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Legal Writing Tips is a weekly on-line newsletter about legal writing that is designed to help law 
students develop a professional legal voice by offering helpful points about grammar, syntax, 
rhetoric, punctuation, and style; discussing research about legal writing; and making information 
available about legal writing resources. 
 
 

THINKING ABOUT LEGAL WRITING: 
Writing Good Paragraphs with Topic Sentences   

 
 
 

 
This writing tip is the eight of several writing tips in the form of “jottings” that are based on the 
Guide to Legal Writing Style by Terri LeClercq (3rd ed., Aspen, 2004). It also provides 
information about some helpful resources for writing a law-school research paper. 
 
Let’s begin by considering Chapter 1 of Terri LeClercq’s Guide to Legal Writing Style. 
 
In Chapter 1, LeClercq begins her discussion of “micro” organization by defining a paragraph as a 
basic unit of composition; she says that the rule of thumb is: “One idea deserves one paragraph.”  
  
LeClercq refers to Richard Larson’s three categories of paragraph theory: 
  
1. “Paragraphs are expanded sentences, governed by syntactical forces.” What does the phrase 
“syntactical forces” mean? Can you think of examples of “syntactical forces” in legal texts that 
you have read?  Can you think of an example in legal texts that you have written? 
 
 2. “Paragraphs are self-contained units of writing with their own unique principles.” Can you 
think of examples of these principles? How would these principles work in a paragraph? Why? 
  
3. “Paragraphs are parts of overall discourse, informed by the strategies a writer chooses for the 
overall piece.”  How do strategies inform discourse and contribute to paragraphing? What would 
be an example in a legal text?  
  
Imagine yourself as a legal writer: When do you paragraph your legal text? What makes you 
decide to paragraph a legal text and why?  
 
Effective writers think in terms of paragraphs, whereas less skilled writers think in terms of 
sentences and even more less skilled writers think in terms of words.  
   
Paragraphs, sentences, clauses, phrases, words...  Can you define these terms? Can you think of 
examples of what they refer to and how they are used in legal texts? 
 
Imagine yourself as a legal writer:  Do you think in terms of words?  Phrases?  Sentences?  
Paragraphs?  Do you find that the kind of text you are writing makes a difference regarding your 
basic unit of composition? Why? 
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LeClercq says that just as the whole text requires a thesis statement, a paragraph requires a topic sentence. 
  
Topic sentences are very important because they play a number of important roles: 
  
1. Topic sentences introduce the main idea within the paragraph. 
2. Topic sentences set the boundaries for the paragraph. 
3. Topic sentences help tie paragraphs together through the use of transitions. 
  
LeClercq says that effective topic sentences need “cueing transitions” to help the reader keep on track. What does 
she mean? Can you think of an example in a legal text? 
  
In a multi-paragraph text, you should be able to identify the topic sentence of each paragraph. The topic sentence 
should be a perfect introduction and/or conclusion to the content of its paragraph. Read separately, the topic 
sentences should inform the reader of each step of an analysis. Read together, the topic sentences should form a 
coherent paragraph. 
  
LeClercq offers a very helpful technique to check for coherence in a multi-paragraph text:  As you edit your 
rough draft, separate each topic sentence from your text and examine each one to make sure it is a strong 
introduction to the main idea of that paragraph. Then examine the coherence of the topic sentences as they relate 
to the overall thesis set-up by seeing whether the topic sentences form a coherent paragraph. 
  
Imagine yourself as a legal writer: Have you ever used such a technique? Can you imagine yourself using such a 
technique?  How and why?  
 
 

*     *     * 
 

Writing Resources for a Law-School Seminar Paper 
 
United States Law Week. This weekly publication provides a current analysis of significant federal and state 
cases in all practice areas as well as important legislative and regulatory developments. The “Circuit Split 
Roundup” section is included periodically in the “Legal News” section of the General binder. You can flip 
through the News section until you see “Circuit Split Roundup” or access it via the General Index under the 
heading “Courts and Procedure, Federal” and the subheading “Circuit Appeals Courts decisional disagreements, 
monthly roundup.” 
  
Current Index to Legal Periodicals (CILP).  This current awareness tool provides quick access to the contents of 
over 500 legal periodicals, either through the Table of Contents or organized within 100 legal subjects. Law 
review articles are indexed here 4-6 weeks before they are indexed by commercial legal periodical indexes such 
as LegalTrac or the Index to Legal Periodicals. 
 
BNA, Finding a Topic/Case on Which to Write.  This PowerPoint presentation describes the use of Bureau of 
National Affairs (BNA) publications for locating topics for notes and comments.http://subscript.bna.com/pic2/
lsll.nsf/id/JSCY-6F6MNG?OpenDocument 
 
BNA, Locating Paper Topics.  This pamphlet describes using BNA's topical newsletters and alert services. http://
subscript.bna.com/pic2/lsll.nsf/id/MBER-62QNS5?OpenDocument  
 


