“Clear writing from your government is a civil
right.” --Former Vice President Al Gore, 1998

The
People's Law Library

of MARYLAND

The Goal of the Maryland People’s Law Library:

The People’s Law Library (“PLL”) website is the Maryland Judiciary’s primary method of providing legal
information and referral assistance to people representing themselves in court. PLL provides clear, reliable
summaries of Maryland law, links to the text of the law, and referrals for legal help from a real person.

Reviewing an existing PLL article:

PLL provides plain-language summaries of the law, not a copy of the legal language itself. Much of the
existing content originated several years ago. The style and quality of existing articles vary.

Basic annual review
The purpose of the annual article review is to ensure we’re not misleading the public, particularly in light of
any changes in the statutes and regulations, or any significant changes in case law. At this level of review, we

are not seeking to rewrite the articles for stylistic or organizational perfection.

Thus, the steps to a basic annual review of an article are:

1. Take a few minutes to read the article over;

2. Review the article’s writing style, using http://openadvocate.org/writeclearly/ (see below)

3. Briefly review the applicable law; and

4, Notify PLL if you see language in the article that seems incorrect or misleading, in light of your

review, your own experience, and any new law.

Many articles will be fine — no tweaking required. If that’s the case, just send an email saying so. If not, we
can either schedule a brief phone conversation to go over any issues, or if you prefer, you can make edits in
track-changes in a Word document and email that document to PLL.

Optional in-depth review
If you have extra time and interest, you may take the additional, completely optional step of a deeper review.

You may choose to edit for style and clarity, to improve the organization of the article, or to build out the
content with additional helpful information.

Using the WriteClearly style analyzer

WriteClearly
Visit http://openadvocate.org/writeclearly/

This page will walk you through setting up the tool. All you need to do is drag the WriteClearly icon to your
bookmarks bar, visit the page you wish to analyze, and click the WriteClearly bookmark.

The tool will make suggestions for improving readability.
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Writing a new PLL article:

There are several considerations involved with writing a new PLL article.

1. Choosing a topic to develop

Is the content likely to be used? (We don’t have much information about corporate mergers,
because merging corporations usually have legal counsel.)
Is the content central to our mission? (Civil, Judicial, Maryland-specific)
Do we already have an article about the topic?
0 Look through the category pages in the relevant categories.
0 Use the “search” box to search articles containing key terms.
0 If the topic has already been addressed in a significant form, does the available information
need to be updated, edited for clarity, or additionally linked from another category?
Can we support the article? Is the author is willing to review their work annually?
It’s a good idea to run the idea by us ahead of time, so we can provide guidance before you do the
work!

2. Consider Audience, Purpose, Scope, and Tone

Audience
The first step is to consider the audience. Writing for the public is challenging, because there are many things
you cannot know about your audience. There are certain assumptions you can make when writing for PLL.

You may assume that the reader has a middle school education, lives in Maryland, and is in a hurry.
To get you beyond those basic assumptions, answer these questions:

Purpose

2.1 Audience Focus Questions:

1. Describe the target reader of this article?

2. What single, primary reader goal is this article written to address? State the goal from the
point of view of the reader.

What is the single most important fact/message this article seeks to express?

What is the most unexpected/counter-intuitive/confusing aspect of this topic, for a reader?
List any secondary objectives of this article, in order of importance (most important first):
Risk assessment: Describe the specific risks involved with this article. (What is the worst
case scenario if the article is wrong or if the reader does not understand it?)

o G s B9

Which of the following options best represents the purpose of the article you wish to write?

2.2 Purpose and type of article
Purpose Type of Article

A general background understanding of an area of law. (“How does child Overview
custody work?”)
An explanation of the legal options for dealing with a specific circumstance. Options
(“What are my legal options when my boss fires me?”)
An explanation of a technical legal process. (“How do | file a motion in a Process
Maryland Circuit Court?”)
An explanation of how a process works in a specific county. (“What are the County list
specific steps for recording a land deed in Baltimore County?”)
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Scope
Determine the scope of the article. How much of your topic can you cover in one article? Generally, articles
should not exceed 1,500 words in length.

