
PSCI 3100:  LEGAL RESEARCH AND WRITING - REVISED 
SPRING 2019 

TUESDAY/THURSDAY - 5:00 – 6:20 PM 
 
Instructor:   Dr. Wendy Watson 
Contact: wendy.watson@unt.edu  /  940-565-4413 
Office Hours:  M 10:30 – 12:00 / Th 2:30 – 4:00 
 
Course Description: 
 
On its most surface level, this course will introduce you to the mechanics of legal research and 
writing:  how to find legal documents; how to Shepardize and cite cases; how to format a law 
review article; and how to refine grammar, syntax, diction, and clarity in your writing. 
 
These are noble objectives.  After all, learning how to solve problems—and engaging in research 
is a fine example of problem-solving—and communicate are two of the most important skills 
you can learn in college.  However, this course is more fundamentally about critical thinking.  
How do you take a single conflict; place it in its historical, legal, or political context; and 
develop a novel argument about that conflict?   
 
In this course, we will endeavor to do all that using the tools lawyers use.  It is a tall order, but if 
you are up for the challenge, so am I. 
 
Students who successfully complete this course will be able to: 
 

• Work collaboratively to both give and receive criticism in the process of improving the 
quality of your work 

• Decompose a large project into smaller more manageable components 
• Engage in basic legal research using Lexis and other online research databases 
• Communicate using proper grammar and diction, with a more elegant style 
• Engage in analogical reasoning and employ other tools of legal analysis 
• Provide future employers or graduate/professional schools with a writing sample 

published in UNT’s constitutional journal, the Emerald Amicus. 
 
Text: 
 
There are two required texts for this course: 
 
Bryan A. Garner, Legal Writing in Plain English, Second Edition.  University of Chicago Press.   
 
Frederick Shauer, Thinking Like a Lawyer:  A New Introduction to Legal Reasoning, Reprint 
Edition. Harvard University Press. 
 
Any additional readings will be made available on the course Canvas page. 
 
 



Grades: 
 
Grades will be assessed on the following scale: 
 
A - 100 – 90%  B – 89.9 – 80%  C – 79.9 – 70%  
D – 69.9 – 60%  F - < 60% 
 
I use standard mathematical rounding, but I will not otherwise adjust grades.  Please do not ask.  
It will be awkward for us both. 
 
The components of your grade are as follows: 
 
Attendance    5% 
Exercises (6)    20% 
Short Papers (2)   20% 
Long Paper 
 Outline   5% 
 Annotated Bibliography 5% 
 First Draft   10% 
 Final Draft   20% 
Poster     5% 
Peer Evaluation   10% 
 
Attendance: 
 
Attendance in this course is critical.  We meet 28 times (not including our very first meeting).  I 
will take attendance at every meeting.  If you have a university-excused absence or a religious 
observation, you must let me know at least 48 hours in advance.  If you have a family emergency 
or illness that prevents you from attending class, you must notify me within 48 hours of missing 
class. 
 
Other than those excused absences, you can miss two classes without penalty.  After that, you 
will lose one percentage point off your course grade for each class you miss. 
 
Exercises: 
 
Throughout the semester, you will complete a number of take-home assignments on various 
research- and writing-related topics.  There are six such assignments.  Collectively they are 
worth 20% of your grade.  Each assignment is due at 5 PM on the due date and must be turned in 
through CANVAS (our learning management system).  That means you should probably plan to 
turn it in a little earlier than 5 PM so you can make it to class on time. 
 
Late work will be penalized by 10% if turned in within 24 hours of the due date and 25% if 
turned in within another 24 hours of that.  Exercises will receive a “0” if they are received more 
than 48 hours late. 
 



Short Papers: 
 
There are two very short papers in this class, both due in the first half of the semester.  The first 
asks you to summarize—in your own words—the petition that serves as the basis for your class 
project.  The second asks you to summarize, briefly, the argument you plan to make in your 
paper.  These papers should be between 250 and 350 words in length, no shorter and no longer. 
 
The purpose of these papers is to make sure you are tracking the content of your case (before you 
are irreparably behind), to give you some initial feedback on your writing style, and to force you 
to practice brevity.  Remember that a low word count is not permission to say nothing.  Rather, it 
is a demand that you say much with little. 
 
Long Paper: 
 
Your main project for this course is to write a paper, formatted like a law review article, of 
roughly 20 pages in length.  The paper is based on a petition pending before the Supreme Court 
at the start of the semester; the Court may dispose of your petition before the course is over, but 
that should not concern you.  Your approach to this case need not be strictly legal.  You can look 
at the content from an historical perspective, through the lens of economics, from the 
philosopher’s position … your approach is up to you, but it must be inspired by the case and 
must in some way touch on the Constitutional issue that is at the heart of the case. 
 
