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INTRODUCTION: THE CASE FOR
CLARITY IN LAW

The  legal  profession  has  long  been
h a u n t e d  b y  a  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r
impenetrable  jargon,  convoluted
sentence structures, and documents that
seem designed to  confuse rather  than
communicate.  For  generations,  lawyers
have been trained to write in a style that
prioritizes  tradition  over  clarity,  often
using  archaic  terms  like  "heretofore,"
"aforementioned," and "witnesseth." This
dense,  formalistic  approach—often
referred to as legalese—creates a barrier
between  legal  professionals  and  the
clients,  judges,  and  juries  they  serve.
Fortunately, a powerful antidote exists:
Legal Writing In Plain English A Text
With  Exercises  Bryan  Garner.  This
seminal  work  has  fundamentally
reshaped  how  legal  professionals
approach  drafting,  offering  a  practical,
exercise-driven  path  toward  clarity,
precision,  and  accessibility.
Written by Bryan A. Garner, one of the
foremost authorities on legal style and
language,  this  book  is  not  merely  a
theoretical  treatise.  It  is  a  hands-on
manual designed to break old habits and
instill  new, better  ones.  Garner argues
persuasively that plain English is not a
dumbing down of legal concepts. Rather,
it  is  the  most  effective  way  to  convey
complex ideas with force and accuracy.

This article explores the enduring value
of Legal Writing In Plain English A
Text  With  Exercises  Bryan Garner,
examining its core principles, its unique
structure, and why it remains essential
reading  for  law  students,  practicing
attorneys,  and  anyone  who  aspires  to
write clearly about the law.

WHY PLAIN ENGLISH MATTERS IN
LEGAL WRITING

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  the
text,  it  is  important to understand the
stakes. Poor legal writing has real-world
consequences.  Ambiguous  contract
language  leads  to  costly  litigation.
Confusing jury instructions can result in
miscarr iages  of  just ice.  Opaque
regulations make compliance difficult for
businesses  and  individuals.  The
movement toward plain English in law is
driven by a simple, powerful insight: the
p u r p o s e  o f  l e g a l  w r i t i n g  i s  t o
communicate, not to impress or obscure.

The Ethical
Dimension of
Clear Writing
There is  a strong ethical  argument for
plain  English.  Lawyers  have a  duty  to
their clients to explain legal matters in a
way  that  can  be  understood.  When  a
client  cannot  grasp  the  terms  of  a
contract  or  the  rationale  for  a  legal
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strategy, their ability to make informed
decisions  is  compromised.  Legal
Writing In Plain English A Text With
Exercises  Bryan  Garner  directly
addresses  this  responsibility,  teaching
writers  to  priorit ize  the  reader's
comprehension. Garner emphasizes that
clear  writing  is  an  act  of  respect  and
professionalism.  It  builds  trust  and
reduces  the  risk  of  misunderstanding.

Efficiency and
Persuasion
Beyond  ethics,  plain  English  is  simply
more  effective.  Judges,  who  often  have
punishing  caseloads,  appreciate  briefs
that  get  to  the  point  quickly.  A  clear,
well-organized  argument  is  far  more
persuasive than one buried under layers
of  jargon  and  unnecessary  words.  In
transactional  work,  a  clearly  drafted
contract  saves  time  and  money  by
reducing the need for interpretation and
negotiation.  Garner’s  approach,  as
detailed  in  Legal  Writing  In  Plain
English A Text With Exercises Bryan
Garner, equips writers with the tools to
achieve  both  efficiency  and  persuasive
power.

CORE PRINCIPLES FROM
GARNER'S APPROACH

Garner’s  method  is  systematic  and
comprehensive. He does not simply tell
readers  to  "write  clearly."  He  breaks
down  the  craft  of  legal  writing  into
specific,  actionable  principles.  These
principles form the backbone of the book
and  are  reinforced  through  numerous
exercises.

Framing Your
Thoughts
One of the first lessons in Legal Writing
In  Pla in  Engl ish  A  Text  With
Exercises  Bryan  Garner  is  the
importance  of  framing.  Garner  advises
writers  to  begin  each  document  by
stating its  purpose and scope upfront.
This  is  sometimes  called  the  "bottom
line"  approach.  Instead  of  building
suspense,  legal  writing  should  answer
the reader's most pressing question as
early as possible. For example, a motion
should  state  in  the  first  paragraph  what
relief is sought and why. This principle of
front-loading information is a hallmark of
effective plain English writing.

