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Teaching Administrative Law through its Textual Genres:
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Abstract

Public administration communicates with citizens through a series of textual genres with
specific linguistic characteristics that can be difficult to write. In this context, this PhD thesis
proposes to create, annotate and analyse a corpus of textual genres in the field of public
administration in order to obtain a model structure with information on the prototypical
sections, titles and contents of each textual genre. It will also integrate representative
phraseology that can be used to express these contents adapted to plain language. These model
structures will be integrated into the arText system, an assisted editor based on Natural
Language Processing (NLP) strategies that helps to write administrative texts in plain language.
Finally, the automatic system will be used in a didactic proposal that integrates the teaching of
Administrative Law, academic writing and the use of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) in the university context.
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1. Justification of the research

As a specialised discourse, the discourse of the administration domain has specific linguistic
characteristics such as: the use of archaic terms and structures, the utilisation of complex syntactic
constructions, the excessive length of sentences and paragraphs, etc. [1], rendering this discourse
difficult for citizens to understand [2]. In this sense, two recent reports [3, 4] analyse the clarity with
which the Spanish public administration communicates with citizens and, in particular, with vulnerable
groups, and determine that those public institutions tend to use unclear language. As a result, an
international trend has emerged to promote the use of plain language by public institutions.

Furthermore, administrative texts can be difficult to write for public administration employees, as
they have to take into account specific linguistic characteristics that vary according to the genre and the
receiver [5]. Moreover, these professionals are often not trained in linguistics or in academic and
professional writing. In fact, a recent publication [6] asked a group of students at a Spanish university
whether they receive training in academic writing. The results show that the students perception is that
the training received on this subject is insufficient and inadequate.

In this context, the research project Tecnologias de la Informacion y la Comunicacion para la e-
Administracion: hacia la mejora de la comunicacion entre Administracion y ciudadania a través del
lenguaje claro (TIC-eADMIN) is being developed. This project is carried out in the Departamento de
Filologias Extranjeras y sus Lingiiisticas of the Facultad de Filologia of the UNED and it is funded by
the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation. Its main objective is to develop, in the context of e-
Administration, an online technological tool to assist public employees in drafting administrative texts
in Spanish, in order to contribute to ensuring that the texts received by citizens are written in plain
language.

In order to achieve the main objective of this project, three specific objectives have been established:
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1. Investigate the possibilities of NLP to automatically detect linguistic phenomena in
administrative texts that interfere with plain language writing.

2. Analyse and systematise the prototypical linguistic features of some specific textual genres in
the field of public administration.

3. Design and implement an ICT tool that helps public employees to write texts in plain language
addressed to the citizens, in order to integrate it into the technological infrastructure of the arText
system?, an editor based on NLP strategies that assists in the writing of texts in specialised fields
and texts in plain language.

More information on the project can be found on its website®. Within the framework of this project,

I have been awarded a predoctoral training contract Formacion de Personal Investigador (FPI) to
collaborate in the achievement of specific objective 2. Thus, my PhD thesis intends to analyse a corpus
of textual genres in the field of public administration. The linguistic information extracted from this
analysis will be integrated into the arText system. In turn, this technological tool will be used in the
design of a didactic proposal that integrates the teaching of Administrative Law, academic writing and
the use of ICT in the university context.

In section 2, work related to this research is reviewed. In section 3, the thesis proposal is described

in detail, with its corresponding objectives and hypotheses. In section 4 the methodology is explained.
In section 5, some elements of the research that could be discussed are specified.

2. Background and related work

The public administration communicates continuously with citizens in the context of several
situations, such as the publication of open calls, and the use of a service or the consultation of an
institutional web portal by a citizen. In this context of communication, a series of prototypical textual
genres of the specialised field of the Administration are used, constituting the main communication
tools between citizens and the public administration [7].

Over the last few decades, a number of studies have been published regarding texts in the field of
administration. These publications are mostly of a theoretical-descriptive nature, that is to say, they list,
classify, describe and characterise the prototypical texts in the field of public administration, and
highlight the need to modernise the language they use. To this end, some studies advocate the use of
corpus analysis [8].

The corpus analysis carried out in these works usually focuses on the lexical and grammatical
characteristics of the texts. As an example, the main characteristics of administrative discourse are
established through the analysis of a series of texts extracted from the Boletin Oficial del Estado (BOE)
[9]. More recently, some reports have also focused on citizens' perception of the clarity of texts. For
example, two recent reports [3, 4] analyse a corpus of texts issued by different public institutions and
determine their level of clarity. However, the organisational scheme of the text or superstructure [10,
11], the contents (also known as moves) [12], and representative phraseology are not usually examined
in depth.

In recent years, there has also been a growing number of studies on the writing of textual genres in
the legal-administrative field at university, especially in Latin America [13, 14, 15]. However, in
practice, these proposals have limited application in Spain, as it is difficult to integrate them into the
curriculum of Administrative Law courses. Moreover, they do not usually integrate the use of ICT.