This may seem like a daunting task, but you have help.  First, I am here.  I will hold conferences 
will you before Spring Break to help you pin down your take on your case, and I am available 
throughout the semester.  Second, you have each other.  You will engage in significant formal 
peer review, and I hope your peer group will work together informally to support one another.  
Finally, you have the formal benchmarks I am setting as part of your grade: 
 
Outline:  Outlining is a key component of any good writing process, but it is particularly 
important in legal writing because legal writing depends heavily on headings and subheadings.  
A solid outline will leave you with a structure that readily falls into place. 
 
Annotated Bibliography:  I will require you to turn in a bibliography to verify that your research 
is taking you deep enough to provide a solid foundation for your work and that you are doing 
your research in a timely manner.  It may seem like an unnecessary hurdle, but you will thank me 
for it. 
 
First Draft:  Note that I do not say “rough draft.”  Your first draft is graded critically.  It will 
also, however, receive significant constructive feedback.  I will provide feedback on the content 
and organization; our grader will provide detailed line edits on three pages and more general line 
edits on another five; and you will get feedback from the members of your group. 
 
Final Draft:  The final draft of your paper will appear in the Emerald Amicus (unless you 
determine that you do not want it published in a public forum).  Because of the stakes, anyone 
who requests the additional time to edit their paper may take an incomplete in the course and 
have until the end of May, 2019, to complete editorial work on their paper. 



 
Poster: 
 
Part of this course involves presenting your work at an exhibition recognizing Constitution Day 
on September 17, 2019.  You will create a poster representation of your work.  I will provide a 
template for you to use and demonstrate how to use the template in a workshop toward the end of 
the semester.  If you are graduating before the fall semester, you should still create the poster 
template.  You are welcome to come back to present your work or have you poster displayed in 
your absence.  If you prefer, however, you can have a pass.  (Everyone else should participate; it 
is fun, and we had a law school rep there last year ….) 
 
Peer Review: 
 
Teamwork is an important part of this course.  You will be working on exercises in class 
together, reviewing each others’ work on a regular basis, and working within your team to lead 
discussion during out class meetings at the end of the semester.  If you do not participate 
regularly or if your participation is lackluster, the members of your group will suffer.  
Accordingly, 10% of your grade will be based on your peers’ evaluation of your contribution to 
the class environment:  were you on time, did you stay on task, did you provide constructive 
feedback, were you prepared?   
 
Course and University Policies: 

Course Environment:  This class is a place of learning.  The policies articulated below are 
meant to facilitate learning (they are not intended to be punitive).  I would like to “double down” 
on that policy.  I will not tolerate any sort of behavior that marginalizes members of this class or 
compromises their ability to learn.  If something is interfering with your learning experience, 
please find a way to address it or come see me:  UNT has programs to help with legal issues, 
food insecurity, intimate violence, emotional and mental health issues, and more.  I can point you 
in the direction of the people who can give you the support to help you learn. 

Americans with Disabilities Act Statement: The University of North Texas makes reasonable 
academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable 
accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify 
their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable 
accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your 
specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, 
ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the 
semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 
implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable 
accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have the 
authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours to protect the 
privacy of the student. For additional information see the Office of Disability Accommodation 
website at http://www.unt.edu/oda.  



Academic Misconduct: Academic Integrity is defined in the UNT Policy on Student Standards 
for Academic Integrity. Any suspected case of Academic Dishonesty will be handled in 
accordance with the University Policy and procedures. Possible academic penalties range from a 
verbal or written admonition to a grade of “F” in the course. Further sanctions may apply to 
incidents involving major violations. For policy and procedures: 
http://facultysuccess.unt.edu/academic-integrity .  

For more information on what constitutes plagiarism, please visit: http://abacus.bates.edu/cbb/  

Emergency Notification & Procedures: UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly 
notify you with critical information in an event of emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus 
closing, and health and public safety emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). The 
system sends voice messages (and text messages upon permission) to the phones of all active 
faculty staff, and students. Please make certain to update your phone numbers at my.unt.edu. 
Some helpful emergency preparedness actions include: 1) ensuring you know the evacuation 
routes and severe weather shelter areas, determining how you will contact family and friends if 
phones are temporarily unavailable, and identifying where you will go if you need to evacuate 
the Denton area suddenly. In the event of a university closure, your instructor will communicate 
with you through Blackboard regarding assignments, exams, field trips, and other items that may 
be impacted by the closure.  

Acceptable Student Behavior: Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to 
conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not 
be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will 
be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for 
Student Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code 
of Student Conduct. The university's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional 
forums, including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. 
The Code of Student Conduct can be found at www.unt.edu/csrr . In short, please be considerate 
of others.  