Sentence
Structure and
Length
Garner  is  famous  for  his  advocacy  of
short, direct sentences. In his book, he
demonstrates how complex, multi-clause
sentences  can  be  untangled  and
rewritten  for  clarity.  He  recommends
aiming for an average sentence length of
20 words or fewer. This does not mean
every sentence must be short, but the
overall  rhythm  should  be  varied  and
predominantly  concise.  Legal  Writing
In  Pla in  Engl ish  A  Text  With
Exercises  Bryan  Garner  provides
specific  techniques  for  achieving  this,
such  as  using  lists  to  break  down
complex  provisions  and  avoiding
unnecessary  prepositional  phrases.
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Word Choice and
Vocabulary
Perhaps the most recognizable feature of
legalese  is  its  vocabulary.  Words  like
"said"  (as  an  adjective,  as  in  "said
property"),  "such,"  "wherein,"  and
"thereafter"  clutter  legal  prose.  Garner
systematically  targets  these  archaic
terms  and  offers  simple,  modern
alternatives.  He  encourages  writers  to
use  strong verbs,  to  prefer  the  active
voice  over  the  passive  voice,  and  to
choose  concrete  nouns  over  abstract
ones. The exercises in the book provide
abundant  practice  in  identifying  and
replacing  these  wordy  constructions.

HOW THE BOOK IS STRUCTURED:
A TEXT WITH EXERCISES

The subtitle of the book is critical: A Text
with Exercises. This is not a book to be
read passively. It is a workbook designed
for  active  engagement.  Each  chapter
introduces a  principle  of  plain  English,
explains it with clear examples, and then
provides  a  set  of  exercises  that
challenge  the  reader  to  apply  the
principle.  This  structure  is  one  of  the
reasons  why  Legal  Writing  In  Plain
English A Text With Exercises Bryan
Garner is so effective.

Progressive Skill
Building
The exercises are carefully sequenced.
Early  chapters  focus  on  foundational
skills  like  organizing  documents  and
writing clear sentences.  Later  chapters
tackle  more  advanced  topics  l ike
drafting legislation and editing your own

work. This progressive approach allows
readers  to  build  confidence  as  they
master each skill. The exercises require
real  effort—rewriting  paragraphs,
revising clauses,  and critiquing sample
documents. This active learning process
is far more effective than simply reading
about writing.

Answer Keys and
Discussion
One of the most valuable features of the
book  is  the  answer  key.  For  many
exercises,  Garner  provides  model
revisions,  explaining  why  a  particular
rewrite is clearer. This gives readers the
opportunity to compare their work with
that  of  an  expert.  It  is  like  having  a
personal writing coach on the page. The
answer keys also highlight that there is
often  more  than  one  way  to  write
clearly. The goal is not to find the single
"correct"  answer  but  to  develop  a
flexible, principled approach to drafting.

KEY TOPICS COVERED IN DEPTH

Legal Writing In Plain English A Text
With Exercises Bryan Garner covers a
remarkable  range  of  topics.  While  the
focus  is  always  on  clarity,  the  book
addresses  the  specific  challenges  of
different  legal  documents.

Drafting
Contracts and
Agreements
Contract  drafting is  a high-stakes area
where  ambiguity  can  be  disastrous.
Garner  devotes  significant  attention  to
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this  topic.  He  explains  how  to  write
definitions  that  are  both  precise  and
readable,  how  to  organize  terms  in  a
logical  sequence,  and  how  to  draft
conditions  and  contingencies  without
creating confusion. The exercises in this
section  often  involve  revising  poorly
drafted contract clauses, a skill  that is
directly transferable to daily practice.

Writing
Persuasive Briefs
and Motions
Persuasion is at the heart of advocacy,
and Garner shows how plain English can
make  arguments  more  compelling.  He
advises against hedging language, such
as "it would seem that," and encourages
lawyers  to  state  their  posit ions
confidently.  He  also  discusses  the
importance  of  narrative  structure  in
briefs, arguing that a clear story is more
persuasive than a dry recitation of facts
and law.  The exercises  in  this  section
help  readers  practice  crafting  concise,
powerful arguments.

Editing and
Revising
Garner emphasizes that good writing is
rewriting.  He  provides  a  systematic
approach  to  self-editing,  encouraging
writers to read their work aloud, to look
for redundant phrases, and to challenge
every  word.  He also  discusses  how to
give and receive constructive feedback
on legal  writing.  The exercises include
editing lengthy passages to a fraction of
their  original  length while  retaining all

essential meaning.

