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	Name of Institution
	
	 Date of Visit/Meeting

	BPP Law School (London)
	
	13-14 April 2010 


	Title of Course/award
	
	Previous course  



	Bar Vocational Course
	
	Bar Vocational Course 


	Approved and actual numbers (2009-10)
	
	Term start date


	264 Full Time (314) (at time of visit)
96 Part Time (94) (at time of visit)
	
	7 September 2009. BSB was notified of over-recruitment on 9 September 2009. A triggered visit took place on 6 October 2009.


	Monitoring Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Emily Windsor 
	
	Vice-Chair BPTC Sub-committee, Vice Chair Education & Training Committee, Barrister (Chair)

	Dr Victoria Stec
	
	Education Manager, BSB

	Miss Rosie Faulkner
	
	Administration Assistant, BSB

	Ms Claire Francis
	
	BPTC Sub-committee member, Employed Barrister

	Mr Andrew Lyons
	
	Education and Training Committee member, Barrister

	Ms Jetsun Lebasci
	
	Course Leader, Cardiff Law School

	Ms Amanda Thompson
	
	BSB (pm, 13th only)

	Baroness Ruth Deech
	
	Chair of the BSB (pm, 13th only)

	Dr Valerie Shrimplin 
	
	Head of Education Standards, BSB (13th only)


	HEI Team attending the event
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Anna Banfield
	
	Director of Programmes, London and Leeds

	James Welsh
	
	Director of Programmes

	Peter Crisp
	
	Dean, Law School

	Sarah MacDonald
	
	Associate Dean of Law School

	Chris Maguire
	
	Director of Quality and Policy

	Boryana Peeuska-Cutting
	
	Deputy Director, Quality


	The Rationale for the visit

	This visit was held as part of the annual programme of visits to all Providers to monitor the quality and standards of the course and to determine whether the course is being delivered in accordance with the Course Specification Requirements and Guidance. Additional time was allocated to allow for further scrutiny following the extra visit in October 2009 triggered by over-recruitment in the academic year 2009-10. In addition to assuring itself of the quality of the student experience and the security of standards, the panel was therefore particularly concerned to explore the extent to which BPP had acted upon the recommendations made at the time of the triggered visit, and to explore the effects of the over-recruitment on quality and standards during the year.
During the course of the visit the panel met with management, teaching and learning resources staff, and students. The panel was provided in advance with key documentation including the most recent Annual Monitoring Report by BPP, copies of previous External Examiner and visit reports and other information.

Visitors were asked to comment on the extent to which the programme now appeared to meet the accreditation criteria (of the interim period 2008-10). Comment was made on the extent to which criteria appear to be met (e.g. as meeting standards; not meeting standards; or a serious deficit).



	Context: The HEI/Provider 

	BPP was established about 30 years ago. It has recently been taken over by Apollo Global (USA), which owns five universities in the Americas. 

It has taught degree awarding powers for undergraduate and postgraduate programmes since September 2007 (as granted by the Privy Council and approved by the Quality Assurance Agency).
The BVC course has run in London from 1997 and in Leeds from 2006 until the present, within a suite of related law programmes delivered by BPP.
It is proposed that the new BPTC course should be delivered from September 2010 at BPP Law School venues in London and Leeds.  
There is an associated academic award, and those who successfully complete the course are awarded a postgraduate diploma in Bar Vocational Training by BPP in accordance with its degree awarding powers. There are currently arrangements in place by which students can ‘top up’ the BVC postgraduate diploma course to a Masters Degree at BPP London and at BPP Leeds, by the completion of additional modules.



	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Adherence to course aims and philosophy seemed sound. Some concerns about standards emerged from discussion with both staff and students as detailed below. Issues raised indicated ongoing knock-on effects of the over-recruitment discussed in the previous report of the triggered visit on 9 October 2009. This, compounded by an unusually high level of staff absence in the academic year 2009-10, had caused difficulties for BPP London but the panel was assured that steps had been taken to ensure that standards were maintained. 



