Plain English For Lawyers By Richard C Wydick

Plain English for Lawyers by Richard C. Wydick is a seminal work that has profoundly influenced legal
writing and communication. This book emphasizes clarity, simplicity, and precision, encouraging lawyers to
convey their messages in language that is accessible and easily understood by clients, judges, and the public.
Wydick’s approach challenges traditional legal jargon and convoluted sentence structures, advocating instead
for straightforward language that enhances comprehension and reduces misinterpretation. As an essential
resource in legal education and practice, "Plain English for Lawyers" remains a cornerstone for those committed
to improving legal communication.

Overview of Plain English for Lawyers by Richard C. Wydick

Background and Significance

"Plain English for Lawyers" was first published in 1979 and has since become a classic in the field of legal
writing. Richard C. Wydick, a professor of law, recognized that legal language often becomes impenetrable due
to complex sentence structures, archaic terms, and excessive jargon. His goal was to demystify legal writing
and make it more accessible to non-lawyers, including clients, jurors, and the general public. The book is
praised for its practical advice, engaging style, and emphasis on ethical communication. Wydick’s principles are
rooted in respect for the reader and a commitment to truthfulness, clarity, and efficiency. This work has
influenced the broader movement toward plain language in law, which aims to make legal documents,
instructions, and arguments clearer and more effective.
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Core Principles of the Book

The book emphasizes several core principles, including: - Use plain, straightforward language - Favor active
voice over passive - Keep sentences short and focused - Avoid unnecessary legalese and jargon - Organize
ideas logically - Edit ruthlessly for clarity and conciseness

Key Themes and Concepts in "Plain English for Lawyers"

The Importance of Clarity in Legal Writing

Clarity is the cornerstone of effective legal communication. Wydick argues that legal documents should be
written so that even non-specialists can understand them. Clear writing reduces misunderstandings, litigation,
and delays. It also demonstrates respect for the reader’s intelligence and time.

The Use of Plain Language

The book advocates for replacing complex words and phrases with simple, everyday language. For example: -
Use "because" instead of "due to the fact that" - Use "use" instead of "utilize" - Use "help" instead of "assist"
Active Voice versus Passive Voice

Wydick emphasizes that active voice makes sentences more direct and vigorous. For example: - Active: "The
judge dismissed the case." - Passive: "The case was dismissed by the judge." He recommends favoring active
voice to make writing more engaging and easier to understand.



Sentence Structure and Length

Long, convoluted sentences hinder comprehension. Wydick advises: - Break long sentences into shorter,
manageable ones - Focus each sentence on a single idea - Use clear transitions to connect ideas

Legalese and Jargon

Legal language often contains specialized terms that may confuse laypeople. The book encourages: - Avoiding
unnecessary legal words - Explaining legal terms when their use is unavoidable - Using plain language
whenever possible

Organization and Logical Flow

A well-structured document guides the reader smoothly through the argument. Wydick recommends: - Using
headings and subheadings - Presenting ideas in a logical order - Using lists to highlight key points

Editing and Revision

Effective writing requires rigorous editing. Wydick suggests: - Cutting unnecessary words - Simplifying complex
sentences - Reading the document aloud to catch awkward phrasing

Practical Applications of Wydick’s Principles in Legal Practice

Drafting Legal Documents

Applying plain language principles leads to clearer contracts, pleadings, and legal opinions. Lawyers should: -
Use simple language in contracts to ensure clients understand their obligations - Write pleadings that judges
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can quickly grasp - Avoid ambiguous or overly technical language

Client Communication

Clear communication builds trust and facilitates understanding. Lawyers can: - Explain legal concepts in plain
language - Use analogies and examples - Summarize complex issues succinctly

Legal Education and Training

Law schools and training programs increasingly incorporate plain language techniques based on Wydick’s
principles to prepare future lawyers for effective communication.

Public Legal Education

Making legal information accessible to the public aligns with Wydick’s mission. Resources such as legal guides,
informational brochures, and online content should prioritize clarity and simplicity.

Benefits of Using Plain English in Law

Enhances Understanding: Clear language helps clients, jurors, and judges understand legal issues better.
Reduces Misinterpretation: Simplicity minimizes ambiguities and miscommunication.

Builds Trust: Clients appreciate straightforward explanations.

Improves Efficiency: Clear documents are easier to review and process.
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Fosters Ethical Practice: Communicating honestly and transparently aligns with professional
responsibilities.



