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Abstract 

The present study examines several components which make up the portrait of a modern lawyer 
fluent in legal foreign language and deals with intraprofessional interactional competence. The study 
defines the mentioned competence and describes its component composition. The question is raised about 
the way and with the help of which means this competence can be formed. The author also considers and 
substantiates the model of a problem-oriented textbook module based on intercultural, contextual and 
discourse parameters, as well as the principle of interactivity, which presupposes, inter alia, a 
parallelization of professional pictures of the world. Furthermore, the described textbook should be 
isomorphic in its architecture to the professional activity of a lawyer, that is to say, its components are 
organized around a professional problem that is supposed to be solved with the help of suggested step-by-
step algorithms. An efficiency verification of this model as part of the educational process at the Kutafin 
State Law University (MSAL) as well as Lobachevsky University in Nizhny Novgorod, enrolling a total 
of 16 law students learning legal French, was undertaken and discussed. In the course of the study, 
statistical processing and interpretation of quantitative indicators of the specified competence were 
carried out. Conclusions are drawn about the further implementation of the designed technology.  
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1. Introduction 

A foreign language is a compulsory part of the curriculum for Russian law students at all three 

stages of their higher education. In general, the number of hours allocated for the study of a legal foreign 

language may vary depending on the priorities of the educational institution, but the target remains 

unchanged and consists in the formation of second language intercultural professional competence. 

Without going into specifics as to the structure of the latter we will point out that, given the social 

dimension of a legal profession, which implies an active interaction with customers from a non-legal 

background and colleagues, SL interactional competence turns out to be relevant. 

A group of Russian researchers defines interactional competence as “a highly developed ability to 

mobilize a system of knowledge, skills, values, personal qualities necessary to orientate oneself  in the 

socio-cultural context of a specific situation of intercultural communication; identify common and 

specific interactional components, revealing the norms adopted in each culture; be able to decode and 

interpret the meaning of verbal and non-verbal behavior of different cultures representatives; ensure 

intercultural interaction of the participants” (Porshneva, Abdulmianova, & Zinovieva, 2016, pp. 16-17). 

The interactional competence, according to Young (2008), includes several resources that the participants 

bring to interaction, such as identity resources (identities and roles of all the participants in an 

interaction), linguistic resources (register and modes of meaning), interactional resources (speech acts, 

turn-taking, repair and boundaries). It is important to highlight that, unlike the communicative 

competence, which mainly focuses on what should be said and on its form, the interactional competence 

implies also the perception of the communicative act in all its integrity and the totality of separate 

elements subordinated to each other, correction of verbal expression in case of difficulties, focus on the 

interlocutor, his feedback and non-verbal reaction. That is why the interactional competence is revealed 

not in what a person knows, but in what a person does together with others (Young, 2011, p. 430).  

Due to a clearly delineated communicative dimension of the legal profession, we consider that the 

description of a modern lawyer’s competencies in SL would not be complete without intra- and 

extraprofessional interactional competence. The necessity of this binary structure stems from the fact that 

in the course of their professional activity the lawyer has to interact both with his colleagues and with 

clients who are not aware of the specifics of procedural actions or of the peculiarities of law enforcement 

practice. This especially holds true for foreign clients seeking advice or comprehensive legal support, 

finding themselves in the context of Russian law. In our study, we define SL interactional competence of 

a lawyer as the ability to mobilize a system of professional knowledge, skills and values in order to solve 

legal problems in the context of extra- (with clients) and intraprofessional (with colleagues) interaction. 

For the purposes of this article, we will limit ourselves to the consideration of intraprofessional 

interactional competence of law students. 

   

2. Problem Statement 

The most relevant activities for a lawyer are law enforcement and expert consulting. The analysis 

of legal job offers (with mandatory knowledge of the French language) posted by recruiting agencies 

hh.ru and career.ru, as well as web sites of French, French-Russian and international law firms having 

representative offices in the Russian Federation (Jeantet, Interwest, GideLoyretteNouel, Dentons, CMS) 
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revealed a set of requirements corresponding to previously mentioned activities of a lawyer fluent in 

French. Among these requirements are: the ability to carry out legal consultation of employees and 

protect the company's interests in court, draft and proofread bilingual contracts, possess command of legal 

terms in SL as well as the basics of French law, be ready to negotiate with foreign partners and conduct 

business correspondence with them, advise foreign investors on doing business in Russia, advise foreign 

companies, including in matters pertaining to commercial law, in which a foreign element is involved, 

protect and represent the rights of individuals (property, inheritance, etc.). 

