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There are three approaches I know that operate in England for the teaching of statutory interpretation. I have used all three. The biggest problem is getting students to appreciate that the first year of study is as much about how to get to a result, as about what that result is. Too often they get to the result by reading the cases, without reading the statute. The worst example is usually the study of EU law. There is clearly a need for a concerted effort to require students to bring statutes to classes and put them on the spot to find answers through the statute (e.g. by the Socratic method or by quizzes).
1) Formal instruction on methods of statutory interpretation: This basically involves lectures on the rules of statutory interpretation, followed by classes. The lectures (e.g. 6) will involve taking students through classic illustrations of how interpretation works. The attempt is made to avoid the sense that interpretation depends entirely on the whim of the judge. There are methods and this is how they apply. Works used to support this teaching may include Cross on Statutory Interpretetation or works on legal method. Typically, this is a first year, first semester course.

The advantage of this is that it is well structured and provides a systematic introduction to the topic. The disadvantage is that it is abstract: both because the rules are abstract and because by hiving it off to a “legal methods” course, the “learning by doing” aspect of the study is often lost. (It is not always the case that those teaching statute-based subjects will reinforce the messages of the legal methods course by expecting students to demonstrate the use of the methods in their interpretation of criminal law statutes.
2) Learning-by-doing exercises: Either as part of a legal methods course or as a separate introduction to law exercise, students are given a series of specific exercises and questions that involve using a statute. For example, they might be given a specific statute (often one that they will not meet in their course) and are then expected to work out what are the definitions of particular words, what the basic provisions are, e.g. to write out the text of an older statute that this one amends, and to answer very specific questions. This lends itself to group work.  Quite a lot of planning goes into this, but it is probably the most successful way of getting students actually to read the statute.

This then needs following up by the way in which classes on criminal law or constitutional law are conducted: will people read the statute in front of them to find answers. They need to be weaned off relying on the textbook and what is said in cases and come to first-hand knowledge of the results of reading cases and statutes.

Mooting is a good way of honing this skill, since the judge will ask questions of the advocates. In Leeds, there was a group “legal skills” course where the students prepared cases for mooting and had to go through the sources.

3) Integration: In a number of institutions, there is little by way of introduction to legal methods, other than a single lecture and some assigned reading. The students are meant to gain the knowledge of using legal sources by the way in which the main subjects are taught, especially in tutorials or seminars. In theory this is good, because it ensures regular reinforcing of the messages as the subjects are taught. On the other hand, the tutor’s emphasis on the students knowing the answers and having subject coverage may down play this aspect. There are few marks in exams for method and more for answers. This approach requires tutors to insist on spending time on method at the expense of content.

Oxford and Cambridge rely most on this last method. They can do it because of small groups (though it does not always work). In other institutions, with larger groups and assessment processes in which you can really avoid demonstrating your use of methods, then this becomes difficult.