	2.  Quality management systems



	The panel was provided with copies of the BVC Annual Programme Monitoring Report 2008-09. Whilst this had consisted of a collection of some useful information (albeit with some statistical errors), the panel felt that it was lacking in critical analysis of the information and that overall the document fell significantly short of compliance with the BSB guidance provided in the Golden Book Annex 6 and 6A (NB from next academic year this will be the Blue Book Section C3). The panel reminded BPP of its obligations in this respect and requested that the BSB be provided with missing documentation, in particular (i) an analytical overview of the operation of the programme in the academic year 2008-09; (ii) responses to External Examiners’ reports, and (iii) a list of teaching staff noting all changes that have taken place during the year, indicating whether staff are full-time, fractional or freelance, and what proportion of their time is committed to the BVC. 
The variations in teaching styles and feedback noted in 6 below gave rise to panel concerns regarding consistency of approach to the application of assessment criteria in feedback. This was felt to be more to do with Quality processes than individual teaching styles, and appropriate staff development as indicated in 3 below would be crucial to address the issue of consistency and fairness to students.
The panel learned that it was usual for BPP to conduct a student survey each term. The survey from the first term had been sent for analysis, and the survey for the second term had been conducted but not yet analysed. This seemed unfortunate given that the value of such surveys is limited if student feedback is not analysed and acted upon within a timescale that allows issues to be addressed for the benefit of present students where possible, or, failing that, for future students. In view of the level of dissatisfaction expressed by students (see 9 below), and the ongoing concerns of the Bar Standards Board in relation to the quality of the student experience at BPP following the repeated over-recruitment in 4 out of the past 5 years, the panel recommended that a comprehensive exit survey should be devised and carried out in time to capture feedback from the current cohort (Recommendation 1). It is suggested that the survey should be conducted in such a way as to ensure that the maximum number of students respond: for instance, it could be distributed in hard copy at revision classes and time set aside for its completion and collection to optimise the potential return rate. The survey should invite student views on issues to include:
· The standard of teaching (indicating views on a teacher by teacher basis)

· Resources including library and IT

· Class sizes

· Administration from the time point of offer to starting the course (to include collection of fees)

· Response times to queries (and to invite students to be specific about what they find an unreasonably long time)

· Awareness of complaints procedures (students had indicated that they were unaware of formal channels for complaint and had not utilised the new suggestion box for serious comments)

· What BPP did well

· What BPP should not be doing

· What BPP should consider doing 

The draft survey should be submitted to the BSB for review at least 7 days before it is distributed to students, analysis undertaken of the results as soon as possible after it has been conducted, and a report sent to the BSB.




	3.  Staffing and staff development



	Teaching staff indicated that the current academic year had been particularly pressurised given that a number of unforeseen absences had had to be covered. Due to the extensive goodwill of many people having taking on extra duties, staff did not think that the student experience had been compromised during this period and were confident that all students would leave with a result that appropriately reflected their abilities. The heavy reliance on freelance staff was felt to be a problem because the pool of people able to take on pastoral and administrative duties and attend team/planning meetings was small. Staff were clear about the benefits of having freelance colleagues who were also practitioners, but this did not compensate for the lack of sufficient full-time permanent staff with wider roles. Staff did not feel that there were any particular issues with freelance or new staff being under-trained as many were very experienced and appropriate induction and briefing sessions were provided. 
The panel’s impression was that in the academic year under review, the full-time permanent staff had been stretched to their limits and that whilst the extensive use of freelance staff had been necessary in order to sustain business continuity, the panel recommended that in future years BPP should place an emphasis on establishing a more solid core of full-time permanent staff to ensure that quality and standards would not be put at risk (Recommendation 2). 
As noted in 6 below, the panel observed a wide range of teaching styles. Students expressed concern regarding variations in the application of assessment criteria in relation to classroom activities, suggesting that staff were not applying criteria equitably at the teaching stage. For instance, students cited a lecturer who had stated that whatever a student’s performance, they would not receive an ‘Outstanding’ as the lecturer believed that this would provide an incentive for students to work harder in the future. This point had also been raised in the staff student liaison committee meeting. The panel understood that variations in style of delivery of teaching were inevitable, and had no desire to see the homogenisation of teaching style and loss of individuality; however it would strongly recommend that adequate staff training be provided for all teaching staff on the application of assessment criteria to ensure equitable treatment of all students in classroom assessment and feedback prior to the formal assessments (Recommendation 3).
The panel learned that there had at one time been a system of peer review that had fallen into abeyance when the member of staff responsible for its co-ordination had left BPP.
The panel also recommended that BPP should make strenuous efforts to involve new, fractional and freelance staff in staff training and planning meetings and in any activities that would promote their sense of ownership of the programme on which they teach (Recommendation 4). 