It is no coincidence that some foreign studies emphasize the need to develop specialized 

interactive courses for law students (Pohjonen & Lindblom‐Ylänne, 2002), others identify gaps in the key 

competencies which any lawyer should possess (legal representation, client interviewing etc.), insisting 

on competence-based approach training (Turner, Bone, & Ashton, 2016). The Carnegie report also states 

that, being focused on “a heavily academic” case-dialogue method, law schools fail to provide effective 

support for developing ethical and social skills (The Carnegie foundation for the advancement of 

teaching, p. 6). In terms of teaching professionally-oriented foreign language there are suggestions 

regarding the use of simulations (theatricalization, legal business games) as a means of forming pragmatic 

competence (De Gioa & Marcon, 2016). 

In this connection, the question arises as to whether the existing textbooks of a foreign (in our 

case, French) language for lawyers live up to the expectations of the labor market and the modern concept 

of training lawyers of the new generation. 

The study of the existing French language textbooks for lawyers showed (Voskresenskaya, 2018) 

that their authors mainly focus on the assimilation of a certain amount of professional knowledge by the 

students, not paying due attention to the specifics of their future activities, as well as the general context, 

in which the acquired knowledge would be applied during interaction with foreign colleagues and clients. 

We may draw a conclusion that these textbooks are not aimed at the comprehensive formation of the 

above-mentioned skills.  

The suggested design of the SL textbook for lawyers is intended to solve the problem associated 

with the development of social interactional skills highly demanded in the modern labor market. 

The architecture of the textbook on legal communication is isomorphic to the professional activity 

of a lawyer and comprises a number of interdependent blocks. Since problem solving appears to be the 

most important skill according to the Statement of fundamental lawyering skills and professional values 

(American Bar Association. Section of Legal Education and Admission, p. 135), it becomes “the primary 

goal of legal education” (Stuckey, 2007, p. 6). This trend echoes with one of the main principles of 

professionally oriented language teaching in the domestic tradition, which presupposes strong 

communicative and problem-based dimensions, since professional skills are formed in conditions of 

group communication aimed at problem solving (Almazova, Baranova, & Khalyapina, 2017; Almazova, 

Eremin, & Rubtsova, 2016). That is why all the textbook components revolve around a legal problem: 

▪ a system-forming professional problem (in the case of intraprofessional competence, students 

were asked to inform their French peers about legal education in Russia, paying due attention 

to the similarities and differences with its French counterpart); 
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▪ competency descriptors formulated on its (problem’s) basis (Table 01) and the so-called legal 

arsenal necessary for its solution (the structure of the latter can include parallel texts in two 

languages representing professional culture and legal sources along with lexical and grammar 

exercises aimed at building a professional thesaurus); 

▪ an arsenal of linguodidactic tools, developed to prepare students for interaction on a step by 

step basis; it is during this interaction that the problem is expected to be solved (in our case, the 

lawyer-to-lawyer discourse will be relevant, and therefore there will be exercises to develop the 

skills of self-presentation, active listening, compensatory skills etc.); 

▪ the annexes (performing a supporting function), as well as control and self-assessment units 

(based on the target settings competency descriptors) comprise the final part of the textbook. 

The module ends with a control activity (meeting or round table) aimed at interaction with 

foreign law students (meeting or round table). It seemed important to us to redesign control and 

assessment activities in line with current trends (Tareva & Tarev, 2018) so that the students 

could have an opportunity to put their skills to the test in conditions of real face-to-face 

interaction with foreign peers, assess themselves, and, finally receive feedback not only from 

the teacher but also from partners in interaction. 

Due to the fact that the textbook is built on different types of interaction (first of all – interaction 

between professional cultures; after all – between the subjects of these cultures) it is likely to promote the 

idea of communities of practice described by Lockwood (2013) enhancing the educational environment as 

well as fostering social learning. 

 

3. Research Questions 

Can a textbook designed in line with the ideology of problem-based and contextual approaches 

and considering the principle of interactivity, which consists in the parallelization of professional pictures 

of the world and the use of legal discourse as the main source of models of interaction, be an effective 

means of developing SL interactional competence of law students? 

   

4. Purpose of the Study 

The study is aimed at putting to the test the working hypothesis, according to which a textbook 

designed in line with the problem-based approach, taking into account discourse and professional 

parameters, may be a means of developing SL intraprofessional interactional competence. 

