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1. INTRODUCTION  

Words are the tools of a lawyer’s trade. In fact, one might go as far as to say that the “[l]aw 
exists solely in and through language”.1  On a less philosophic note, it is certainly true that 
lawyers use other texts as contextualisation cues when they interpret and draft legal 
documents, opinions and articles.2 If a law student, therefore, is not able to ‘read’ these 
contextualisation cues effectively and adapt their language accordingly they have little chance 
of success – regardless how much effort they put into their studies. ‘Reading’ of such cues can 
be assisted by creating awareness of patterns in legal texts and one way of creating such 
awareness is through the use of corpora. 

 A corpus can be defined as a collection of written or spoken material, occurring naturally, 
stored on a computer, and typically used to carry out some kind of linguistic analysis.3  Such 
corpora have three characteristics in common: they consist of naturally occurring texts, texts 
are selected to represent either a language or a variety of a language, and the body of texts 
is fairly large.4 Specialised corpora can play a valuable role linking language to culture and 
ideology, and various studies have showed the pedagogic value of corpora – especially in 
teaching language. Corpora have also proved valuable in the context of teaching specialist 
language to enhance academic writing skills.5  

 
1 Vogel et al ‘Computer-Assisted Legal Linguistics: Corpus Analysis as a New Tool for Legal Studies’ (2018) 43 (4) 
Law & Social Inquiry 1340 at 1342. 
2 Bashir Ibrahim, Yunus Kamariah, Abdullahi Aliyu (2018) A Corpus-Based Approach to Studies in Legal 
Phraseology: An Overview International Journal of English Linguistics 8(7) 50 at 51. 
3 Alexandra U. Esimaje and Susan Hunston ‘What is corpus linguistics?’ in Corpus Linguistics and African Englishes 
Alexandra U. Esimaje & Bassey E. Antia (eds) (2019; John Benjamins Publishing Company) at 7. 
4 Alexandra U. Esimaje and Susan Hunston ‘What is corpus linguistics?’ at 7. 
5 Alexandra U. Esimaje and Susan Hunston ‘What is corpus linguistics?’ in Corpus Linguistics and African Englishes 
Alexandra U. Esimaje, Susan Hunston & Bassey E. Antia (eds) (2019; John Benjamins Publishing Company) at 30. 

  



2. BACKGROUND AND DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT 

The UCT UCDG project is aimed at ‘enhancing the teaching and learning of academic literacies 
through tutor and curriculum development at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels.’ 
The Legal Writing Project (LWP) is designed to support students’ acquisition of legal writing 
skills at various levels of the degree and is aligned with UCT’s UCDG project.  

Through my involvement in skills teaching at the law faculty, I have observed that students 
often write in the wrong register and/or struggle to use legal language in an appropriate and 
effective way. Writing is marred by sentences and paragraphs that clearly try to mimic 
academic and discipline specific writing patterns but fail to do so effectively. Students also 
struggle to mimic the patterns used in reasoning and attribution of ideas effectively. In a 
worst-case scenario this inability to effectively use discipline specific language patterns makes 
sentences and paragraphs lose meaning entirely. Failing to master and use these patterns 
may also have ramifications for graduates once outside the university context. It will likely 
result in those who graduate obtaining lower marks, limiting employment prospects and may 
undermine a graduate’s ability to engender confidence in a prospective client once they join 
practice.  

As mentioned, the TAU project concept was based on evidence in the literature supporting 
the role that corpora play in initiating novices into expert knowledge and expert ways of using 
language. The field of law is well suited to the experiment as it tends to be patterned in word 
choice, sentence structure and in reasoning and attribution of ideas.  

As part of the project, I set out to create a student/novice corpus consisting of writing samples 
taken from assignments submitted by intermediate year (mid-curriculum) law students; 
identified an expert corpus consisting of reported judgements; and developed exercises to 
facilitate interaction with the corpora. These facets were then presented to students using 
the University’s electronic learning platform.  