If you cannot accomplish the purpose you have selected in 1,500 words, you may need to break the article
into two smaller, related articles. You may also choose to focus on one aspect of a topic. If you are only
addressing one aspect of a topic, make the scope clear to the reader, and tell the reader where they can look
for more information on aspects your article will not explain.

Tone

PLL is a judiciary website. It provides impartial summaries of the law. The writing must not appear to favor
either party in a court case, and it must not express the writer’s personal opinion about the law. A PLL article
is an explanation, not an editorial.

Some statutes are written from the government’s point of view. You will need to write from your audience’s
point of view. Where “rights” are involved, your audience may be in conflict with the government.

Frame content for an audience of Marylanders, with wording adjusted to reflect the reality that non-
Marylanders will also be reading. We don’t have to go far in trying to accommodate non-Marylanders, but

we have to put them on notice when what we are saying is only true or applicable in Maryland.

3. Initial Research

There is no substitute for thoroughly understanding the topic you are trying to explain.
If you are writing about an area of law in which you don’t have 10,000 hours of experience, most of your time
will be spent learning!

e Start broadly
0 When creating new content for the site, review a number of resources. Begin with
secondary sources to get an overview of the subject. New content should rely on a number
of reputable sources. These are a good place to start:

o The Conference of Maryland Court Law Library Directors Recommended
Treatises (see http://mdcourts.gov/lawlib/audiences/cclib/cclib.html)

. Texts by reputable publishers, particularly those with materials designed for
self-represented litigants

. Pleading Causes of Action in Maryland

o Maryland Law Encyclopedia

. American Law Reports

. News items from the Daily Record, the Washington Post, the Baltimore Sun, or
other reputable news organizations

. The 90-day report from the General Assembly’s website

e I|dentify all relevant Maryland primary law
0 PLL articles should identify and link to relevant primary law sources. Because some laws are
available from multiple different websites, PLL has standardized on the following sites to link
for the various types of law.
. Statutes:
http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/webmga/frmStatutes.aspx?pid=statpage&tab=sub

ject5
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. Rules: http://government.westlaw.com/linkedslice/default.asp?sp=mdc-1000

. Regulations: http://www.dsd.state.md.us/comar/

. Case law: Content should not liberally cite case law. A PLL article is not a legal
memorandum. Cases often require expertise to interpret, and not all cases are
freely available. Important cases may be listed among the resources to
investigate, however. Content may cite to cases when the case in question has
a clear definitive statement of the law easily understandable by a lay party.
Case citations do not need to follow each reference to the case. One citation in
Blue Book form on the first reference to the case will suffice.

4. Organize your research into a “Reader-Directed” Draft

The research process will yield a great volume of unsorted information. You must take care in sorting the
information and presenting it in a way that will help readers and answer their questions.

4.1. Introduction

Include an introductory sentence or paragraph that gives context for the topic, and explains to the reader
what is included, and what is not included, in the article. Give some indication where a reader can turn if
they are looking for information that is not included.

Start with the thirty-thousand foot view of the topic you will cover, and then zoom in. Here are two mental
exercises that may help you develop a high-level summary:

e Try to summarize your topic in 20 words.

e Imagine explaining your topic to a 12-year old.

4.2. Organization of concepts

There are often multiple ways to split up a topic and present it. Sometimes the organization scheme that is
easiest for the writer makes the article much harder for a reader to absorb.

For example, you could organize an article according to the code sections or book volumes where you initially
found the information. This is a great way to be sure you include all the relevant information. However, that
approach forces the reader to read a great deal of extra information, and decide which relates to the reader’s
own situation.

Generally, PLL articles will be organized around likely audience questions.

Go back and review the questions and answers you generated in response to the Audience Focus
Questions in Section 2.1.

It’s a good idea to use bolded section headers that are in the form of questions, asked from the reader’s
point of view.

