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of how to conceptualise and run a trial. The 

method employed is very clever: one learns 

in action, and principles that one understood 

hypothetically become ingrained. 

In addition, whilst I was criticised at every 

turn, I came out of the course feeling far more 

confident in my abilities – and in my capac-

ity to learn and improve. I also think that one 

should not underestimate the value of spend-

ing five days getting to know judges and 

other members of the bar. I feel challenged, 

enriched and invigorated.  

Advocacy skills training: 
an international 
perspective

By Amber Darr, Barrister-at-Law, 
Pakistan

When I was first introduced to advocacy skills 
training in 2002 in Karachi, I was struck by 
the trainer’s claim that advocacy skills could be 
taught to any lawyer practising in an adversar-
ial system anywhere in the world irrespective 
of the substantive law he or she subscribed to. 
The claim had seemed particularly fanciful at 
the time, because somehow I perceived advo-
cacy skills to be so closely connected with the 
personality and ability of a particular advocate 
and often also with the material he or she was 
constrained to prepare with, that I doubted if 
these could be taught at all! 

I was soon disabused of my doubts when 
towards the end of 2003 I, along with a group 
of trainers, started delivering advocacy train-
ing in Karachi and Lahore. Whilst we struggled 
with cultural issues (certain participants simply 
failed to respond to robust judicial interven-
tion) and language issues (certain other par-
ticipants slipped into arguments in Urdu even 
though the language of the court was and 
is English) we also discovered that each par-
ticipant, regardless of his or her background, 
could equally benefit from honing his or her 
ability to carry out a thorough case analysis, 
to formulate appropriate questions whether 
in examination-in-chief or cross-examination 
and to develop cogent and concise arguments 
for the court. I also discovered during this time 
that perhaps the most fascinating aspect of 
advocacy skills training was (and is) that while 
on the one hand it seeks to impart an objec-
tive skills standard to the participants during 
the plenary sessions, on the other hand it 
utilises the smaller group training sessions to 
work individually with the particular strengths 
and weaknesses of each participant. 

In 2004 as the programme in Pakistan 
gained momentum, our counterparts in New 
Delhi invited a group of trainers to attend and 
teach in a weekend workshop. The visit was 
bound to be interesting due to Pakistan and 
India’s shared history and an almost identi-
cal legal system, which we both inherited 
from the British in 1947. Precisely these fac-
tors made our experience in India extremely 

relevant and highly enjoyable but also some-
what less challenging. The issues we saw in 
India were similar to those we had already 
encountered in Pakistan. However, we did dis-
cuss with the Indian team new ways of solving 
these issues. 

The real challenge for my fellow trainers in 
Pakistan and for me personally, came in 2005 
when I was invited to teach at the Advanced 
International Advocacy Training Course 
organised by the South Eastern Circuit of 
the Bar of England and Wales held in the last 
week of August each year at Keble College, 
Oxford. The Keble Course, as it is popularly 
known, is one of the most prestigious and 
perhaps the most elegant advocacy skills 
training course held anywhere in the world. 
I still remember my extreme nervousness as I 
prepared to teach at Keble for the first time: 
not only would I be training with lawyers who 
had trained me but I would also be sharing 
the training with extremely senior and very 
talented lawyers from South Africa, Australia, 
Hong Kong and of course, England. Although 
the nervousness has not entirely left me, the 
bonds I have forged by teaching at Keble over 
the last six years and the appreciation I have 
received from fellow trainers and at times 
from the participants have more than amply 
compensated for it.

Despite the growing confidence in my 
ability to train, I was simultaneously excited 
and daunted when Tim Bruinders SC, whom 
I had met at Keble in 2010, invited me to 
teach at the first Advanced Advocacy Training 
Course to be held at the Wallenberg Centre at 
Stellenbosch. Whilst the excitement was due 
to a tremendous sense of honour at having 
been offered an opportunity to train in yet 
another country and in a system and environ-
ment which would be entirely new to me, the 
fear was entirely due to the feeling that I may 
not be able to bridge the considerable gap 
in my knowledge of the South African legal 
system and therefore not only fail to impart 
anything of value to the participants but also 
to upset the theory that advocacy skills train-
ing can in fact be delivered regardless of the 
knowledge of local law!

Wallenberg, however, was a brilliant 
and wonderful surprise. I was particularly 
delighted to meet many friends I had made 
at Keble over the years and to have a chance 
to train with them again in their environment. 

I was also equally thrilled to meet many new 
people both as faculty and participants. The 
manner in which the faculty (particularly the 
international faculty) was rotated throughout 
the week provided us the greatest exposure 
to the largest number of participants. Toward 
the end of the week, I had trained with 
almost every participant and alongside nearly 
every faculty member. The ostensible reason 
for rotating us in this manner is to provide 
a benefit to the participant. A lesser known 
secret is that it is the faculty that derives an 
even greater benefit and pleasure for meeting 
and working with the largest possible variety 
of lawyers. 

I was particularly struck by how generous 
the faculty were towards the participants and 
particularly how unflagging the support of 
the group tutors was towards their groups. 
There was a great sense of camaraderie and 
good humour, which I am sure, was transmit-
ted to the participants and helped to soothe 
nerves and to make the learning sessions even 
more rewarding. It was perhaps due to this 
that even though the pressure only mounted 
as the week progressed, I noticed that the 
barriers amongst participants and between 
the participants and faculty were slowly dis-
solving. While this may have been partly due 
to the collegiate atmosphere and the fact 
that participants interacted with each other 
and with the faculty beyond the classroom, I 
feel that it was also in large part due to the 
realisation amongst the participants that no 
one had an unfair advantage over the other: 
each participant was placed in the proverbial 
dock like any other, each had to prepare and 
perform and be critiqued like any other and 
most importantly, each not only had his or her 
unique skill but also his or her unique fear!

Wallenberg has set a new and important 
trend for advocacy training in South Africa, 
which is, and with the real, honest and rigor-
ous feedback of the participants will increas-
ingly become, not only a hallmark for excel-
lence for advocacy skills training but also 
an oasis in which the members of the legal 
community may transcend seeming national, 
cultural and legal boundaries to forge con-
nections above and beyond these limitations. 
I am grateful and honoured for being allowed 
to be part of this very important initiative and 
look forward to it growing from strength to 
strength.  
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