The aim was to illustrate patterned language use in legal academic writing (expert corpus) to 
the students, to expose them to high frequency words and phrases used correctly/effectively 
(expert corpus); and to juxtapose patterns emerging from the expert corpus with those from 
the learner corpus to facilitate data driven learning, thus improving academic literacy skills 
among the intermediate year cohort.  

Exercises prompted students to compose sentences, using particular words (ie. ‘however’). 
Students were then asked to search the word in both the expert and novice corpora and to 
consider how the experts and novices used the word or phrase in turn and were then 
encouraged to rephrase their sentences based on their observations and to comment on what 
they had learnt.  

Screenshots illustrate what students would have seen:  

 



 

Screenshot 1: Expert Corpus Screenshot 

 

Screenshot 2: Novice Corpus Screenshot 

Considering examples of the use of ‘however’ students would be able to see that experts use 
the word sentence medially and tend not to use a comma following the word. The novice 
writers use the word sentence initially (almost exclusively) and tend to consistently insert a 
comma following the word.  

Students were mostly positive about the use of the corpora. It was also very interesting to see 
that students did not always observe what I had expected, but instead were made aware of 
other nuances in the language that I had not noticed when setting the questions and 
exercises. This is heartening as it underscores the fact that the platform makes self-learning 
possible. Students observed: 

“I strongly believe that the corpora could be a helpful tool … because you can make use of 
them when doing your assignment”; and  

“I have also come to notice how important it is that words are used effectively in law.” 



3. WRITING, LAW AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Learning professional legal language is challenging and even first language English speakers 
struggle with this skill. If this is the case, students who are not first language speakers and who 
arrive at university from less privilege schools and circumstances may struggle even more. 
Many will have had no exposure to lawyers, the courts or legal language before, making it 
even more difficult for them to adapt to the expectations of the law faculty when compared 
to students arriving from comparatively more resourced schools and the challenge of 
approximating lawyer speak is perhaps higher for them. Because the use of language in law is 
no less important than substantive material such students may tend to perform below their 
true capabilities. This in turn results in a differentiation in society reflecting in the ability to do 
well at university, which is often reflected in the opportunities available to students from less 
privileged backgrounds vis as vis students from more privileged backgrounds. Rather than 
intervening to redress social differentiation, faculty therefore ends up sustaining it. The TAU 
project thus attempts to intervene and to prevent faculty from being a vehicle that 
perpetuates the disparities in social structure in society. By intervening to ensure that 
disadvantaged students can become optimal performers their prospects may be improved 
markedly. Additional employment opportunities and specifically employment at top law firms 
ensures social mobility and the transformation of the profession.  
 

4. CHALLENGES  

Student engagement with the corpora brought to light interesting revelations and it is clear 
that the exercises used to facilitate engagement with the corpora will have to be refined and 
evolved on a continuous basis. These exercises will also benefit from being informed by more 
rigorous research. This was not possible given the timeline for this pilot project but will be 
added as the platform and project grows over time.   

5. ACHIEVEMENTS 

I am convinced that the project has real potential to improve legal writing skills. It makes 
conscious the usually subconscious process of assimilating legal language. This more 
subconscious process requires students to read thousands of pages of expert legal text. 
Reading at volumes of complex text under pressure poses a greater challenges for slower 
readers and would tend to disadvantage especially less proficient speakers of the language. 
Use of the corpora can show students how to read to consciously find patterns in the language 
so that they are then able to mimic these effectively in their own writing. The platform can 
be made widely accessible and is not expensive to maintain once built. Students are able to 
access the exercises and corpora according to their individual needs which can make it a 
particularly useful companion to them throughout their studies.  

Data is at this point too limited to support any definite conclusions regarding impact. 
However, the pilot showed sufficient promise to justify further work to improve the corpora 
and exercises and to expand the initial project. It will then be possible to probe the impact of 
the intervention over time.  
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