Finally, at the professional level, public employees have various style manuals [1, 7, 16] and guides
on plain communication [17, 18, 19] published by their institutions. The aim of these publications is to
provide public employees with a tool that helps them to improve the texts addressed to citizens, by
making them clearer, correcting grammatical and spelling mistakes, and unifying criteria and structural
models. However, consulting these manuals is a great investment of time and effort for public
employees, who, moreover, as already mentioned, do not usually have previous training in either
linguistics or specialised text writing.

Hence, the development of tools and resources based on NLP regarding the drafting of
administrative texts in plain language could contribute to facilitate the writing task of public employees,

2 http://sistema-artext.com/.
3 http://iriadacunha.com/FundacionBBVA2015/es/ministerio2019-2022/.




and, ultimately, to improve written communication between the Administration and the citizens.
However, this topic is still little explored. In Spanish, there are currently two technological tools for
writing administrative texts in plain language. Firstly, there is the arText claro system®, an assisted
editor that detects issues in the text written by the user that interfere with the most common plain
language recommendations, and offers information to make the text clearer and simpler [20]. Secondly,
the beta version of the Clara tool’ is a textual clarity measurement system that allows the user to test
the clarity of texts according to nine evaluation metrics [21]. Both tools are available online free of
charge.

3. Description of the proposed research

The general objectives of this PhD thesis are: firstly, to analyse the prototypical linguistic
characteristics of a corpus that includes five administrative textual genres written by the Spanish public
administration and addressed to citizens, and secondly, to design and evaluate a didactic proposal for
teaching Administrative Law through its textual genres that integrates the use of ICT and can be used
in a university context of self-learning and online teaching.

To achieve these general objectives, eight specific objectives are set out. The specific objectives
related to the first general objective are:

e To list all the textual genres in the administrative field and classify them according to the

sender-receiver parameter into: written by the Administration and addressed to the citizens; written

by the Administration and addressed to the Administration itself; and written by the citizens and
addressed to the Administration.

e To select five textual genres written by the public administration and addressed to the citizens

based on the following criteria: frequency and difficulty of writing by public employees; frequency

and difficulty of writing by university students of Administrative Law; and amount of free text that
the sender needs to write.

e To compile a corpus of texts of the Spanish public administration that belong to the five

administrative textual genres previously selected.

e  To establish the structure and prototypical contents of those textual genres based on a corpus

analysis (textual level).

e  To extract prototypical phraseology that can be used to write the contents of those textual genres

through a corpus analysis and to adapt it to plain language (lexical level).

e  To elaborate a model structure that contains the linguistic information extracted from the corpus

analysis at textual and lexical level in order to integrate it in arText and to use it in the design of a

didactic proposal for teaching Administrative Law through its textual genres.

The specific objectives related to the second general objective are:

e To investigate on how to integrate in a cohesive manner the use of ICT, theoretical contents of

Administrative Law, and a proposal on writing textual genres that takes into account the linguistic

analysis carried out and the clear writing guidelines, in order to elaborate the didactic proposal

mentioned above.

e To evaluate the didactic proposal that has been developed through its implementation in the

university context of the UNED's online studies of Administrative Law.

This work is based on the hypothesis that the textual genres of the Spanish public administration
have a particular structure and contents that can be used as a basis to articulate NLP tools that help
professionals and students in the administration field to structure and write texts in a simpler and clearer
way. In addition, administrative textual genres can be used to design didactic proposals for teaching
Administrative Law at the university level.

4. Methodology

The methodology of this PhD thesis includes the following stages:

4 http://sistema-artext.com/lenguaje-claro.
> https://clara.comunicacionclara.com/.




e  Stage 1: Classification of the administrative textual genres according to the sender and receiver.
e  Stage 2: Selection of five administrative textual genres written by the public administration and
addressed to the citizens.

e  Stage 3: Compilation of the corpus of texts that will be analysed.

e  Stage 4: Selection of linguistic features for corpus analysis.

Stage 5: Annotation of the corpus with the ATLAS.ti software.

e  Stage 6: Linguistic characterisation of each textual genre based on the results of the corpus
annotation.

e  Stage 7: Elaboration of a didactic proposal for teaching Administrative Law through its textual
genres.

e  Stage 8: Evaluation of the didactic proposal.

The stages of the methodology are summarised in Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Stages of the methodology



Stages 1-6 have already been completed. As for stage 1, a proposal has been developed to enumerate
and designate prototypical texts in the field of administration. This proposal has been adapted to the
concept of textual genre, classified according to their sender and receiver, systematic, updated,
developed taking into account the current legislation, and developed in an interdisciplinary linguistic-
legal context [22].

