CHARACTER REFERENCE / MITIGATION LETTER TEMPLATE
For letter-writers supporting defendant at sentencing
INSTRUCTIONS FOR SELF-REPRESENTED LITIGANTS
WHAT THIS IS
This template is for friends, family members, employers, clergy, teachers, and community members who want to submit a character reference or mitigation letter to the court on behalf of a defendant facing sentencing. These letters are submitted to defense counsel or filed with the court as exhibits to a sentencing memorandum.
Well-written, specific letters can meaningfully influence sentencing. Generic or form letters can actually hurt — judges read dozens and can tell when a letter is real vs. form.
WHAT MAKES A GOOD LETTER
1. Use your own words — do NOT copy someone else's letter
1. Be specific — general praise is weak; specific examples are powerful
1. Acknowledge the seriousness of the offense — judges distrust letters that ignore or minimize
1. Focus on CHARACTER, not argument — you're not a lawyer
1. Describe HOW YOU KNOW the defendant and HOW LONG
1. Give concrete examples of positive behavior over time
1. Explain any support you will provide upon release (housing, employment, family support)
1. Keep it to 1-2 pages — brevity with specificity beats length
1. Sign it and provide your full name and contact information
1. Do NOT make promises you cannot keep (e.g., "Will never reoffend")
WHAT TO INCLUDE
1. Your name, relationship to defendant, and how long you've known them
1. Specific examples of the defendant's positive character
1. Evidence of the defendant's role in family, work, community
1. Changes you've observed since arrest (if any)
1. Your willingness to support the defendant upon release
1. Your honest view of the defendant's regret and accountability
WHAT TO AVOID
1. Do NOT attack the victim, witnesses, or prosecution
1. Do NOT argue innocence — the conviction stands
1. Do NOT claim the defendant "would never do this"
1. Do NOT use legal arguments — that's for the lawyer
1. Do NOT promise specific outcomes
1. Do NOT use form letter language
1. Do NOT submit unsigned letters
THE FORM ITSELF BEGINS ON THE NEXT PAGE




[YOUR FULL LEGAL NAME]
[STREET ADDRESS]
[CITY, STATE ZIP]
[PHONE]
[EMAIL]
[DATE]
The Honorable [JUDGE'S FULL NAME]
[JUDICIAL DISTRICT / PARISH] Judicial District Court
[COURT ADDRESS]
[CITY, LA ZIP]
Re:  State of Louisiana v. [DEFENDANT'S NAME], Docket No. _______________________
Dear Honorable Judge [LAST NAME]:
My name is [YOUR NAME] and I am writing to respectfully ask you to consider the following character information about [DEFENDANT'S NAME] as you decide on sentencing.
HOW I KNOW [DEFENDANT]
I am [RELATIONSHIP — e.g., defendant's mother, pastor, employer for 8 years, high school teacher, longtime neighbor]. I have known [DEFENDANT] for [LENGTH OF TIME]. During that time: ________________________________________
UNDERSTANDING OF THE SITUATION
I understand that [DEFENDANT] has been convicted of / has pleaded guilty to [OFFENSE]. I take this seriously. I am not writing to minimize what happened or to argue that the justice system should not hold [DEFENDANT] accountable.
SPECIFIC EXAMPLES OF [DEFENDANT'S] CHARACTER
I want to share some specific examples of [DEFENDANT]'s character that I have observed:
Example 1: ________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
Example 2: ________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
Example 3: ________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
[DEFENDANT'S] ROLE IN OUR FAMILY / COMMUNITY / WORKPLACE
________________________________________
CHANGES I HAVE OBSERVED SINCE THE ARREST
________________________________________
SUPPORT I WILL PROVIDE
If [DEFENDANT] receives a sentence that allows them to remain in the community or eventually returns home, I will help by:
☐ Providing housing / a place to live
☐ Helping with employment / job at _______________________
☐ Providing transportation
☐ Ensuring [DEFENDANT] attends treatment / programs
☐ Financial support during transition
☐ Supervision and accountability within my household
☐ Other: ________________________________________
MY REQUEST
I respectfully ask the Court to consider these facts when determining sentence. I am available if the Court has any questions. My contact information is at the top of this letter.
Thank you for taking the time to consider what I have written.
Respectfully,
________________________________________
[YOUR FULL NAME PRINTED]
[YOUR ROLE / OCCUPATION]
[RELATIONSHIP TO DEFENDANT]
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