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FROM PERIPHERAL TO PIVOTAL:
THE ROLE OF LEGAL WRITING IN THE
MODERN LAW SCHOOL MISSION

KARIN MIKA!

Legal Writing, once considered peripheral to a quality legal
education, has evolved into one of the most important components of the
law school curricula and legal education. However, the journey from the
margins to the forefront of legal education has not been straightforward.
Prior to the 1980s, most law schools did not offer organized Legal Writing
programs, dismissing the subject as little more than remedial grammar
instruction.? This view diminished the role of Legal Writing and anyone
who taught Legal Writing.

Legal Writing teachers, who were mostly called “instructors”
(rather than professors) were often relegated to low-paying, part-time
positions without job security or status. 3 Because the field was dominated
by females who were doing part-time, low paid labor, Legal Writing began
to be known as the “pink ghetto”* and not taken seriously by the legal
academy.

Law schools often “capped” the contracts of Legal Writing teachers
so that those teaching Legal Writing had to find other employment after
two or three years.> This did not enable the development of any level of
professionalism because few programs could develop consistency.
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Moreover, because of the negligible status of Legal Writing, legal
publishers found no need to publish Legal Writing textbooks. The
concept of a Legal Writing course was considered transient and thus, not a
profitable area in which to publish.®

Pressure for Change: The 1970s and 1980s

By the 1970s and 1980s, however, both students and practicing
attorneys began voicing their dissatisfaction with law schools for failing
to provide sufficient skills’ training. Students did not like the inconsistent
experience of having adjunct professors, many who were more available
than others, and law firms complained that new attorneys were entering
the profession without any practical skills.” There was a demand that law
schools respond to this problem.? In 1979, the ABA commissioned the
Cramton Report, which analyzed the curriculum of law schools and how
the legal academy should respond to the growing demand for skills’
teaching.’ It was the first of several reports that started a shift in the way
that legal education handled teaching skills.

Over the course of the following two decades, the ABA enacted new
accreditation standards that pressured law schools to incorporate skills
training into their curricula.!® Legal Writing programs began to emerge
and became a necessary part of first-year education. These programs
were designed to provide students with the fundamental tools they would
need to succeed in the legal profession. Nonetheless, skills teachers,
including Legal Writing “instructors” and clinical faculty, still faced
significant challenges in gaining recognition and respect within the
broader law school community.!! Most doctrinal faculty did not consider
skills training to be integral to the law school’s intellectual mission.
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The Fight for Status and Job Security: The 1990s

In the 1990s, the ABA increased its pressure on law schools to
develop programs that integrated practical skills with traditional legal
education. The new ABA standards encouraged law schools to place
greater emphasis on experiential learning, which included legal writing,
clinical work, and externships. Pressure from the ABA was particularly
significant for Legal Writing programs because law schools began to
recognize the importance of teaching students how to apply legal theory
to practice.!? Because of pressure on various fronts, first-year Legal
Writing became a mandatory course.’® As a consequence, the number of
full-time Legal Writing teachers greatly increased as did the
establishment of departments that developed cohesive programs.

Although some schools responded to these developments by
increasing their full-time Legal Writing hires and granting Legal Writing
faculty more status and stability, the shift was not uniform. Many schools
continued to treat Legal Writing teachers as second-class citizens within
the faculty hierarchy, offering limited job security, minimal pay, and little
opportunity for advancement. Despite these challenges, Legal Writing
professionals pushed forward, advocating for greater recognition of their
role in training competent, practice-ready lawyers.'

Legal Writing teachers, recognizing the importance of their work,
began organizing themselves into professional organizations such as the
Legal Writing Institute (LWI)'® and the Association of Legal Writing
Directors (ALWD).!” These organizations provided a forum for Legal
Writing teachers to share resources, develop best practices, and push for
greater professional recognition. Over time, these efforts began to bear
fruit, as more law schools acknowledged the essential role that legal
writing played in preparing students for legal practice.
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The Modern Era: Legal Writing as a Core Component of

Legal Education

Today, Legal Writing programs have become a central part of legal
education, often regarded as the most important course that students take
in law school.!® Far from being a remedial course in teaching grammar and
sentence structure, modern Legal Writing programs teach students how to
think, write, and argue like lawyers. These courses provide a solid
foundation in legal analysis, research, and advocacyj, skills that are
indispensable for any aspiring attorney.!"

In many law schools, Legal Writing teachers are now full-time,
tenure-track faculty members (or have long term contracts) who have a
voice in the governance of the institution.?’ Although there are still
disparities in status and compensation between Legal Writing faculty and
traditional doctrinal faculty at some schools, the progress made over the
past few decades is undeniable. Legal Writing teachers are no longer
relegated to the margins; they are at the forefront of developing
innovative curricula that respond to the evolving needs of the legal
profession.?! Legal Writing teachers, who are generally now known as
professors, have also become integral to the life of the academy, engaging
in scholarship, becoming deans of numerous schools, and becoming
contributing members of the international legal community.

One of the key areas where Legal Writing programs have shown
leadership is in the integration of technology and online learning into
legal education. As law schools increasingly offer hybrid or fully online
programs, Legal Writing professionals, who have always been at the
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forefront of developing active learning exercises,?? are at the forefront of
expanding these techniques into the digital era. This expertise is critical
as legal education adapts to new methods of delivery, ensuring that
students continue to receive rigorous training in the core competencies of
legal practice.”

Innovation and the Future of Legal Writing

Legal Writing programs have not only expanded in scope but have
always been at the forefront of innovative and improved teaching
methodology.?* It was professors in Legal Writing who first incorporated
tech tools, such as the early word processors that enabled the computer
composition of assignments, grading assignments electronically, and even
encouraging the integration of Lexis and Westlaw into the Legal Writing
curriculum (often over the objections of doctrinal colleagues).? Today,
they continue to innovate by incorporating new technologies and
adapting assessments to meet the needs of a diverse student body.?* This
pioneering spirit has positioned Legal Writing faculty as key players in the
development of online legal education.

As the legal profession increasingly relies on technology and
artificial intelligence, Legal Writing courses are evolving to ensure
students are prepared for this shifting landscape.?” Legal Writing
programs are pioneering the use of online simulations, virtual feedback
sessions, and digital peer-review processes, enabling students to refine
their writing and research skills in dynamic, tech-enhanced
environments.? By embracing these innovations, Legal Writing programs
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not only remain relevant but are also leading the way in the broader
transformation of legal education. %
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