Sexual Discrimination, Harassment, & Assault: UNT is committed to providing an 
environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment, including sexual assault, 
domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. If you (or someone you know) has experienced 
or experiences any of these acts of aggression, please know that you are not alone. The federal 
Title IX law makes it clear that violence and harassment based on sex and gender are Civil 
Rights offenses. UNT has staff members trained to support you in navigating campus life, 
accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, 
helping with legal protective orders, and more.  

UNT’s Dean of Students’ website offers a range of on-campus and off-campus resources to help 
support survivors, depending on their needs: http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/sexual- 
misconduct/reporting-sexual-misconduct#4 . Contact via e-mail SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or 
by phone 940-565-2648.  

  



Course Schedule 
 
Date Topic Readings / Due Dates 

Jan. 15 Welcome  

Jan. 17 Learn to Learn About 
Writing 

• Garner, Part 5 
• Note: Sixth Amendment Challenge to 

Courthouse Dress Code, 131 Harv. L. 
Rev. (2017-2018). 

• Bring 4 printed copies of a 250-word 
essay about your favorite movie 

Structure of Law 

Jan. 22 Grammar • Garner, Appendix A 

Jan. 24 Law as a System of Rules • Schauer, Chapter 2 
• Due: Grammar Exercise 

Jan. 29 Workshop: Petitions  

Jan. 31 Precedent and Authority 

• Schauer, Chapter 3 and 4 
• Re, Richard.  Narrowing Supreme 

Court Precedent from Below, 104 
Geo. L.J. 921 (2015-2016) 

• Watson et al. Federal Court 
Certification of State-Law Questions: 
Active Judicial Federalism, 28 Just. 
Sys. J. 98 (2007)  

Feb. 5 Workshop: Legal Research  

Feb. 7 Workshop: Brainstorming • Garner, Chapter 1 and Section 21 – 23 
• Due: Short Paper on Petition 

Feb. 12 Sentences • Garner, Chapter 2 
• Due: Organization Exercise 

Feb. 14 Word Choice • Garner, Chapter 3 
• Due: Sentences Exercise 

Feb. 19 Conferences • Due: Word Choice Exercise 

Feb. 21 Conferences  



Date Topic Readings / Due Dates 

Feb. 26 Workshop:  Thesis  

Elements of Law 

Feb. 28 Common Law 
• Schauer, Chapter 6 
• Hawkins v. McGee, 146 A. 641 

(1929). 

Mar. 5 Judicial Opinions 

• Schauer, Chapter 7 
• Maveety, Nancy, Charles C. Turner, 

and Lori Beth Way.  The Rise of the 
Choral Court: Use of Concurrence in 
the Burger and Rehnquist Courts, 63 
Pol. Res. Q. 627 (2010). 

• Due: Short Paper on Thesis 

Mar. 7 Statutes and Regulations 

• Schauer, Chapter 8 
• National Parks Conservation 

Association v. McCarthy (8th Cir. 
2016) 

Mar. 12 / 14 SPRING BREAK  

Legal Reasoning 

Mar. 19 Analogical Reasoning • Schauer, Chapter 5 
• Outline 

Mar. 21 Analogical Reasoning, Part 2  

Mar. 26 Citations • Due: Annotated Bibliography 

Mar. 28 Canons of Statutory 
Interpretation 

• Schauer, Chapter 8 
• The Canons of Statutory Construction 
• Due: Citation Exercise 

Apr. 2 Paragraphs • Garner, Sections 24 - 30 

Apr. 4 NO CLASS - SWAPLA • Due: Paragraph Exercise 

Apr. 9 Rules & Standards • Schauer, Chapter 10 
• First Draft Due for Peer Review 



Date Topic Readings / Due Dates 

Apr. 11 Laws, Facts, and Burden of 
Proof • Schauer, Chapters 11 & 12 

Apr. 16 Workshop: Peer Review of 
Drafts  

Apr. 18 Workshop:  Journal and 
Poster Formatting  

Apr. 23 Legal Realism 

• Schauer, Chapter 7 
• Gillman, Howard. 2001.  “What’s 

Law Got to Do with It?  Judicial 
Behavioralists Test the ‘Legal Model’ 
of Judicial Decision Making.” Law & 
Social Inquiry 26: 465-504. 

Apr. 25 Legal Realism 2:  
Judicial Strategy 

• Epstein, Lee, and Jack Knight. 1998. 
“A Strategic Account of Judicial 
Decisions.” In The Choices Justices 
Make. Lee Epstein and Jack Knight. 
Washington, DC: CQ Press, 1-21.  

Apr. 30 Legal Realism 3: 
Motivated Reasoning 

• Braman, Eileen and Thomas E. 
Nelson. 2007. “Mechanism of 
Motivated Reasoning? Analogical 
Perception in Discrimination 
Disputes.” American Journal of 
Political Science 51: 1021-1044.  

May 2 Concluding Thoughts & Peer 
Review 

• Poster File 
• Final Draft 

 
 
 