Since you will not be present to guide the reader or answer the actual questions that arise, you must
anticipate their questions as you write. Imagine explaining the topic verbally, and mentally “listen” for the
questions that would flow from your explanation.

If you have no idea what questions a reader would have, talk to someone who regularly helps people

navigate this area of law.
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If you are explaining a process, keep the steps in sequence. Use bullets or numbers. After each step,
mentally “listen” for the questions that might arise, and answer them. Present processes in a single sweep,
without requiring the reader’s eyes to jump around the page any more than necessary.

4.3. Get practical, fast.

Clarity: The Big Picture

Most Important

Important

The average session duration for People’s Law is less than two minutes. People are reading your article to
understand how to take action, given their circumstances. Keep general discussions of doctrine, history, and
policy to a minimum. Help your audience solve a problem. In each paragraph, state your conclusion first,
then back it up.

Again, consider the Audience Focus Questions from Section 2.1. Make sure that you answer questions 3 and
4 at the beginning of your article.

5. Edit for Simplicity

Statutory Language versus Plain Language

“Statutory language” (the language of statutes and other legal rules) is constructed to stand the test
of time. .... The wording must be applicable the day it is drafted as well as years into the future,
when lawyers will rely on it to measure situations as yet undetermined. That’s why statutory
language contains so many qualifiers and apparently redundant descriptive clauses in an attempt to
be precise. ...

Plain language is not meant to stand as law, but to communicate efficiently and directly.

Untangling the Law: Strategies for Legal Writers, by Kristin R. Woolever, Wasdworth, Inc., © 1987.

Simplify wording without losing meaning. New content should clearly state the problem or legal issue that
the information addresses. Content should be written in plain language as much as possible. We aim to
provide content at a sixth grade reading level.

o Keep your sentences short. Break long sentences into multiple shorter sentences.
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Maryland People’s Law Library Writing Guide: A style guide for reviewers, editors, and authors
Rev. 4.1, October 2014

e Use shorter, common words. (“lawyer”, instead of “attorney”; “follow”
instead of “conform”) If you must use a complex word or term of art, and a

simpler term just doesn’t exist, provide a definition. Plaln

e Use terms consistently throughout the document. (Don’t switch from “senior .
citizens” to “elderly.”) EﬂgllSh

e Write in the active voice, unless you have a specific reason not to. fOl'

e Use personal pronouns. (Consider referring to the reader as “you.”)

e Use the command form (imperative mood) to explain a process, but do so Lawyers
carefully. “Should” is tricky. We are not offering advice. However, when
explaining a process, you can use the command form to direct the reader FIFTH EDITION

through the process. Readers want instructions.

e Turning verbs into nouns (nominalizations) makes for long-winded, unclear
sentences. (“Usage of cell phones in court is prohibited,” is less clear than, Richard C. Wadick
“Don’t use cell phones in court.”)

e  Check your document with a readability tool. Microsoft Word contains a little-
known tool that will tell you the grade-level of your writing. You just have to turn it on.
(http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/word-help/test-your-document-s-readability-HP010148506.aspx)

Because PLL articles are summaries of the law (and not complete restatements), you do not need to spell out
every legal possibility. However, make intentional choices about what topics to omit, and provide accurate
" “generally;” and others.

” oy

hedges. Hedges include, “for example;” “including;

6. Edit for Visual Clarity

Clarity: The Big Picture

http://www.nngroup.com/articles/f-shaped-pattern-reading-web-content

e Readers often scan a page in an F-shape. They read the first line and then scan down the left side
of the page. Pack your most important words into the top and left.

o Dense paragraphs of text are difficult to navigate. Use white space, and use bolded section headers.
It is useful to use questions, phrased from the point of view of the reader, as section headers.

o Readers may ONLY read your headings and subheadings. Use the headings to pull the reader into
the paragraph!
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e Use numbered or bulleted lists to clarify the steps in a process.

e Consider using a graphical illustration.

e Inthe first sentence of each paragraph, lead off with the general rule, stated in simple words. Follow
with a concise summary of points, elements, exceptions, etc.

e Consider including an example. Italicize the example to set it apart on the page. (You may also wish
to italicize the roadmap/introduction at the top of the page.)

e Annotate with citations to Maryland statutes or regulations.

