to disagree) 

with _____ colleagues.  

 

F. Provide correct punctuation for the following paragraph. If any words should be in 

italics, indicate that with underlining. Add apostrophes where necessary.  

In Delgamuukw the Supreme Court of Canada provided strong support for the concept of 

aboriginal title Delgamuukw began as an application in the British Columbia courts brought 

by the clan leaders of the Gitksan and Wet’suwet’en one of whom had the clan title of 

Delgamuukw The Supreme Court urged the parties to negotiate not litigate but its power did 

not include the power to compel negotiations In the end its the parties decision whether to 

negotiate The provincial governments willingness to do so depended on the extent to which the 

Supreme Court recognized the validity of the First Nations claim to aboriginal title.  

 

G. Revise these texts to convey the same meaning as clearly as possible using as few words 

as possible.  

1. The arbitrator shall deal only with the matter which occasioned her appointment and shall 

cease to exist on the final decision of that matter.  

2. I had a dog. Its name was Ruff. It was a gentle dog. It was a small dog. The cat ate it. I miss 

Ruff.  

3. The reason for the dispute is that the neighbours were unable to come to any agreement about 

why the clothes line collapsed.  

4. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that the police will beat the demonstrators.  

5. It is the contention of the plaintiff that, at Ralph's Meat Market, on November 10, 2001, at 1 

p.m., while plaintiff was an invitee and business customer present at that certain real property 
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located at 1234 Brightview Avenue, Fredericton, at that said time and place, the defendants, 

and each of them, carelessly and negligently owned and operated and maintained and 

controlled the said real property and particularly a shopping cart thereof, and the said cart was 

at said time and place in a dangerous condition, because there was no "seat flap" in the "upper" 

basket, and a can fell through, breaking plaintiff's foot, and as such it was unsafe for use by 

persons, including plaintiff, and because of said condition thereof negligently and carelessly 

maintained, the plaintiff was caused to and did sustain injuries and was injured thereby as 

hereinafter set forth.  

 

FOR ANSWERS CONTACT: halimsi@yahoo.com 


