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The US Legal Institutions: First-hand knowledge and expertise in teaching legal English (Open World Program; section The Rule of Law) 

It is common knowledge that students taking a course in legal English should know its legal environment, in other words the legal institutions in which it is used. 

Thus the main topics of the program Open World section The Rule of Law covering the US legal institutions have great practical applications in the teaching process at MSU law school.   The main issues of The Rule of Law section are the following: 

1. The US judiciary – a complex system of two co-existing judiciaries: federal and state courts;

2. Jury trial, a job of a juror; 

3. Plea bargaining and settlement out of court as alternatives to a jury trial; 

4. Correctional institutions in different states; prisoners’ rights;

5. Legal education in the US as a distinction from legal education in Russia.  

The program is aimed at introducing reputable Russian lawyers to these institutions. In the USA, American legal experts share their knowledge with Russian delegates to help them foster legal reforms in Russia while drawing on their American experience. The work of an interpreter in this program offers vast educational opportunities for studying the US legal system and promotes professional development in legal English. This knowledge is later successfully applied to the teaching process at the MSU law school.


The first impression one gets about the US judiciary is that it is an extremely confusing system. Each state has its own constitution, its own laws as well as its own system of courts. Moreover, in one and the same city one can see the buildings of both the federal and the state courts. However, there are strict regulations over jurisdiction regulating which court can take certain cases. The two kinds of courts are a result of a principle enshrined by the US Constitution called federalism. Federalism gives some functions to the US government and leaves the other functions to the states. The US government established Federal courts to decide disputes concerning the federal Constitution and laws passed by Congress; state courts are established by a state, or by a county or city within the state and decide cases involving the constitution and laws of that particular state. 

 
Another institution covered by the program is the jury system in the US. Twelve jurors listen to the evidence presented at trial and then decide collectively on the facts rendering whether the defendant is guilty or innocent. While sitting on a jury trial one can have this peculiar feeling of being involved in a Hollywood production with a defender wearing a smart suit and high-heeled shoes and a prosecutor fighting on a battlefield while the judge is sitting high above everything else giving him an air of authority. 


Although the jury system is very popular with Americans, 90 percent of all cases are settled out of court. Plea bargaining is used in criminal cases which is the procedure where the prosecutor persuades the defendant to plead guilty; if the defendant does, most charges he is facing are dismissed and as a result his sentence is reduced. The reason for this procedure is that jury trials are very expensive for the state.  In addition, the court system is overloaded with cases to be heard and settlement out of court frees up the backlog of cases to be heard in a particular court.


Settlement out of court is used in civil cases. This is the procedure of reaching an agreement between the litigants, sometimes conducted just a few minutes before the trial starts, and the defendant paying damages to the plaintiff. Settlements out of court are frequently used to avoid bad publicity. For example, McDonald’s is notoriously famous for multiple settlements out of court in cases involving bad quality of food. If it had faced regular trials it would have lost many customers. 


Correctional institutions are certainly one of the most interesting points of the program. They slightly vary in different states depending on whether a state has abolished the death penalty or not. For example, the state of Maryland is one of the 16 states that have not abolished the death penalty yet and has prison conditions that are extremely severe. As for New Hampshire it is a state that has abolished the death penalty. As a result prisons in this state are equipped with libraries, gyms; an inmate can even master a new profession there or take a distance learning course. In this case a prisoner gets a University diploma while serving his time. There is an opinion that these prisons would never deter a habitual offender from committing a new crime. However a great number of people think that an ex-convict having a decent job and being respected by society will never turn to a slippery road again. 


As a result of establishing a professional relationship between the MSU law school and the law school at the University of Arkansas within the program the Rule of Law, the US partners launched the site: (http://legalexchange.law.ualr.edu/) that was designed to develop the US-Russian on-line exchange between Russian and American law students on legal issues. The site enables Russian law students to develop their professional skills drawing on their American experience in jurisprudence and master their knowledge in legal English. 


However, the incompatibility between the legal education in Russia and the US is sometimes an obstacle for successful on-line discussion. Before entering law school, American students must undertake an undergraduate course on general subjects such as: political science, sociology, psychology and so on, which lasts 4 years. Hence when they enter law school they are in their mid-twenties. As for the Russian law students they are basically in their late teens. This difference makes Americans more mature and well-trained. However it is a very useful tool for Russian law students since they acquire considerable practice in legal English and gain first-hand information from their American partners on the subjects they study in their classes in legal English. As for the American students they have taken a course of Russian law; and it is MSU students who share their knowledge with their American partners on the subject. 

Useful links posted to the site (for classes of legal English) are the following:

· Russian Constitution in English - http://www.constitution.ru/en/10003000-01.htm
· Russian Constitution in Russian - http://www.constitution.ru/
· The US Constitution in English - http://www.archives.gov/national_archives_experience/charters/constitution.html
· The US Constitution in Russian - http://usavisa.ru/usa/const.php
· The US Government http://usinfo.state.gov/usa/infousa/politics/abtgovt.htm
· The American jury sytem - http://www.crfc.org/americanjury/
· BBC’s profile of the US - http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/country_profiles/1217752.stm 