  

5. Research Methods 

The experimental training aimed at testing the efficiency of the designed module of the textbook 

lasted for one month and consisted of the following stages: input self-assessment, training, control 

activities with native speakers, complex output assessment involving several auditors. A total of 16 

students from two Russian universities (Kutafin Moscow State Law University (MSAL) and 

Lobachevsky University) were enrolled in the training: 5 first-year and 6 second-year Bachelor 

programme students (MSAL), 1 Master programme student (MSAL) and 5 third-year Bachelor 

programme students (Lobachevsky University). 
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In order to assess the development of the intraprofessional interactional competence, the following 

methods were applied: a self-assessment (input stage) on specially designed descriptors with a 

corresponding scale; a comprehensive assessment (output stage) with the involvement of external experts 

(French law students, fellow teachers, students). In the latter case, the evaluation was based on similar 

descriptors. 

Based on the level of language proficiency A2 (Council of Europe, 2018) and the objectives laid 

down in the textbook (to inform foreign colleagues about legal education in Russia), the descriptors of SL 

intraprofessional interactional competence were formulated as follows: 

 

Table 01. Descriptors of SL intraprofessional interactional competence for A2 (pragmatic and cognitive 
components 

Skills (pragmatic 

component) 
Descriptors A2 

Grade (from 

0 to 10) 

1.Join the dialogue/discussion 

with colleagues on a 

professional topic (S1) 

Can exchange information on the topic of “Legal 

education”, can express an opinion on a practical 

problem when directly asked about it, provided that 

he/she is helped to formulate an idea, can ask to repeat 

the key points if necessary 

 

2. Speak in public for legal 

education of foreign 

interlocutors (S2) 

Can clearly and consistently explain the features of 

his/her own system of legal education to his/her French 

colleagues, paying attention to the similarities and 

differences in comparison with the Russian counterpart  

 

3.Show tolerance, empathy, 

openness and friendliness 

when interacting with 

representatives of another 

culture (S3) 

Can promote intercultural exchange with francophone 

students using simple words to ask the interlocutors to 

explain something and get explanations on what they 

say. Uses a limited repertoire of linguistic tools to 

express consent, invitation, gratitude, etc. 

 

 

4. Decode and adequately 

interpret the speech and non-

verbal behavior of the 

communication partner (S4) 

Can correctly interpret the message and the reaction of 

the interlocutor, adapt his/her line of behavior in 

accordance with this reaction. 

 

 

 

0 – Unable to do it; 

1-2 - Will experience very serious, almost insuperable difficulties; 

3-4 - Can cope with the task, provided that the interlocutor is mindful of his/her difficulties, helps 

formulate the idea, responds to a request to reformulate something; 

5-6 In general, can cope with the task, but not sure of his/her abilities; 

7-8 Can cope with the task if preliminary training and preparation is provided; 

9-10 Will not experience any problems. 
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Knowledge (cognitive component) 
Grade 

(from 0 to 5) 

1. Features of higher legal education in Russia and France (K1)  

2. Terms in connection with the topic «legal education» (K2)  

3. Features of public speech addressed to foreigners (K3)  

4. Features of presentations in the French language (K4)  

 

It is worth noting that in the case of the cognitive component (knowledge), the estimated scale 

established by us is half the one that was used to evaluate the pragmatic component, namely the skills 

(sub-competencies) due to the complexity of these formations, the need for a more nuanced approach in 

their assessment. 

   

6. Findings 

The quantitative data obtained in the course of self-assessment by the students or external 

evaluation by experts were subjected to statistical processing, tables and diagrams were compiled, 

objectively reflecting the evolution of intraprofessional interactional competence of students within a 

single topic. Statistical parameters. such as arithmetic mean, median, coefficient of asymmetry and 

standard deviation were implemented for self-diagnosis indicators at the pre-experimental stage using 

Microsoft Excel. The median was interpreted instead of the arithmetic mean when the coefficient of 

asymmetry was different from zero and therefore testified to the abnormality of the distribution. As may 

be seen in the diagrams (Figures 1 and 2), the students generally rated their initial skills above average. 

 

Table 02. Self-assessment (pragmatic and cognitive components of the interactional competence) at the 
pre-experimental stage 

Competency 

components 

Arithmetic mean Median Coefficient of asymmetry Standard deviation 

Skills (S) 

S1 6,1 6,5 -0,5 1,7 

S2 5,6 5,7 -0,6 1,9 

S 3 7,5 8 -1,3 1,4 

S 4 6 6,5 -1,7 2 

Knowledge (K) 

K1 2,7 3 -0,7 1 

K2 2,7 3 0 0,9 

K3 2,8 3 -0,7 1,3 

K4 4 4 -1,5 1,1 
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Figure 01.  Self-assessment at the pre-experimental stage (pragmatic component) 
 

Figure 02.  Self-assessment at the pre-experimental stage (cognitive component) 

 
After the control activity (a round table with French students), the research participants were again 

asked to fill out a questionnaire, assessing their achievements after direct interaction with their foreign 

colleagues. At the same time, their performances were evaluated by external experts and communication 

partners. As a result, the average value of the components of the intraprofessional interactional 

competence based on both self - and external evaluation was calculated. 

