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Going to the Experts to Move Students from Skeptics to Believers

By Laura Reilly, SUNY Buffalo

t some point, most students
become skeptical about
whether their research and

writing professors are “really” teaching
them skills used in the world outside
law school walls. My students were
beginning their second semester, when

I teach persuasive writing. I continued
my mantras to write clearly, simply, and
concisely, just as the students wrote for
objective writing. Hard-fought summer
opportunities were quickly approaching
and my honeymoon period of sheepish
agreement from the students was over.

I sensed my students were wondering
how the “Reilly way” of writing would
translate in

the real world.
How would
their acceptance
of my writing
requirements
help them
succeed in their
jobs they fought
so hard to
secure?

Sure enough,

students would write to me throughout
the summer after the year they had
research and writing that yes, indeed,
they were incorporating what they
learned in my class into their jobs. Many
students expressed genuine shock that
their bosses praised their work when
they followed my advice, handouts, and
templates.

I decided to solicit expert advice to
assure my students that what I was
teaching was what practicing attorneys
and judges in the real world expect. Over
a period of five years, I wrote to United
States Supreme Court justices, judges
on the Second Circuit Court of Appeals,
New York Court of Appeals judges,
and New York Appellate Division
judges. Over the years, response from
the judiciary has been overwhelming.
Among others, I received responses
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from Supreme Court Chief Justices
Rehnquist and Roberts, and Associate
Justices Ginsburg, Breyer, Scalia, Alito,
and Souter; New York Court of Appeals
Chief Judge Kaye and Associate Judges
Graffeo, Pigott; and Second Circuit Chief
Judge Dennis Jacobs. (See samples on
page 11.)

I asked the judges, as expert readers

of briefs, what is the one best attribute
of a brief? Not surprisingly, the
responses were consistent. The most
common responses to my question
were: the lawyer must know what point
she is trying to make; write clearly;
write concisely; present her argument

Many students expressed genuine
shock that their bosses praised their
work when they followed my advice,
handouts, and templates.

simply; recognize and focus only on the
strongest points; and be scrupulously
honest with her audience. These
responses successfully supported my
teaching.

My personal favorite piece of advice
came from Judge Richard Wesley of the
Second Circuit. Judge Wesley’s advice
was that lawyers should always try to
be good teachers. “Strive to teach and
success will be yours.” Judge Wesley
eloquently, authoritatively, and expertly
explained a judge’s perspective of a brief
—something I can only strive to do in my
classroom.

Every year, I distribute the judges’
responses to my classes during the first
week of second semester. After having
some fun looking at how the judges
write personal correspondence (so much
easier to read than their opinions!) and

analyzing their signatures, the students
are genuinely thrilled to discover that
their burgeoning writing habits will,
indeed, be appreciated—even expected—in
the real world.

There are a few take-aways from
providing the judge responses to
students—some that I had not expected.
First, students crave reassurance the
skills they learn in research and writing
are the same skills they will need to
use outside of law school. By bringing
in expert opinions to concretely show
“my” rules are the same as those used
by practitioners, I am able to sway my
skeptics into believers. Second, once I
can show the students
my core rules are the
same as those expected
and appreciated in
the outside world, the
students more readily
accept the new rules
Iintroduce. Third,

my correspondence
with the judiciary has
allowed me to teach
my students to never
be afraid to ask anyone about anything.
Many of my students come to law
school straight from college and would
never think to ask an authority figure a
question. The bonus of talking through
the judges’ responses with students
has been the opportunity to discuss the
idea of “nothing to lose, everything to
gain” by going straight to the top of any
organization to ask questions and obtain
information.

(See letters from the judiciary on page 11.)

Laura Reilly is a member of the Legal
Analysis, Writing, and Research faculty at
SUNY Buffalo.



Going to the Experts to Move Students from Skeptics to Believers: Letters from the Judiciary

— continued from page 10 Laura Reilly

Fram:
Sent:
Subject:

Dwear Professor Raily,

faliow. Hoga this helbs.

<Richard_Wisleyca? uscowts.gov>
To <Ingilly @buifalo.edu>

Wadnesday, May 27, 2009 11:28 AM
One Pieca of Advice

| apalogize for the lateness of my raply 1o your letber of May Sth, My one piece of advice is that lawyens
should abways iry bo be good teachers. A good brel 1eaches the reader Booul the controversy= il hits an easy ta
follow description of the facts—and then gives the resder a bluaprind of how he case should be resolved inthe
conteod of the particulas scls 8t hand and the over arching legal pringiples for the area of the law 1hat is in play.
Too often lawyers develop myopia with regard 1o thei case—Thay wan to show they understand each and every
minuts aspect of tha mattar, Thay forget that the judgpes who wil resd the briefs have not lived with the caso as
long a% the liveyers. In sddilion the judges may not be as famiar the legal issues involved-- Cardozo once sakd
that the Moew York Court of Agpeals was & bunch of “wretched generalsts,” Strive to leach and success will

Richard C. Wasley

Supreme Conrt of the Mnited States
Waslington, 1. . 20383

CHAMBERA GF
SJUSTICE DAVID H, SCUTER

September 29, 2004

Dear Ms. Reilly:

I'm not sure that I could isolate one "mast important
characteristic” of good appellate argument. There are 2 number of
very important characteristics, but if you foree me to choose one,
this is it: the lawyer has to know what point he's trying to make,

Yours sincerely,

Ao Lz
At bl

Ms, Laura Reilly

University of Buffalo Law School
John Lord O'Brian Hall

Buffalo, New York 14260

=Neer fymﬂé'hisé‘u,btm ount
HAppellate Drivision, Fourth Dicpartmant
9 £ Flllensy Spus
Bath, =i Lok rgsfarorrs
oty Serprpb-phisy
dﬁ;ﬂ- [ Fan) doyratpis
May 28, 2008

University &t Bultalo Law School
John Lord O"Brian Hall
Buifalo, NY 14260-1100

Attention: Laura Reilly
Dear Ms. Reilly:

Thank you for your letter dated May 5, 2009 requesting one piecs of
advice 1o give your students regarding the most imporant characteristics of an
appellant argument, | can answer your question in four words: ba clear and
concige, Of coursa, it goes without saying, that the issuwes must be wall
researched and thal the attomey must understand the facts and law supporting
his or her case, as well as that of the opposing party, However, if the tacts and
Law are nol présentad in a clear and conclse manner in order for the Court to
urvdarstand the attomay's weithan and oral argumaents, the client is nob wel
sanved,

Wary truly yours,

N

HJSkah

CeAN pEE S
FHE CHIEF JUBTICE

Laura Reilly
John Lord O'Brian Hall
Buffalo, New Yorbk 14260=-1130
Dear Ms. Reilly,

I can think of no batter

Fupreine Gourt of e Wnited Stnleo
Wi bptee o, W, o,

Upniveraity at Buffales Law Schoal
The State University of Hew York

advica

LGN

Qoctober 4, Z004

Lo give Lo yvour

students in the course on writing appellate briefs and
argument to an appsllate court than that given long ago by
Juatice Story of our Court: "In the law, the power of cleaar

atatemant is evaervithing.™
A’ % E%W
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