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Homework Review

Exercise 1: Working Words & Glue
Before:
A motion has been made by Erickson seeking severance of his 
case from the action against Orrick and the proceedings 
against Sims, and for a trial of his case separate from the trial 
of the other two cases. (38 words, 19 working words)

After:
Erickson moved to sever his case from the Orrick and Sims 
cases and have a separate trial. (17 words, 10 working words)





Exercise 2: Replace Compound Constructions 
Before:
For the purpose of controlling how his art collections would be 
displayed subsequent to his death, the doctor created a very 
restrictive trust with a view to keep everything exactly as it 
was during his lifetime.

After:
To control how his art collection is displayed after his death, 
the doctor created a very restrictive trust to keep everything 
exactly as it was during his lifetime.



Exercise 4: Actor, Action and Object
Before:
One reason might simply be that the person is motivated by a 
desire to benefit the charity in question.

After:
First, a person might simply want to help the charity.



Rewrite a sentence from your agencyʼs documents:
Before:
Your response to a Motion for Summary Judgment just be supported by affidavits or other 
documentary evidence contradicting the facts asserted by the opposing party and may 
include statements sworn in front of a Notary Public and made on personal knowledge, 
deposition testimony, or other evidence showing that there are relevant facts in dispute and 
that Summary Judgment should not be granted. (Reading grade level 30)
After:
To respond to the Motion for Summary Judgment, you need to give the Court evidence that 
shows why you disagree with the other side. You canʼt simply say that you disagree. You 
must show the court why you disagree on an important fact  Send evidence to the court to 
support your side. The evidence can include:

  Affidavits- written statements made by someone who knows first-hand an important fact 
in your case.   The person making the statement must sign it in front of a notary after 
swearing that all the statements are true.  The notary must sign it as well;  

  Deposition testimony- recorded statements made under oath during a deposition;

  Any other pictures, documents or other evidence that shows why you disagree with the 
other side. (Reading grade level 7.9)



Why plain language? 

It reaches your audience. 

Readability is about writing for your audience.

“The biggest problem with communication is the 
illusion that it has been accomplished.”   

- George Bernard Shaw



Who is in the average American audience?

Native and non-native English speakers

Different cultural backgrounds

All ages

Different educational and economic backgrounds

Various physical and developmental disabilities

Average American Reading Grade Level (RGL):

Described as 5th to 9th grade

Newspapers and magazines: 9th - 11th grade

Popular novels: 7th grade 

Experts recommend 5th grade for health and safety information

5th – 7th grade is a good range 



Readability is not a new idea. 

1880s: Shorter sentences and concrete terms help people 
make sense of written text 

1940s: Several studies of newspapers 
showed that even small increases in 
readability meant many more people 
read the papers

By 2000: Over 1,000 studies of readability formulas



The Big 4

1. Register
How complex is the language?

2. Reading Interest & Persistence
Does the document capture the reader s interest?

Does the reader want to keep reading?

3. Visual Accessibility
Does the document use design features that make the text 
easy to read?

4. Usability
Can the reader use the document correctly?



To improve the register of language:

Use familiar words and phrases
Dictionary
Thesaurus

Avoid foreign words or specialized terms
When you must use them, explain or define

Build a glossary of terms that work for your audience

Look for working words

Replace legalese or police talk with language your audience 
understands

Use a law dictionary, such as Black s Law Dictionary
Who or what is a party?



To improve the register of writing style:

Write as you would speak, in a conversational style

Use active voice and direct address

Passive and indirect: The report was written by the staff 
of this agency.

Active and direct: Our staff wrote the report.

Eliminate extra words and unnecessary details

Keep it short

Match the reading grade level (RGL) to your audience
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Register Practice: Are you ready to give it a try? Here are some exercises for you 
to practice improving register. 

1  Replace these words with more conversational ones.  
Why? Conversational words tend to be shorter and more easily understood. People are more 
likely to read your text. On average, conversational phrasing is 40% shorter than legalese.  
1. Conceal       hide     

2. Consent    
3. Dissipate     
4. Employment      
5. Expenditures    
6. Injunction    
7. Modification     
8. Petition        
9. Subsequently       
10. Violate     

2  Use English instead of Latin or foreign words.  
Why? Richard Wydick, author of Plain English for Lawyers, tells us that just because words 
are Latin does not make them better. 

1. e.g.,        For example,   
2. Scire facias     
3. XIV   
4. In propria persona (pro per)   
5. Subpoena duces tecum       
6. Affidavit       
7. In lieu of       

3  Get rid of surplus words.   
Why? Less is more. Readers are more likely to persist when the amount of text seems 
manageable. The most readable text is lean. 

1. At the present time       now   
2. If a judgment is entered against you in this action      
    
3. In the event of       
4. INSTRUCTIONS FOR COMPLETING PETITION FOR ORDER OF PROTECTION 
    
5. I have no knowledge   
6. With regards to   
7. This Court must have knowledge about any Family Court litigation of the parties  

and the family involved in the present matter being initiated so the Court can make 
informed decisions…     

   



7 

8. Pursuant to the terms contained in this Agreement   
   
9. Without consent of the other party or an order of the court   
   
10. The court shall make a determination of the reasonableness of the location    

    

4  Replace lawyer or police talk with language most people understand.  

1. Subsequent to securing the vehicle      After checking the car  

2. [The] Respondent waives notice   
3. Appear in person   
4. Dissolution of Matrimony   
5. Each party shall retain records of all expenditures   
6. Not seeking relief   
7. Set the matter for hearing   
8. Costs for which execution may issue      
9. Unfavorable decision in your legal matter   
10. Upon request of the non-relocating parent   

5  Change these to use verbs instead of nouns.  
Look for the root of complex words, then the meaning. Add a pronoun if you like! 

1. Enjoinment against canceling, modifying, terminating, assigning any insurance policy 
  You must not: cancel, change, end, or assign any insurance policy  

2. Program Eligibility Determination   
3. Appeal Procedures Information   
4. Effective date of termination of order   
5. Prohibitions against Extraordinary Adjustments to Operations of Business   

   
6. Mandatory Appearance   
7. Firearms possession prohibition     
8. Show Cause Order      

Suggested answers are on p. 52–53. 

 

Tip… 

Many readers are confused by the word party. What is a party? Who is the party? 
Where is the party? Are they talking to me? 

Try these words instead: 
1. You  4.    The person listed in 1 
2. The person asking for…  5.    The other side, both sides 
3. The person who… 



Readability is not “dumbing down”.

Readability is:

Clear and effective communication

Focused on the reader, not the writer

Documents your audience can use and understand

If your readers cannot use or understand your documents, 
they put them down. Those documents are unreadable.



Reading: 
Plain English for Lawyers, chapters 3-5

Readability, pages 14-19

Practice: 
Plain English for Lawyers, exercises 6, 8, 9

Readability, pages 8-11

Rewrite this sentence: 
“If you are not a citizen, you are hereby advised that conviction of the 
offense for which you have been charged may have the consequences 
of deportation, exclusion from admission to the United States, or denial 
of naturalization pursuant to the laws of the United States.” 

Due Monday, May 7, 9 a.m. PST

Homework 