	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	Curriculum content and structure remains the same as previous years, and as defined by the Golden Book. Options groups generally comprised 12 students, although the panel learned that Intellectual Property was taught in groups of 15. BPP staff stated that as it had not been possible to timetable more than two groups, the decision had been taken that it was preferable to give all students their first choice rather than to cause disappointment over options as students would prefer to have their first choice in a larger group than to have to take their second choice. 

 


	5.  Admissions and student profile



	BPP continues to attract applications from highly qualified students. Those that the panel met all had either first class honours or upper second class honours degrees. In four out of the last five years, BPP has over recruited: the systemic problems in the management of the admissions process were investigated at the triggered visit in October 2009, and the ongoing effects and impact on the student experience discussed elsewhere in this report. As required by Condition 1 of the visit report in October 2009, BPP has engaged the services of a statistician to help determine the level of offers that need to be made in order to convert offers to an appropriate number of registered students without exceeding the maximum number validated by the BSB. The panel was assured that extreme caution was being exercised to ensure no over-recruitment for the academic year 2010-11. The panel reiterated the serious nature of the reputational risk from over-recruitment and was pleased to learn that BPP had taken positive steps to address the issue. 



	 6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	The visiting panel had the opportunity to observe a number of teaching sessions (5 options classes and 5 advocacy classes were observed) and noted a variety of styles of delivery. From this necessarily snapshot view, the panel’s impression was that teaching was generally good: the sessions observed ranged from inspirational to satisfactory. The panel speculated on whether the exceptional quality of the best teaching may in fact raise student expectations and account for some of the dissatisfaction expressed with teaching that was adequate rather than exceptional.  



	  7.  Standards and assessment strategy and methods (including progression data)



	The panel was concerned to learn of an issue that had arisen over a Negotiation assessment where errors in the assessment brief and in the material provided to students had resulted in confusion and worry amongst students. Three complaints to the BSB had been received from students. Staff acknowledged that the errors had been unfortunate and unacceptable, and that in spite of the already rigorous procedures for proof-reading, clearly more vigilance was needed in that respect. Having spoken to both staff and students, the account of exactly what had happened and how it had been dealt with remained unclear and the panel recommended that BPP should provide the BSB with (i) a precise chronology of events during the week the examination was conducted, and (ii) details of exactly what has been said to all students who undertook this assessment, in particular whether any students were offered resits (Recommendation 5). 



	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	Students that the panel met expressed some concern over the rules on passive attendance where a student who was present but had not undertaken the requisite preparation should be marked absent. A number of students expressed frustration at the adverse impact of such unprepared students on their own experience, and concern that the penalty was not being applied. Staff indicated that in these instances the student who had attended passively might be dealt with discreetly so as not to embarrass them in front of their peers. The panel reminded BPP of the need to ensure that all staff were aware of the policy and able to apply it consistently. 

