
Professor Shields

Legal Practice II

Writing Sample Guidance

Because you may want to work on transforming either your open or closed memo into a writing sample before classes begin, I’ve put together this handout to help you with that process.

Your writing sample will perform a critical function in your job search because it will send a very important message about you.  The recipient of a writing sample knows that you have complete control over what you submit.  Consequently, the recipient expects that your writing sample represents the best work you are capable of producing.  You want it to do just that.

When selecting a piece to use as a writing sample, keep in mind that your prospective employer is looking for a skilled researcher, legal thinker, and writer.  As a result, the open research memo is probably your best choice for your writing sample because it showcases all three skills.

Generally, employers will want you to limit your writing sample to no more than ten pages.  Therefore, you need to decide which parts of your memo will be of greatest interest to your prospective employer.  The Discussion section will likely be the most interesting section to a prospective employer, with the Question Presented/Brief Answer combination coming in second.  

To the extent your memo is longer than ten pages, below are step-by-step tips for paring it down to the desired length.
1. Copy your memo into a new document and delete the Statement of Facts section.
2. Select all of the text and change it to an 11- or 12-point font.
3. If your writing sample is still longer than ten pages, use single spacing for the body of your Question Presented and Brief Answer Paragraphs.  If your writing sample still exceeds ten pages, omit the Question Presented and Brief Answers sections.
4. Rather than general end comments, I wrote my comments for the Open Memo in the margins to identify specific changes you should consider when transforming your piece into a writing sample.  To the extent you have questions about any of my comments, please come see me.

Once you have a piece that is within the ten-page limit, you need to give your reader context.  You can provide the necessary context with a cover memo that describes a bit about your writing sample.  The cover memo does not count as toward the ten-page limit.  

Use the same heading on the cover memo that you use at the top of your resume.  Make sure that all the materials you are submitting to a prospective employer uses the same headings, font type, and quality of paper (for paper submissions) so that your application package immediately gives the impression that you are well organized and professional. 

 
Thereafter, use a title to identify the submission as your writing sample.  The text that follows should identify the source of the writing sample, the legal issue(s) addressed in the piece, and the sections that were omitted in the interest of brevity.  Also, if you omit the Statement of Facts, you’ll want to briefly describe the relevant client facts that gave rise to the legal issue(s) addressed in your writing sample.


The next page of this handout contains an example of a cover page for a writing sample.  

EXAMPLE OF COVER PAGE FOR 

WRITING SAMPLE

[Use Same Heading That Is On Your Resume]

NAME

ADDRESS

TELEPHONE NUMBER

E-MAIL ADDRESS

Writing Sample

The attached writing sample is based on a Legal Practice assignment I completed during …...  I represented …  The purpose of the assignment was to research and draft a memo addressing whether… 

In the interest of brevity, I have omitted the Questions Presented/Short Answers and the Statement of Facts.  The pertinent facts are briefly as follows:…….  

The complete memorandum is available for review upon request.

Once you have selected the portion of the memo that you are going to use for your writing sample and drafted your cover memo, use my margin comments to work on making substantive revisions.  Pay particular attention to overview paragraphs, thesis paragraphs, and topic sentences because readers who are skimming a writing sample will often pay particular attention to those components.  Furthermore, a reader unfamiliar with the subject matter will rely on those components to guide them through the piece. 


Also, to the extent that you omit relevant information when you deleted text from your memo (e.g., full names of parties or defined terms), make sure that you provide the full names and/or create the defined terms again (e.g., TruElec of SoCal, Inc. (“TruElec”)), the first time used in the Discussion section of the memo. 
When you finish your substantive revisions, you are ready to put on the finishing touches.  You must make your writing sample visually appealing.  The reader must get past this threshold before considering the substance of your piece.  What can you do to make sure your writing sample passes this threshold?

· Make sure the sentences and paragraphs are easy to read 
· Eliminate all errors in writing and Bluebooking.  You must be absolutely meticulous about this.  A typo or incorrect citation may be all that stands between you and someone else getting the job.  Attention to detail is an important quality in an attorney, and details such as correct citations, including pinpoint cites as appropriate, are an easy way for a prospective employer to evaluate whether you possess this quality.

· Make it look good visually – pdf format, consistent font & text size.  For paper applications, use good quality paper (same as your resume) and clear print.

· Create a header that begins on the second page of the actual writing sample that sets forth your name and the page number.   You want to consistently remind the reader that you are the author of this magnificent piece!  The header should appear in the upper right hand corner and might look something like this:

Writing Sample
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· As a final check, have another person – someone you trust to take great care with the responsibility you are bestowing on him or her – and ask that person to read the piece very carefully for any errors you may have missed.  Once you get the green light from your careful reader, you will have a writing sample that you can be proud to provide to prospective employers!
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