In relation to stage 2, two surveys were carried out among the employees of the Madrid City Council
and the students of the degrees Grado en Derecho and Grado en Ciencias Juridicas de las
Administraciones Publicas of the UNED. The results were analysed in relation to the following
parameters: frequency and difficulty of writing administrative textual genres by public employees;
frequency and difficulty of writing by university students of Administrative Law; and amount of free
text that needs to be written by the issuer. Based on the results of the survey, five administrative textual
genres were selected to be the focus of the research: contract, inspection report, resolution published on
institutional portals, administrative procedure resolution sent to individual citizens, and requirement.

For stage 3, a corpus of 100 administrative texts (20 for each selected textual genre) has been
compiled. The texts corresponding to the genres that are made publicly available on the Internet were
compiled through the search engines of institutional portals. On the other hand, the corpus of texts
addressed to private citizens was compiled with the collaboration of the Madrid City Council. The
corpus is not made publicly available for confidentiality reasons.

With regard to stage 4, the textual (sections, titles and contents) and lexical (phraseology) features
that will be used in the analysis of the corpus have been selected on the basis of the methodology used
in previous work related to the development of arText [23, 24].

As regards stage 5, the corpus was manually annotated using the ATLAS.ti tool. Thus, an annotated
corpus of administrative texts was obtained with the indication of the sections, titles, contents and
representative phraseology to express the contents. Figure 2 shows an example of the annotation of one
of the corpus texts using ATLAS ti.
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Figure 2: Example of the annotation

In relation to stage 6, the frequency with which textual features appear in the corpus has been counted
and those which appear with a frequency > 50 % have been established as prototypical of each genre,
following the methodology proposed in previous studies on arText development [23, 24]. Optional
textual features (between 40% and 50%) are also included. In addition, phrases that are used in the
corpus to express the prototypical contents of the genre and that may be useful for the writer have been
selected and adapted to the most frequent plain language recommendations for Spanish [25]. As a result,
a model structure with the prototypical sections, contents and phraseology of each textual genre has



been obtained [26, 27]. Table 1 contains an extract of the model structure of the resolution published
on institutional portals.

Table 1

Fragment of the model structure of the resolution published on institutional portals: section Cuerpo
Section Contents Phraseology
Cuerpo Marco juridico - Segun los articulos [n?] y siguientes del/de la [normativa

aplicable: ley/reglamento/etc.], de [fecha], en adelante,
[sigla por la que se conoce la normativa aplicable],

- El/La [normativa aplicable: ley/reglamento/etc.] (en
adelante, [sigla por la que se conoce la normativa
aplicable]) sefiala en su articulo [n?] que "[cita textual]".
- El/La [articulo o parte de la norma] de la [normativa
aplicable: ley/reglamento/etc.], que entré en vigor el
[fecha], establece
Antecedentes - Se ha concluido el procedimiento y la Comisién de

Valoracidon ha dictado la propuesta de resolucion del
concurso.

- La Comisién de Valoracion se nombré conforme a la base
[n?e] de las Bases Generales de la convocatoria de
[tematica de la convocatoria].

- Se confirma que se han llevado a cabo los procesos que
se prevén en las bases y en las disposiciones supletorias.

The stages of the methodology that remain to be completed are the 7th and 8th. With reference to
stage 7, it has been planned the design of a didactic proposal for teaching Administrative Law through
its textual genres that integrates academic writing and the arText system as an ICT tool. This proposal
will be carried out within the framework of the Trabajo de Fin de Grado (TFG) course for students of
the degrees Grado en Derecho and Grado en Ciencias Juridicas de las Administraciones Publicas of
the UNED. Finally, in stage 8, it is planned to evaluate this didactic proposal through a survey addressed
to the aforementioned students.

5. Specific issues of research to be discussed

In the last few months, the compilation, annotation and analysis of a corpus of texts in the field of
public administration has been completed. Thanks to this analysis, five model structures were obtained
with linguistic information on the following genres: inspection report, contract, resolution addressed to
private citizens, resolution published on institutional portals and requirement.

In the framework of the TIC-eADMIN project, the linguistic information extracted from the corpus
analysis I have carried out in my PhD thesis will be used to extend the functionalities of the arText
system. Thus, in addition to helping users to make their administrative texts clearer through linguistic
recommendations, the system will also provide information on the sections, titles and contents of five
text genres in the field. It will also allow users to incorporate into their texts phrases in plain language
that are used to express those contents. Figure 3 includes a preview of what this functionality of the
arText system will allow the user to do.
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Figure 3: Preview of the arText functionality about the structure and contents of the text

Within the framework of my PhD thesis, I am going to develop a didactic proposal for teaching
Administrative Law through its textual genres in which university students use the arText system.
Subsequently, the didactic proposal will be evaluated. Hence, it is open to debate whether it is possible
to teach Administrative Law contents through a didactic proposal on academic writing of specialised
texts in which, in addition, ICTs are used. It is also worth discussing how to effectively integrate an
NLP tool within the framework of teaching Law at university level. Furthermore, suggestions for
evaluating the didactic proposal could be discussed. These suggestions would take into account
statistical assessment and feedback from the students involved in the study.
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