Students whom the panel met reported varying levels of support. In general the part-time students expressed higher levels of satisfaction than the full-time students. Issues of particular concern included perceived lack of consistency in feedback and assessment by tutors (see 6 above) and variability of speed of response to any queries. Some students found staff extremely helpful and generous in giving of their time and responding to queries while others had found lack of responses so discouraging that they had stopped trying to communicate.
The panel detected an element of defensiveness amongst staff when asked about some of the concerns raised in the student session. It was thought that this could probably be attributed to the pressures that staff had been under during the past year, but the panel would encourage staff not to be unduly dismissive of student concerns. For example, many of the comments made by students at the staff-student liaison committee seemed to the panel to be justified and worthy of attention. 
Students spoke very positively about the careers service and the opportunity to do mock interviews. Other positive aspects of the course included the highly engaging nature of some of the tutors; the fact that students felt clear about what they should be doing, and felt that workload, while heavy, gave them confidence in that it was indicative of comprehensive programme content.
Students were in favour of the Aptitude Test. Some had already participated in the pilot and others intended to do so.



	  9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	The panel found the learning resources very impressive. However, there were serious concerns that the resources were under pressure from the number of users (who also included those studying for the LPC) to the point where students were suffering. This was also reported by the students. During a meeting with a library representative, this problem was acknowledged, although it was put down to the new courses at BPP rather than over-recruitment on the BVC. The panel was nevertheless concerned by this because of the knock on effect on all students’ experience. The panel therefore asked BPP to provide a schedule of the number of students using the building, identifying those on different courses and those who are part-time and full-time separately. 

The panel received a helpful library report which had been a condition of the last visit. Since the last visit, BPP had installed software and screens so that students are able to see how many PCs are free at any one time and where they are located. The panel was assured that books and computers have been and will continue to be monitored.

The panel noted that while in the early evening the library was operating at a reasonable capacity, at lunchtime the facilities had seemed uncomfortably noisy and crowded.
The panel recommended that BPP should conduct an exit survey (see Section 2 above and Recommendation 1) and this should include questions to determine the extent to which students felt the effects of pressure on resources.
The panel also recommended that BPP continue to monitor the effects of over-recruitment in the academic year 2009-10 (providing the BSB with a report at the end of the summer clearing process summarising the conclusions drawn from this monitoring) and keep the BSB informed of efforts to control recruitment for 2010, in order to minimise reputational risk to both BPP and the BSB (Recommendations 7 and 8). 



	  10.  Equality and diversity



	The panel was concerned to learn at the meeting with students that some with needs for special examination arrangements had not felt as if they had been treated particularly well and that this had been unsettling for them. The nature of the special arrangements that would be made had not been confirmed until two days before the examination when it was agreed that the assessment could take place on a computer rather than in manuscript.
The panel recommended that BPP should ensure that its policy on special educational needs is clear, that all staff are appropriately trained in its application, and that awareness of the policy should be promoted more widely (Recommendation 6).



	Additional comments



	The following documents should be supplied to the Bar Standards Board as soon as possible:

· A response to the e-mail from Valerie Shrimplin dated 10 February 2010. [Done]
· A full explanation and analysis of what went wrong in the Negotiation assessment and a clear and unambiguous statement of the proposed solution. 
· A breakdown of the numbers of students being taught in the building over the last 3 years, including full-time, part-time and LPC students. 

· Any Health and Safety report on the building.

· The documents relating to Annual Monitoring referred to in 2 above. 

The panel let it be known to the management of BPP that it was very unhelpful to find comments in the press from a senior member of BPP staff suggesting that the over-recruitment had been ‘just a blip’, and that the Bar Standards Board had acknowledged that the over-recruitment had been ‘inadvertent’ (when the BSB had acknowledged no such thing). It was one thing to put a spin on matters to the press, but the attribution of a statement that was not true to the BSB was unacceptable. The panel was aware that these were the comments of one individual and were no reflection on the integrity of the core of hard working staff.
BPP confirmed that the member of staff who had been suspended from practice by the Bar Standards Board is suspended from teaching duties until the matter is resolved.
The academic year 2009-10 has clearly been a difficult one for BPP through a combination of circumstances that could not have been foreseen (staff absences) and the effects of over-recruitment. Given that BPP has everything needed to operate as a first class provider in terms of the resources, teaching staff and the profile of the students it attracts, it is of some concern that on this occasion the level of student satisfaction is not greater. The recommendations contained in this report are designed to enable BPP to explore the reasons behind this further and to develop as a more self-critical institution with robust staffing and quality processes. 