Challenges and Criticisms of Plain English Approach

While advocating for plain language, some critics argue that: - Certain legal concepts inherently require
technical language. - Simplifying language may sometimes oversimplify complex legal matters. - There is
resistance within the legal profession to changing traditional writing styles. Despite these criticisms, Wydick’s
principles serve as a valuable guide for improving legal communication without sacrificing precision.

Implementing Wydick’s Principles: Tips for Lawyers

To incorporate "Plain English for Lawyers" into daily practice, consider: - Attending plain language workshops
and training - Reviewing documents with an eye for unnecessary jargon - Asking colleagues for feedback on
clarity - Using checklists to ensure plain language standards are met - Reading widely in plain language formats
to develop intuitive writing skills

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of "Plain English for Lawyers"

Richard C. Wydick’s "Plain English for Lawyers" remains an influential resource that champions accessibility,
honesty, and efficiency in legal writing. Its principles have helped reshape legal practice by emphasizing that
clarity and simplicity serve both the profession and the public interest. As the legal world continues to evolve,
Wydick’s advocacy for plain language endures as a vital ethical and practical approach, ensuring that the law
remains transparent and understandable to all who seek its justice. Meta Description: Discover the key
principles of Richard C. Wydick's "Plain English for Lawyers" and learn how plain language can transform legal
writing, improve client understanding, and promote clarity in legal practice.

Plain English for Lawyers by Richard C. Wydick is a seminal work that has significantly influenced legal writing
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and communication. This book emphasizes the importance of clarity, simplicity, and accessibility in legal
language, advocating for lawyers to communicate their ideas in a manner that is easily understood by clients,
judges, and the general public. As legal professionals navigate complex statutes, case law, and contractual
language, the principles outlined in Wydick’'s work serve as a vital guide to making legal writing more effective
and less intimidating.

Introduction: The Significance of Plain English in Law

Legal language has long been associated with verbosity, jargon, and complexity. While precision and technical
accuracy are crucial, they should not come at the expense of clarity. Plain English for Lawyers by Richard C.
Wydick champions the idea that legal documents, arguments, and communications should be constructed in
straightforward language. This approach benefits not only clients and the judiciary but also enhances the
credibility and professionalism of legal practitioners.

The Core Principles of Plain English in Legal Writing

Wydick’s teachings revolve around several core principles that can transform legal writing from opaque to
transparent:

1. Clarity Over Obscurity

1. Use simple, direct language.
2. Avoid unnecessary legal jargon or complex phrases.
3. Prioritize the reader’s understanding over technical precision when appropriate.

1. Brevity and Conciseness

1. Eliminate redundant words and phrases.
2. Focus on conveying the essential facts and legal points without superfluous detail.



3. Use short sentences and paragraphs to improve readability.
1. Organization and Structure

1. Present ideas logically.
2. Use headings, subheadings, and lists to break down complex information.
3. Make your document easy to scan and navigate.

1. Active Voice and Personalization

1. Prefer active voice over passive constructions.
2. Address the reader directly where suitable.
3. Make sentences lively and engaging.

Wydick’s Approach to Simplifying Legal Language

Richard Wydick advocates for a pragmatic approach: distill complex legal concepts into plain language that
non-lawyers can understand, without sacrificing accuracy or professionalism. Here’s how he suggests achieving
this:

Use Everyday Vocabulary

1. Replace Latin phrases and archaic terms with common words.
2. For example, instead of "prima facie," say "at first glance" or "on the face of it."

Short Sentences and Paragraphs

1. Aim for sentences that are no longer than 20-25 words.
2. Break long paragraphs into smaller, focused sections.
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Clarify, Don’t Obscure

1. Define technical terms when necessary.
2. Use analogies or examples to illustrate difficult concepts.

Prefer Active over Passive Voice

1. "The defendant breached the contract” is clearer than "The contract was breached by the defendant."”
Practical Tips and Techniques from Wydick’s Book

Wydick offers numerous practical tips that lawyers can implement immediately to improve their writing:
1. The Use of Plain Language Checklists

Before finalizing a document, run through a checklist:

Is every word necessary?

Is the sentence structure straightforward?
Can | replace jargon with plain language?
Are there unnecessary Latin phrases?
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1. The “Write for the Reader” Principle
Always consider who will read the document:

1. Clients unfamiliar with legal jargon.
2. Judges who prefer concise, straightforward arguments.
3. Opposing counsel and mediators.