7. Verify Accuracy

This is the order of priorities:
1. First, be accurate.
2. Second, be clear.
3. Third, be artful.

When you have edited and reedited for clarity, go back and make sure you are still meeting priority one.
8. Style Guide

e PLL does not use footnotes or endnotes. Our most common annotation is a link to the text of a
statute or regulation after the discussion of that law. Those links come immediately after the
paragraph in which the law is discussed.

e Very occasionally, you may link within the text to another PLL page, a government website, or
another reliable resource. However, most of the helpful links we give readers will remain at the right
side of the page in a special menu.

o Identify key helpful links to other reliable websites, so they can be included in the right-hand menu.

e Because PLL is a practical summary of the law aimed at a public audience, and not a scholarly journal,
you don’t need to cite for very basic concepts that a lawyer would readily be able to establish.
Remember however, that lawyers do use the site. If you are making a statement a lawyer might
wish to use, it is a good idea to identify the statutory text you rely on, and to include the citation
after the paragraph.

9. Finishing the Job

9.1. Choose a good title

The title is almost everything. The vast majority of site traffic comes from Google. First, the title should
respond to the reader’s natural question. Try to include the keywords the reader will likely use in their
Google search. That will help your article to show up in the Google search results.

Next, the title should be engaging. You need to convince the reader to choose your article from the Google
search results list. The title could once again be a question from the point of view of the reader. Or it could
be a “promise” of what the reader will find by clicking on the article. One excellent page title on the site is
this: “Example of a Good Demand Letter.”

9.2. Tell readers where they can find more help.

Identify key helpful links to other reliable websites, so they can be included in the right-hand menu.
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9.3. Proofread!

By the time you have researched your article, you have developed the Curse of Knowledge:

1. You now know so much about this topic that it is easy to lose sight of the one thing your reader
needs to read.

2. Because you know what you meant to say, it is easy to be blind to the ambiguities that will prevent
your readers from understanding your words.

Example: This sentence has 7 meanings, depending which word you stress as you read it:
I never said she stole my money.

e Read mischievously. Try to “break” your writing. Try to misinterpret it. Then fix it so you can’t.
e Get someone else to read it.
0 A colleague: another set of eyes.
0 Afamily member (someone with no legal training): is it understandable?
0 An experienced practitioner: is it correct?
e  Press [Ctrl + P]. Print your writing. Read it OUT LOUD, from PAPER.
e Learn to recognize red flags. Sometimes, passive voice and nominalizations are appropriate.
However, they always serve as red flags, reminding to you re-read. Often, they are pointers to places
you can edit for clarity.

9.4. Donating your words

When you submit or post your work with PLL, you are donating it to PLL. We are grateful for your service.
We like to recognize your work with an attribution. However, at times we have to edit or decommission
articles.

10. Sample PLL articles

Can the state take my stuff? Seizure and Civil Forfeiture of Property
http://www.peoples-law.org/can-state-take-my-stuff-seizure-and-civil-forfeiture-property

Filing a Motion in a Maryland Circuit Court
http://www.peoples-law.org/filing-motion-maryland-circuit-court

Basics of Forming and Maintaining Cooperatives in Maryland
http://www.peoples-law.org/basics-forming-and-maintaining-cooperatives-maryland

11. Helpful Resources

e Plain English for Lawyers, 51" ed., Richard C. Wydick, © 2005.

Untangling the Law: Strategies for Legal Writers, Kristin R. Woolever, © 1987.

Made to Stick: Why some ideas survive and others die, Chip Heath and Dan Heath, © 2007.
Legal Writing in Plain English: A text with exercises, 2" ed., Bryan A. Garner, © 2013.
Writing for Self-Represented Litigants: A guide for Maryland’s courts and civil legal services
providers, Maryland Access to Justice Commission, © 2012.

e http://openadvocate.org/writeclearly/
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