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A  G E T A I R E A D Y  L E G A L  ED UC A T I O N  R E S OU RC E  

 
THE FOUR PILLARS OF 

AI LITERACY FOR LAWYERS 

What every law student and practicing attorney needs to know before relying on generative AI — grounded in real failures, 
real rules, and real professional exposure. 

 

Generative AI is now part of legal practice — drafting, research, discovery review, and client communication. It is also the fastest-
growing source of a specific, avoidable category of malpractice risk: confident, fluent, incorrect output that looks exactly like correct 
output. ABA Model Rule 1.1, Comment 8, already ties competence to understanding the benefits and risks of relevant technology. 
These four pillars are the working definition of what that duty requires in practice. 

P ILLAR  1  

Catch the Confident Wrong Answer 

AI models do not flag their own errors. A fabricated case citation reads exactly like a real one — correct format, plausible court, 
plausible docket number. The skill this pillar builds is not general carefulness; it is a specific, trained habit of independently verifying 
every AI-sourced fact, quote, and citation before it leaves your desk. 

THE SCENARIO 
In 2023, attorneys in a federal case in the Southern District of New York submitted a brief citing six court decisions. 
All six were fabricated by an AI chatbot — complete with realistic case names, docket numbers, and quoted 
language. None of the cases existed. The attorneys were sanctioned, and the episode became the defining cautionary 
tale for the profession. The AI did not warn them the cases were invented. Nothing about the output signaled a 
problem. 

WHAT THIS ACTUALLY TRAINS 
— Independently verifying every AI-generated citation against a primary source — Westlaw, Lexis, or the court docket — before filing. 
— Recognizing that fluency and formatting are not evidence of accuracy; a well-formatted citation carries no more truth-value than a 
poorly formatted one. 
— Treating AI output as a first draft from an uncredentialed source, not as a research result. 

ASK YOURSELF 
Would I sign my name to this citation if I had found it myself, by hand, in a reporter? 

P ILLAR   

Know What It Was Trained On 

An AI tool's output is only as sound as the data underneath it. In legal practice, that means knowing what corpus a contract-review 
tool, e-discovery classifier, or research assistant was trained or fine-tuned on — and what jurisdictions, practice areas, or document 
types are underrepresented or missing entirely. 

THE SCENARIO 
A firm deploys an AI contract-review tool to flag non-standard clauses across a due-diligence set. The tool was 
trained predominantly on U.S. commercial contracts. It performs well on domestic agreements — and silently misses 
or incorrectly flags clauses in a set of cross-border agreements governed by civil-law jurisdictions, because those 
patterns barely existed in its training data. Nothing in the interface discloses this gap. 

WHAT THIS ACTUALLY TRAINS 
— Asking what a tool was trained or fine-tuned on before relying on it for a given jurisdiction, practice area, or document type. 
— Treating an AI tool's confidence level as independent of its actual coverage — a tool can be fluent and wrong in the same breath. 
— Building a habit of spot-checking AI-flagged (and AI-cleared) documents against a sample reviewed manually. 

ASK YOURSELF 
Do I know what this tool has and has not seen enough of to be reliable for this specific matter? 
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P ILLAR  3  

Know Who Answers For It 

When an AI system produces a biased, privacy-violating, or non-compliant output, someone in the room is accountable — to the 
client, to the court, or to a regulator. This pillar trains lawyers to be the person who catches the exposure before it becomes a 
malpractice claim, a bar complaint, or a disclosure failure, not after. 

THE SCENARIO 
An attorney uses a generative AI tool to draft a client memo analyzing a counterparty's litigation history, feeding it 
case details to save research time. The tool was run on a consumer-grade platform with no enterprise data 
protections. Confidential client information was transmitted outside any privileged, controlled environment — a 
possible breach of the duty of confidentiality under Model Rule 1.6, entirely independent of whether the memo itself 
was accurate. 

WHAT THIS ACTUALLY TRAINS 
— Knowing which AI tools are cleared for client-confidential information, and which are not, before a single fact is entered. 
— Understanding disclosure obligations — to clients, and in some jurisdictions to courts — around AI use in a matter. 
— Building the reflex to ask 'who could this output harm, and have I checked for that harm' before a document goes out the door. 

ASK YOURSELF 
If a regulator or a client asked me to explain exactly how this tool was used on their matter, could I answer clearly? 

P ILLAR  4  

Know More Than It Does 

AI cannot grade its own homework. The deeper a lawyer's substantive expertise, the more value they add to every AI-assisted task — 
because only expertise can tell the difference between an output that merely sounds right and one that actually is right. 

THE SCENARIO 
Two associates ask the same AI tool to summarize the risk profile of an indemnification clause. One is a first-year 
student with no transactional experience; the other is a senior associate who has negotiated dozens of similar clauses. 
The AI gives both of them a fluent, confident summary. Only the senior associate immediately recognizes that the 
summary glosses over a carve-out that materially shifts risk back to their client — a distinction the AI had no way to 
flag because it requires judgment the document itself does not state outright. 

WHAT THIS ACTUALLY TRAINS 
— Understanding that AI fluency is not a substitute for substantive legal training — it is a force multiplier on top of it, not a replacement 
for it. 
— Building deep enough subject-matter grounding to recognize what an AI summary is quietly leaving out. 
— Treating a law degree as more valuable in an AI-saturated market, not less — because expertise is what makes AI output usable and 
trustworthy. 

 

ASK YOURSELF 
If the AI is wrong in a way that requires legal judgment to catch, am I the person who would catch it? 

P ILLAR    

THE QUICK SELF-CHECK 

Before relying on any AI-generated output in a legal matter, run it through all four questions. 

 

# PILLAR THE ONE QUESTION 

1 Critical Thinking Would I sign my name to this if I found it myself, by hand? 

2 Data Literacy Do I know what this tool has and has not seen enough of? 
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3 Responsible AI Could I explain exactly how this was used to a regulator? 

4 Domain Expertise Am I the person who would catch it if this were wrong? 
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