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To the Student

American Legal English : Using Language in Legal Contexts. What does that mean?
This book is designed to provide you with an introduction to basic legal information and
to improve your ability to understand and communicate with your legal counterparts
around the world. This is not a comprehensive introduction to the law of the United
States; that would be impossible in a book this size. However, as you go through the
materials you will discover that the basic legal information given to you enhances your a-
bility to use legal language. '

English proficiency needed : In order to gain the most benefit from this book, your
general English skills should be fairly well developed. In instructor terms, we would say
you should be an intermediate to advanced student of English. As an intermediate stu-
dent you will have to work a little harder to understand all the material that is present-
ed. We have, however, not set you an impossible task.

Topics: We have chosen the topics in the book for three reasons: (1) to introduce
you to the process of legal reasoning in the American legal system; (2) to give you a
general introduction into American law; and (3) for general interest or usefulness in the
workplace. Each chapter addresses a particular area of the law. Within each chapter are
exercises designed to make you think about the legal topic in general, followed by a
more detailed explanation of the law, incorporating materials from actual cases, treatis-
es, and statutes.

Organization: The five levels within each chapter provide a smooth transition
from simple concepts to more complex ones. Level I, Discovering Connections, serves
as a warm-up, building on what you already know about law in your country and giving
you an overall sense of what it is like in the United States. Level II is a slightly more
difficult level that not only incorporates the vocabulary you already possess but also adds
legal vocabulary and then gives you an opportunity to apply that vocabulary through a
variety of exercises that incorporate speaking, writing, and listening as you would ex-
pect to encounter it in a legal context. Level III provides a simplified summary of the
law, which is the subject of the chapter and is slightly more advanced. Level IV offers
either a language focus to improve language skills that you will need in the legal world or
a cultural focus to enhance your understanding of communication and law. Finally, Lev-
el V includes additional exercises that are often slightly more complex but that can pro-
vide additional opportunities to pull together everything you’ve learned in the chapter.

The theory behind this book is that you will already have an idea of how the law
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works in your own country; what we have done is provide a simplification of some as-
pects of American law and the vocabulary to discuss them along with opportunities for
you to employ that vocabulary. Although you will learn many new words in this text,
we have chosen to boldface only legal terminology. You should pay careful attention to
all boldfaced terms and their definitions that we have placed in square brackets. Though
the legal exercises are less complicated than a practicing attorney might encounter, they
nonetheless contain the same types of skills that the attorney must put to work for his or
her clients.

Learning about an area such as law is hard work; the issues are complicated, the
evidence not always clear cut, and the statutes frequently ambiguous. It is our hope that
after having completed your study of this book you will not only find that American law
is a bit more comprehensible to you but also that you have improved your understanding
of how to decipher legal English and make that language work for you and hopefully, in
the future, for your clients and colleagues.
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To the Teacher

This text represents a collabora}ive effort to put together an introduction to the basic
concepts of law in the U.S. legal system, while at the same time providing communica-
tive activities that allow students to put that newly acquired knowledge to use. Law is a
profession that requires critical reading skills, the ability to write well, the ability to
synthesize sources resulting from research, and the ability to speak clearly and concise-
ly. In this respect, a legal English course is no different from any upper-intermediate to
advanced English course that requires those same skills.

The text is not intended as a comprehensive introduction to U.S. law because that
would be an impossible task to ask of one book. It does, however, address major areas
of the law, giving students real cases and statutes to work with so that they can become
familiar with both legal syntax and legal vocabulary. We have tried to choose topics and
cases that will be of interest to the students and be of use once they enter the workplace.

You do not have to be an attorney to use this book, even though at first glance you
might think so. If you have been assigned a legal English course, you need to think of it
as you would any other ESP ( English for Specific Purposes) course. Approach the
course with an interest in the subject matter and use your students as resources. Your
approach to the class may be different from that taken by an attorney/ESP instructor,
but the final goal is the same. Your students should be able to communicate about legal
matters in English by the time they finish with the book.

Although the book is primarily intended for upper-intermediate to advanced stu-
dents of English, with some adaptation a teacher of intermediate-level students should
be able to make use of it. A good basic knowledge of general English on the part of the
students is assumed, but there is no assumption that the students have any command of
legal terminology or even a basic understanding of the U.S. legal system. A knowledge
of the basics of the legal system in their own country is extremely helpful, for then the

student has a schema for some of the concepts that this book introduces.

Organization

The chapters are ordered so that students are given important basic information about
the U.S. legal system first, then move into specific areas of the law (criminal law, civil
procedure, torts, etc. ). Each chapter, though they can be reordered if the instructor so

desires, builds on information given in previous chapters, moving in the end to a culmi-



