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Cardinal rule in journalism:

GET IT RIGHT.



OOPS!





Set yourself up for (editing) success.

Create a schedule that allows you to step away after 
you’re done writing and come back to edit with fresh eyes.



Three phases:
High-level edit (organization)
Mid-level edit (content)
Low-level edit (details)

“First we get the rocks out, Alice. Then we get the pebbles out. Then we get 
the sand out, and the writer’s voice rises. No harm done.”

–Mary Norris, Between You & Me: Confessions of a Comma Queen



1. High-level edit



The organization- and presentation-focused edit

● Does the piece of writing accurately portray what you think is the 
most important?
○ As a general principle, is your best argument first?

● Is it appealing?
○ Does the structure and formatting make your reader want to 

read it?







Let’s apply these principles to the law.



Source:
Bryan A. Garner, The Winning 
Brief 449 (3d ed. 2014)

Use design to 
depict a 
patent’s 
background.



Use a map to 
illustrate an 
argument.



Use photos 
to show an 
open and 
obvious 
danger.



Use headings 
and lists to 
organize and 
break up your 
text.





2. Mid-level edit



The content-focused edit

● Does the placement of your paragraphs make sense?
○ The inverted pyramid 



● Are your arguments cogent?
○ Get rid of that legalese!

● Slowly read your writing out loud and actively listen. 
○ It may be during this mid-level edit that you 

realize you need visuals or graphics to help 
illustrate your points.



3. Low-level edit



Succinct language

● Each sentence should be tight 
and snappy

● Search the document for 
these words and replace with 
stronger verbs, if possible:

○ Is, are, was, were, has, 
had, have, really, very

● Thesaurus.com is your friend!



Agents’ response was slowed by chaos after Uvalde shooting



Original:
Though the crowd was small, the energy brought to the 
event made it feel like a stadium performance.

Edited:
Although small in numbers, the audience emitted the energy 
of a stadium performance.

→ 18 words

→ 13 words



Original:
Plaintiff’s request for an injunction in this case is in reality 
nothing more than a restatement of their claim for money 
damages.

Edited:
Plaintiffs’ request for an injunction just rehashes their claim 
for money damages.

→ 22 words

→ 12 words



Final chance to catch “minor” errors

● Are words missing?
● Did you use an incorrect 

word?
● Is the manner in which you 

refer to the parties 
consistent?

● Did you consistently use 
abbreviations?



The last step: Cite check

● Encourage students to join a journal—that’s the best way 
to improve citations.



A legal (or nonlegal) stylebook can help 
to introduce students to these ideas.



Stylebooks

Suggestion: Require your students to 
read one stylebook. Ask students to 
present one section/rule each class.

● Redbook: ~$75

● The Winning Brief: ~$60

● MoUS: ~$20

● Strunk & White: ~$15



Questions?

Kirsten Williams
kirstenewilliams25@gmail.com

“In my experience, the really great writers enjoy the editorial process.”

–Mary Norris, Between You & Me: Confessions of a Comma 
Queen
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