1. Editing Ruthlessly

1. Cut out superfluous words.
2. Simplify complex sentences.
3. Remove redundancy.

1. Using Visual Aids

1. Incorporate bullet points, numbered lists, and headings.

2. Use diagrams or charts where appropriate to clarify relationships or processes.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Legal professionals often face resistance or difficulty in adopting plain language. Wydick addresses these

challenges:

Overcoming Habitual Jargon

1. Recognize the tendency to rely on legalese.
2. Practice rewriting sentences in plain English.
3. Seek feedback from non-lawyers to gauge clarity.

Balancing Precision with Simplicity

1. Strive for accuracy without unnecessary complexity.

2. When technical terms are unavoidable, define them clearly.

Managing Complex ldeas

1. Break down complex concepts into digestible parts.
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2. Use analogies that relate to everyday experiences.
The Impact of Plain English on Legal Practice

Adopting Wydick’s principles has multiple benefits:

Enhanced Client Understanding: Clients better grasp their legal situations and options.
Increased Persuasiveness: Clear arguments are more compelling.

Reduced Miscommunication: Fewer misunderstandings and disputes.

Time Savings: Streamlined drafting and review processes.

Professional Credibility: Lawyers are viewed as accessible and trustworthy.
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Case Studies and Examples
To illustrate the power of plain English, consider these examples:
Before (Legal Jargon):

“The party heretofore referred to as the 'Plaintiff' shall, by reason of the breach of contract, be entitled to
damages."

After (Plain English):
"The plaintiff can claim damages because of the breach of contract."

This simple revision makes the sentence more direct and easier to understand, demonstrating Wydick’s core
philosophy.

Implementing Wydick’s Principles in Daily Practice

Lawyers can incorporate the teachings of Plain English for Lawyers into their routines with these steps:
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Conclusion: The Lasting Value of Plain English

Draft First, Then Edit: Write in your natural style, then revise with clarity in mind.

Read Aloud: Hearing your words can reveal awkward phrasing or convoluted sentences.
Seek Feedback: Ask non-lawyers or colleagues to review your work for clarity.

Use Technology: Employ readability tools and style checkers to identify complex language.

Plain English for Lawyers by Richard C. Wydick remains a vital resource for legal professionals committed to

ethical and effective communication. Its principles help demystify the law, making it more accessible to clients

and the public, while also enhancing the professionalism and persuasiveness of legal writing. Embracing plain

language is not just about simplifying; it's about respecting the reader’s right to understanding and ensuring
that justice is served through clear, honest communication.

By internalizing Wydick’s lessons, lawyers can elevate their practice, reduce misunderstandings, and foster

trust—hallmarks of a truly competent and client-centered legal profession.

Questions & Answers About plain english for lawyers by richard c

wydick
No Question Answer
1 What is the main goal of 'Plain The main goal of the book is to teach legal professionals how to

English for Lawyers' by Richard C.

Wydick?

write clearly, concisely, and effectively in plain English to
improve comprehension and communication with clients, judges,
and colleagues.
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How does Wydick suggest lawyers
can improve their legal writing skills?

Wydick recommends practices such as avoiding jargon, using
simple sentence structures, focusing on clarity, and editing
ruthlessly to produce clearer, more accessible legal documents.

What are some common writing
mistakes highlighted in 'Plain English
for Lawyers'?

Common mistakes include using complex language, passive
voice, long sentences, redundant phrases, and unclear
references, all of which can hinder understanding.

Is 'Plain English for Lawyers' suitable
for legal students and seasoned
attorneys alike?

Yes, the book offers practical advice applicable to both students
learning legal writing basics and experienced lawyers seeking to
improve their communication skills.

Does the book provide specific
examples or exercises for practicing
plain language?

Yes, Wydick includes numerous examples of complex legal
language contrasted with clearer alternatives, as well as
exercises to help readers practice plain English writing.

How has 'Plain English for Lawyers'
influenced legal writing standards?

The book is highly regarded for promoting clarity and simplicity
in legal writing, encouraging courts, law firms, and legal
education to adopt plain language principles.

Are there updated editions of 'Plain
English for Lawyers' that reflect
modern legal writing trends?

While the core principles remain relevant, newer editions or
supplementary materials may incorporate contemporary trends,
but Wydick's foundational advice on plain English remains
influential.

legal writing, clear communication, legal drafting, legal language, legal clarity, plain language principles, legal
writing tips, effective legal writing, legal communication skills, lawyer writing style
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