 
Table 03. Self- and external assessment (pragmatic and cognitive components of the interactional 
competence) at the post-experimental stage 
Competency 

components 

Arithmetic mean Median Coefficient of asymmetry Standard deviation 

Skills 

3
2,7

3

4

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

3

3,5

4

4,5

5

K1 K2 K3 K4
Grade point average (Knowledge)
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S1 S2 S3 S4

Input skills Output skills

S1 7,6 7,6 -0,5 1,2 

S2 7,6 7,6 -0,1 1,1 

S3 8,6 9 -1,4 0,9 

S4 8,05 8,3 -1 0,9 
 

Knowledge 

K1 4,2 4,1 0,3 0,6 

K2 4,2 4,3 -0,1 0,5 

K3 4,1 4,3 -0,6 0,5 

K4 4,3 4,4 -0,1 0,5 

 

The comparative bar chart below, which is based on the input and output indicators, demonstrates 

the stable positive dynamics of all components of the described intraprofessional interactional 

competence. 

 
Figure 03.  Comparative characteristics of input and output skills 

 

 
Figure 04.  Comparative characteristics of input and output knowledge 
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Table 04. Comparative characteristics of input and output data 

Competency 

components 

Input indicator Output indicator Difference 

of values 

Dynamics in % 

Skills 

S1 6,5 7,6 1,1 11% 

S2 5,7 7,6 1,9 19% 

S3 8 9 1 10% 

S4 6,5 8,3 1,8 18% 

Knowledge 

K1 2,7 4,2 1,5 30% 

K2 2,7 4,2 1,5 30% 

K3 2,8 4,1 1,3 26% 

K4 4 4,3 0,3 6% 

 

The presented processed data allows to verify the efficiency of the designed technology (and, 

consequently, that of a textbook’s module, compiled on the basis of this technology), as a possible means 

of developing comprehensive intraprofessional interactional competence (improvements were recorded 

for all its components). At the same time, the positive dynamics of general trends do not always reflect 

the evolution of self-diagnosis indicators. Some students tended to underestimate their own scores after 

the control activity, which undoubtedly raises the question of the need to implement the procedure of self-

diagnosis on a permanent basis so that the students get used to it, which is currently not the case in the 

system of higher education. It also might suggest the improvement of the applied procedures of self-

diagnosis. 

We also note that the range of standard deviation (S) characterizing the spread of values relative to 

the mean is narrower at the post-experimental stage: 0.9 ⩽ S pre-exp. ⩽ 1.9 vs 0.5⩽ S post-exp. ⩽ 1,2, 

thus indicating a denser grouping of values around the mean, a certain alignment of indicators, which at 

the pre-experimental stage were characterized by a wider spread due to the heterogeneity of the 

contingent of students and their initial level of knowledge.     

 

7. Conclusion 

In the context of high expectations and requirements imposed on the lawyer by the modern labor 

market, the need for the introduction of practice-oriented methods of training becomes obvious. During 

the training of these specialists in a foreign language, which is essentially a tool for their future 

professional activity, such a question seems inevitable. It is no accident that we cited sources indicating 

the re-orientation of the educational process from the assimilation of knowledge regardless of the 

processes of professional interaction to the modelling of the professional context, which, in addition to the 

direct cognitive basis, includes other dimensions that describe this type of discourse (chronos, topos, 

social roles, etc.). The intercultural dimension, ensuring an equal dialogue between professional cultures 

and conceptual spheres, also appears to be a powerful tool when conceiving a textbook and organizing 

educational process around it (Tareva, Schepilova, & Tarev, 2017). 
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The described textbook, which proved its efficiency during the experiment, can be used as one of 

the means of comprehensive reform of the educational process, since we have convincingly shown that 

the use of this technology would introduce inevitable changes in the process as a whole, from goal-setting 

to the final control activity, as well as assessment procedures. Even though the experiment showed a more 

significant increase in the knowledge component (which has traditionally been dominant), we still 

consider it necessary to note the significant positive changes in more complex components of “skills” (up 

to 20%). Let us suppose that the presence of such interactively oriented modules, developed in addition to 

the main textbook, taking into account the thematic planning and being applied with a certain frequency, 

will contribute to the further progressive development of the above competence. 
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