	Good practice, distinguishing features



	BPP Law School London has very impressive facilities in a pleasant, airy building; it has excellent library resources, and effective pro bono and careers services. The school attracts top-end students and has many highly dedicated and committed teaching staff. 
The panel expressed appreciation of the positive relationship between BPP and the Bar Standards Board: BPP had been particularly helpful in organising the BVC conference and assisting in providing students for the pilot aptitude test, and the BSB had a great deal of respect for the many positive aspects of the programme.



	Conclusions: recommendation on accreditation/approval/continuing approval

	Continuing approval (with recommendations)

For the period:    September 2009 to July 2010



	Recommendations  

	Where recommendations are additionally made, please detail below:

	Recommendation 1
	Devise and carry out a comprehensive exit survey (as described in 2 above) to capture feedback from the current cohort. NB this should be submitted to the BSB for review at least 7 days before it is distributed.

	Recommendation 2
	Place an emphasis on establishing a more solid core of full-time permanent staff to ensure that quality and standards would not be put at risk in future years.

	Recommendation 3
	Provide adequate training for all teaching staff on the application of assessment criteria to ensure equitable treatment of all students in assessment and feedback.

	Recommendation 4
	Make strenuous efforts to involve new, fractional and freelance staff in staff training and planning meetings and in any activities that would promote their sense of ownership of the programme on which they teach. 



	Recommendation 5
	Provide the BSB with (i) a precise chronology of events during the week the Negotiation examination was conducted, and (ii) details of exactly what has been said to all students who undertook this assessment, in particular whether any students were offered resits. 

	Recommendation 6
	Ensure that the policy on students with disabilities or special educational needs is clear, that all staff are appropriately trained in its application, and that awareness of the policy should be promoted more widely.



	Recommendation 7
	Continue to monitor the effects of over-recruitment in the academic year 2009-10 and provide the BSB with a report at the end of the summer clearing process summarising conclusions reached as a result of this monitoring.

	Recommendation 8
	Keep the BSB informed of efforts to control recruitment for 2010, in order to minimise reputational risk to both BPP and the BSB.


First draft: 26 April 2010

Confirmed by panel members: 2 June 2010

Confirmed by Provider: 15 July 2010

Confirmed by Education and Training committee: 22 July 2010 
	Response by the Provider  



	BPP welcomed the visit of the BSB in April 2010 and appreciate the thorough and careful review which was conducted. We comment as follows:

Quality management systems   

We presented our APMR in a new format this year with the aim of making it a more dynamic document which should be developed throughout the year and to try and reduce unnecessary repetition. In the transition between the old and the new formats of the APMR we accept that it was difficult to present some of the analysis as clearly as we would have liked. We believe that this will be much improved in the future.

As regards the lack of responses to External Examiner Reports, in previous years it has been our practice to respond to and comment upon these reports in the APMR rather than directly (e.g. pages 17 – 19 of the 2008-09 APMR). Starting with the most recent interim External Examiner Reports we will henceforth respond directly to our externals and to the BSB which responses will be attached to the APMR. 

We have now completed our exit survey adopting the format recommended by the BSB. 

Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)

It is pleasing that the panel found that the teaching was generally good and some truly exceptional. It is noted with interest the suggestion that the very high standard of some tutors may in fact raise student expectation and explain some student dissatisfaction with teaching which was less inspirational.  

Conclusion

It is encouraging to note that the BSB considers that BPP has everything needed to operate as a first class provider and that they respect the many positive aspects of the programme.

We appreciate that the over-recruitment this year was unacceptable. We believe that the student experience has not been affected. We are now working closely with the statistician to ensure that this does not happen again.




BPP Law School (London), 13-14 April 2010
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