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Bar Vocational Course
Cardiff University 
Report of Pastoral visit, 2 March 2010
	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	Cardiff Law School
	
	16 February 2010


	Title of Course/award
	
	Nature/status of the course  



	PG Dip in Bar Professional Training  
	
	Final Year of Bar Vocational Course


	Numbers/modes approved
	
	Dates of course


	72 FT approved places
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Mr Michael Soole QC
	
	Practitioner, member of BPTC Sub Committee

	Mr David Fleming
	
	Senior academic, member of the Education and Training Committee

	Dr Valerie Shrimplin  
	
	Head of Education Standards, BSB

	Ms Rosie Faulkner
	
	BVC Administration Assistant, BSB


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Ms Jetsun Lebasci
	
	Course Leader

	Mr Ian Brookfield
	
	Director, Centre for Professional Legal Studies 

	Ms Hannah Walsh 
	
	Deputy Course Leader, admissions tutor and subject leader for negotiation

	Michael Edwards
	
	Subject leader for criminal litigation, ethics and advocacy 2 + 3

	Gareth George
	
	Subject leader for advocacy 1, civil PLR, ethics and family option

	Kate Hawkins
	
	Subject leader for conferencing and advanced crime option

	Christopher Humphreys
	
	Subject leader for civil litigation and advanced civil option

	Andrew Jerram
	
	Subject leader for opinion writing and drafting

	Michaela Thomas
	
	Subject leader for employment option

	Jason Tucker
	
	Subject leader for civil PLR and child care option


	The Proposal 

	Visitors/panel members should comment below on the extent to which the programme continues to meet the validation criteria. Comment  should be made on the extent to which criteria are met (eg as an exemplar or innovative/ practice; as an example of good practice; as meeting standards; not meeting standards; or a serious deficit)
Each section should be expanded as much as necessary, consistent with making all appropriate observations

It is intended that exemplars of excellent/innovative practice will be shared with other providers.  



	Context: The HEI/Provider 

	The University of Cardiff was established in 1883. It has full degree awarding powers.   

The BVC course has been running since 1996; one of several related law programmes delivered by the Centre for Professional Legal Studies, Cardiff Law School. The course is validated for 72 students and there are currently 70 students on the course. Numbers for previous years (in reverse order) were 61, 70, 66 and 63.  

There is an associated academic award, and those who successfully complete the course will be awarded a postgraduate diploma in Bar Professional Training by the University of Cardiff. The new BPTC was approved for delivery at Cardiff Law School from 2010, subject to a number of conditions and recommendations, which were followed through during the course of the March 2010 visit.  
There are currently no arrangements in place by which students can ‘top up’ the BPTC postgraduate diploma course to a Masters Degree, this has been approved and plans for future implementation are under discussion.
The visit took place over one day with an evening meeting of the panel the night before to draw up an agenda of issues needing clarification or discussion. By agreement with the Provider, the programme for the one day visit was adjusted in order to include some time for observation of classes, but with just one major meeting with management and staff combined. A meeting with students also took place, over lunch. A short tour of resources was included in the visit, in particular a visit to the Library and to view room 24a which had been a matter of discussion previously.



	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Adherence to the aims philosophy and standards of the Bar Course was demonstrated both in the documentation provided and in discussion with members of the Cardiff Law School.

Conditions and recommendations made following the accreditation meeting in May 2009 were carefully tracked. It was confirmed that a statement suggesting that Cardiff regulations will prevail was amended as appropriate (BSB regulations would prevail). Other conditions and recommendations (eg staff development, better silence control in the library, VLE support, development of links with local practitioners, opportunities for pro bono work, usage of room 24a, and a possible social area) had all been addressed – as mentioned in relevant sections below.



	2.  Quality management systems



	A comprehensive Annual Monitoring Report was provided which was very helpful to panel members.

It was effectively demonstrated how conditions and recommendations set by the BSB, external examiners etc had been addressed.