WHO BENEFITS FROM THIS
BOOK?

The  audience  for  Legal  Writing  In
Plain English A Text With Exercises
Bryan Garner is broad. It is widely used
in law school legal writing courses, but
its  value  extends  far  beyond  the
classroom.

Law Students
For law students,  this book provides a
foundation  that  wi l l  serve  them
throughout  their  careers.  It  teaches
them to think critically about language
and to develop good habits before they
enter practice. Many law school writing
programs assign this book as a core text.

Practicing
Attorneys
Even  experienced  lawyers  can  benefit
from Garner's approach. Old habits can
be  difficult  to  break,  but  the  structured
e x e r c i s e s  p r o v i d e  a  p a t h  t o
improvement.  Attorneys  who  take  the
time to work through the book often find
that  their  writ ing  becomes  more
efficient,  their  arguments  more
persuasive,  and  their  clients  more
satisfied.

Judges and Law
Clerks
Judges, who read vast quantities of legal
writing  every  day,  are  among  the
strongest  advocates  for  plain  English.
Many  judges  have  praised  Legal
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Writing In Plain English A Text With
Exerc ises  Bryan  Garner  and
recommend it to the lawyers who appear
before  them.  Law  clerks,  who  assist
judges with opinion writing, also find the
book invaluable for developing a clear,
authoritative judicial style.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF
GARNER'S WORK

Since its first publication, Legal Writing
In  Pla in  Engl ish  A  Text  With
Exercises Bryan Garner has become a
classic in the field of legal writing. It has
influenced  countless  lawyers,  judges,
and  educators.  The  plain  English
movement,  once a fringe idea,  is  now
mainstream. Many courts have adopted
rules  requiring  plain  English  in  jury
instructions  and  court  filings.  Law  firms
have recognized that clear writing is a
competitive advantage.
Garner's work has been instrumental in
this  transformation.  By  providing  a
practical, accessible guide, he has made
it possible for any legal professional to
improve  their  writing.  The  book's
emphasis on exercises ensures that the
principles  are  not  just  understood  but
internalized.  For  anyone  serious  about
legal writing, this book is not optional—it
is essential.

PRACTICAL TIPS FROM THE BOOK
YOU CAN USE TODAY

Even without working through the entire
book, there are several principles from
Legal Writing In Plain English A Text
With Exercises Bryan Garner that you
can apply immediately.

Delete unnecessary words:
Look for phrases like "in order to"
(use "to"), "for the purpose of"
(use "for"), and "in the event that"

(use "if").
Use active voice: Instead of "The
motion was filed by the plaintiff,"
write "The plaintiff filed the
motion."
Replace jargon with plain
language: Use "before" instead of
"prior to," "after" instead of
"subsequent to," and "use" instead
of "utilize."
Use short sentences: Aim for
one main idea per sentence. Break
up long, complex sentences into
shorter ones.
State your conclusion first: In a
brief or memo, tell the reader your
conclusion at the outset, then
explain your reasoning.
Use lists: For a series of items or
requirements, use a numbered or
bulleted list. This improves
readability and comprehension.
Read your writing aloud: This
will help you catch awkward
phrasing and overly long
sentences.

CONCLUSION: A MASTERCLASS IN
LEGAL CLARITY

In  a  profession  where  words  carry
immense  power,  the  ability  to  write
clearly is not just a convenience—it is a
necessity.  Legal  Writing  In  Plain
English A Text With Exercises Bryan
Garner offers a complete, practical, and
proven method for achieving this clarity.
By  sys temat i ca l l y  address ing
organization,  sentence  structure,  word
choice,  and editing,  Garner  provides a
roadmap that any legal professional can
follow. The exercises are challenging but
rewarding,  transforming  abstract
principles  into  concrete  skills.
Whether  you  are  a  law  student  just
beginning  your  journey,  a  seasoned
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partner looking to refine your craft,  or a
judge seeking to write more accessible
opinions,  this  book  has  something  to
offer.  It  is  a  testament  to  the  idea  that
legal writing can be both rigorous and
readable,  both  precise  and  plain.  By
embracing  the  principles  in  this  book,
you  will  become  a  more  effective

advocate, a more trusted advisor, and a
more  respected  member  of  the  legal
community.  Legal  Writing  In  Plain
English A Text With Exercises Bryan
Garner  is  more  than  a  book—it  is  a
lifelong  resource  for  anyone  who
bel ieves  that  the  law  should  be
understood  by  all .


