The Nuts & Bolts of Teaching Legal Writing --Part 2
Planning the Syllabus, Planning for the Classroom

Mary Beth Beazley, Moritz College of Law, The Ohio State University

|. Planning the Syllabus

Don’'t Reinvent the Wheel! Consult Sample Syllabi in Teacher’s Manuals of

Textbooks or from Your Colleaguesat Your School or Other Schools.

A.

B.

C.
D.

A.

B.

B.

Note types of assignments, number of assignments, and revisions of
assignments.

Note the days allowed for writing drafts, critiquing drafts, conferencing, and
revision.

Note the topics covered and when in the semester they are covered.

Note what is included beyond the course schedule (e.g., honor code, late paper
policies, grading information, etc.).

Prepareto Schedule Your Time and the Students Time

Use a hard copy of a calendar to visualize days available for critiquing,
conferencing, and revision.

Note any requirements for an early finish for legal writing courses and note or
decide on due date/time requirements (e.g., before first class of day).

Mark course days and times on your calendar so you can relate due dates to
course dates (e.g., do you want papers due the day before, day of, or Monday
after a class meeting?).

Be aware of non-legal writing events you must take into account, e.g., break
week, religious holidays, practice exams.

Work Out the Schedule
A.

May want to work backwards from the end of the semester, starting with final
final due date. Relate class agendas to due dates of outlines, drafts, etc.

Allow yourself adequate time to critique and return papers between turn-in
dates and conference dates. Plan to return critiqued student papers at |east one
day before the conference.

Allow students adequate time for revision between conference dates and final
draft due dates. If conference dates must be spread out, consider staggered
due dates, tied to conference dates.
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Identify categoriesto keep in mind when scheduling, e.g., “ Conference week,”
“Critique week,” “Revision week,” etc. as away of identifying who is doing
what during each week (e.g., some weeks you may be critiquing while your
students are drafting a different project).

Decide What Other Materialsto Include

A.

B.

Some details can be helpful, but reserve the right to make changes (and state it
in the syllabus).

Including an item on the syllabus signalsits significance to the students (e.g.,
late paper policies, honor code).

Be yourself —it’s okay to have a syllabus that doesn’'t ook like the sample in
your teacher’s manual. Just be sure to include everything you need.

. 1f you think you might have to make changes as the semester progresses (e.g.,

an updated syllabus), warning the students early will preserve your credibility.

[1. Planning for the Classroom

Goalsof the Legal Writing Course

A.

B.

C.

Help students use research and writing as away to learn, think, and
communicate about legal issues

Help students understand specific reader needs and expectations so that they
can produce documents that meet those needs and expectations

Help students become self-learners to continue learning what you can’t cover
thefirst year or even later in law school

General Guidelinesfor Effective Class Preparation

A.

Identify learning goals for each class, using progress on outside projects as a
guideline

Use the text(s) as a starting point: students should see that class work goes
beyond and enhances the value of the text materials.

Identify what techniques (see below) to use to achieve the learning goals
Create a class agenda, noting how much time you plan to spend on each
activity or discussion (as with children’s birthday parties, it’s usually better to
over-prepare)

Communicate your goals and agendas to the students as appropriate (e.g., a
roadmap at the beginning of class and a summary at the end can be effective)
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|deasfor Effective Whole-Class Work

A. Workshops
e Exercisesfrom text
e Research

0 Preresearch brainstorming
0 On-line or book exercisesin class
e Outlining legal analysis
e Citation Form
B. Discussion
e Discusssignificant case(s) or statutes relevant to the current legal problem
e Identify effective reading methods
C. Lecture(s) and Demonstrations
e Using WordPerfect/MSWord in class
e Annotated Examples
0 written annotations
o0 oral annotations
0 *Good v. Bad Examples
0 *Using Student Examples
e Using PowerPoint in the legal writing course

Techniquesfor Effective Small-Group Work

Require pre-class preparation

Assign focused tasks

Give explicit directions (e.g., on board, overhead, PowerPoint)

Impose and enforce time limits

Report and evaluate results

Note that result of group work does not mean thisis one and only and best way
to accomplish this. (Particularly when using a current assignment as basis for
group work)

mTmoo®>»

Optionsfor Individual In-Class Work

A. Short, in-class writing exercises
B. Individual research

Options Outside Class

A. Create a course web page

B. Usee-mail to supplement classtime
C. Field Trips
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Challengesin the Classroom

A. Handling student questions

Giveit your best shot

Handle it Socratically: ask it back, ask about the premise, ask another
revealing question

Ask therest of the class how they would answer it

If off-topic, suggest an after-class conversation or e-mail exchange
Create an atmosphere that welcomes questions but that doesn’t et them
interfere with effective teaching (It's okay to say “no questions’
sometimes)

B. Specia Challenges from students

The quiet student

The helium hand

The jokester

The very experienced student, (former English teacher), etc
The web surfer/instant messager

Common Pitfalls of the New Legal Writing Teacher

A. Over- or under-scheduling the semester

B. Assigning problems that are too difficult

C. Not articulating assignment or professionalism requirements
D. Unrealistic expectations of students (or of the teacher)
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