Student representatives were aware of opportunities to raise issues or provide feedback on the course. They confirmed that issues raised were dealt with and they were able to contact the Course Director if need be. 


	3.  Staffing and staff development



	In accordance with the condition of the accreditation meeting (May 2009) efforts had been made to implement a more effective staff training regime. This includes marshalling and shadowing of local practitioners. An advisory panel comprised of both senior and more junior local practitioners is also in place and working well. 


	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	The curriculum is delivered according to the BSB specification. The team is already working towards the changes and developments needed for the new BPTC.


	5.  Admissions and student profile



	Discussion took place about a number of students on the course whose English language skills had been perceived as below the required 7.5 IELTS (in each category). Six students had been required to take the IELTS Test and had been warned that they might be required to leave if they did not achieve the required standard. All of the students had declared English as their first language. The situation raised serious issues since student enquirers are routinely told by the BSB that they may not undertake the course if they do not provide evidence that they fulfil all the entry requirements (including language requirements). To allow students to continue with less than 7.5 IELTS in all areas would be unfair to others who had been told they could not apply. There is also a need for continuity across Providers.

Although there is a very large proportion of overseas students, recruitment agents are not used for the Bar Course – but they do feed through from undergraduate courses, and by word of mouth. 

On the other hand it is also difficult to require students to leave when more than half way through the course. In addition, the students in question had been passing their assessments, which seemed surprising that they could do so, but apparently English Language accuracy and skills were weighted low in those assessments. 
The students whom the panel met stated that they felt the Aptitude Entry test would be a good idea and they expressed an interest in taking part in the pilot. They were also supportive of the concept of centralised final examinations overseen by the BSB in the knowledge areas (criminal, Civil and Ethics) at the end of the course. It was agreed this would help to maintain standards and to ensure continuity. Students observed that some courses were structured differently and workloads might vary. They enjoyed mixing with students studying at other Providers, the main links being formed through Inns Education days which they found extremely good. 



	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	A total of 6 sessions were observed by panel members and all were rated good or above in each category. 
Some concerns were raised about the application of the attendance rule, since non attendance and late arrivals figured in several classes (conferencing). This was partly accounted for in discussion by explaining that some students were not expected to be in the session for the whole period. However, some were also clearly missing at the relevant point. For example, in one session, a student had to role play twice, the lecturer had to go and find people, and feedback was provided by a different person (client) because the student who should have so done was absent. One student was extremely late simply due to ‘over sleeping’.  This also raised the issue of consistency expected to be present throughout because in some classes students were expected to be there the whole time and provide evaluative feedback to those performing. The appointments system simply did not always seem to work and it was agreed that guidance should be revised to make the arrangement of the session clearer. 
On the other hand, very good tutor feedback was observed by panel members based on role play (eg conferencing). Students found the balance between written and oral work to be very good. Students like the process of using video/DVD with feedback. The Legal research Classes were singled out as being particularly good. 


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



	Some discussion took place about the success rates of students, as presented in the Annual Monitoring Report. It was observed that 16 out of a total 70 students were referred after first sit in summer 2008 (3 failed post resit); 18 out of 61 were referred in summer 2009 (5 failed post resit). A much larger proportion passed after resit but it seemed curious that Cardiff had stated they were pleased with these results (AMR p. 18). The high first time fail rate was attributed by Cardiff to their maintaining standards on the course but it was felt that (in the light of comment and observations about some weak students) that care should be taken with the intake. Higher fail rates for civil practice were noted which was worthy of investigation. External Examiner reports were all very positive.
 


