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The present contribution proposes a contrastive analysis of lexico-grammatical features in
English and Italian legal-lay language (henceforth: LLL) – defined here as any legal text type
aimed at a non-specialist audience (Tiersma, 1999; Bhatia, 2010). Studies on LLL as an
independent genre are still scarce in the linguistic literature (Van Boom et al., 2016; Conklin et
al., 2019), which predominantly focus on legal language simplification (inter alia: Cortelazzo,
2008; Adler, 2012; Mori, 2019).
The study investigates a specialistic corpus of LLL using collostructional analysis (Römer, 2009;
Stefanowitsch, 2013) and a comparative frequency analysis with other specialised corpora. The
research has two primary aims: first, to provide an exploratory account of the lexicogrammatical features of LLL and second, to ascertain whether such features can be considered
idiosyncratic. Particularly, the research sets off from two interrelated hypotheses: that LLL
exhibits idiosyncratic lexico-grammatical characters, different from specialised legal jargon and
non-specialised written prose alike; we further hypothesize that LLL will show a ‘blended’
nature, with mixed characters between these two genres. To analyse both the lexical and the
grammatical end of the lexico-grammar continuum (Halliday, 1991; Gabrielatos, 2018), the
study takes the constructionist standpoint that language is formed by constructions, holistic
pairs of form (syntax) and function (semantics) (Goldberg, 2006, 2019). Construction Grammar
is in fact increasingly applied in both synchronic and diachronic corpus-based studies (Gries,
2013; Hilpert, 2013). A growing body of literature has also been using constructionist tenets for
the analysis of genre (Hoffmann & Bergs, 2018).
The research is conducted on a self-compiled specialised corpus that comprises several textual
types ascribable to LLL: CorIELLS (CORpus of Italian and English Legal-lay textS, Busso
[accepted]). To analyse grammatical patterns and the lexical items they tend to co-occur with in
CorIELLS, collostructional analysis is adopted. This family of quantitative methods finds
statistically associated subcategorization preferences (i.e., lexical items) for a given abstract
grammatical construction. Simple and covarying collexeme analyses are employed to analyse
four grammatical constructions: nominalizations heading prepositional phrases, participial
constructions, modal verbs, and passive constructions. These constructions were selected at
different abstractedness levels, based on previous research on legal and bureaucratic
grammatical features in both Italian and English (Garavelli, 2001; Brunato and Venturi, 2014;
Coppolella, 2014; Brunato, 2015; Mori, 2019).
Statistically associated collexemes found with the collostructional analysis are further
contrasted to the same structures in different corpora of legal and non-specialised written
prose: the specialised legal and written prose subcorpora of the Italian reference corpus CORIS
(Rossini-Favretti, 2000) and for English the imaginative subcorpus of the BNC and an ad-hoc
created subcorpus of EurLEX-English. Data are analysed with linear mixed-effect-modelling to
highlight differences in usage. Results from the analyses of both languages will be further
compared and discussed to find differences and similarities in the lexico-grammatical profile of
LLL in Italian and English.
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The analysis of English is still ongoing, but findings from Italian appear to preliminary validate
our hypotheses: subcategorization preferences show a mixture of specifically legal and more
colloquial lexical choices. Moreover, constructions are used significantly differently than in both
non-specialised prose and legal jargon (Busso, submitted).
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