	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	The panel met with a group of 7 students (2 female, 5 male, one overseas) who were all course representatives and had all done law as their first degree. None of the students present had pupillage arranged.
The students characterised the course at Cardiff as really hard work with lots of practical training (‘the hardest thing I have had to do’). They also considered it very enjoyable and even ‘fun’ and spoke highly of their tutors who were linked to the world of practice and were very supportive and accessible. Several had chosen Cardiff because they were impressed at the university’s open days, because they liked the small course, because of the ‘hands-on’ caring reputation, or because they lived locally (3). 
Placement weeks in the first term (eg marshalling) is considered useful. Satisfaction was expressed with the Library which is quiet and not overcrowded, with adequate books, electronic sources and computing facilities etc. Good VLE support is available through the University’s use of Blackboard.

Students particularly emphasised the supportive atmosphere, with students supportive of each other. Students reported that tutors tended to help any weaker students after classes, rather than holding up others.  It could be frustrating however if some students did not prepare properly since this impacted on the experience of others (see attendance issues above). Tutors would log an unprepared student as absent, but the majority are normally well prepared.
Students confirmed that careers support and advice was very good, particularly mock interviews and questions for pupillage. Activities are arranged with the local Bar, including advocacy training and mooting.
There are extensive pro bono opportunities and several students met by the panel were engaged in this.  There was an awareness of the FRU unit in London but it was difficult for Cardiff students to participate because of distance and cost. Work is being done on analysis of pro bono work in Wales in general, which may well lead to greater opportunities.
The only recommendation for improvement was for there to be a hot drinks machine (and a common room) in the building (staff had investigated this but Health and Safety issues were involved).




	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	A short tour of resources took place, including a visit to the library. This is open to all students within the Law School but is rarely used by non BVC and LPC students (total 250 students) with a large number of workplaces and appeared spacious and adequate. PCs are provided on the upper floor. Students are also able to use the law Library in a nearby building and steps have been taken (such as multiple copies and short loans) to reduce pressure on key texts at particular times when assessments are set. Wi-Fi access is available. Approximately £56,000 is spent on the Law Library annually and opening hours are reasonable (except it is closed on Sundays unless assignments are due). Librarians are considered by students to be most helpful.
Room 24a was specifically viewed since concerns had been raised about its use for classes in the past because of its small size. It is now used as a silent study room or free use group study area. 

Some observations took place in classrooms adjacent to the main road that were considered rather noisy due to passing traffic.

Social areas are provided in other parts of the University and students are encouraged to use these, alleviating previous problems of the library being used as a social area. 




	10.  Equality and diversity



	No issues were raised relating to equality and diversity matters


	Additional comments



	Panel members noted a number of weak students in the classes that they observed and, whilst recognising that this was an observation based on a small sample, found this ‘worrying.’



	Good practice, distinguishing features



	The School was commended on:
· The high standard of tutors and good teaching, as verified by students

· A particularly supportive environment for the course, with assistance provided to weaker students (out of class)

· A conscientious approach to the entry requirements, particularly IELTS testing
· The use of a Practitioner Advisory Panel, which includes younger members of the Bar as well as more experienced practitioners and members of the judiciary

· A review of the expansion of pro bono in Wales generally which is being undertaken   




	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
	The arrangements for the conferencing session observed must be clarified so as to make it absolutely clear, according to the appointments process, who is to attend or not at which point or points of the overall session.  Inconsistency on timetabling could be avoided by, for example, using overheads or handouts specifying the roles of students A, B, C etc and how they should rotate between active and observing roles.

	Recommendation 2
	It is recommended that students playing ‘clients’ should stay to watch and discuss the next ‘pair’ (where as only those playing barristers generally stayed). All should benefit from watching the others.

	Recommendation 3
	From the observations made, there appeared to be real problems with the application of the attendance rule, with poor or no explanations provided by students for absence or lateness. This must be made clear to students, due to the impact it clearly has on others, and evidence provided of how the attendance rule is emphasised and enforced.

	Recommendation 4
	Further consideration should be given to the provision of a hot drinks machine in the building.


	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	General
We appreciated the friendly and constructive manner in which the visit was conducted and welcomed the opportunity to discuss and receive guidance on relevant issues e.g. the English language entry requirement.

Admissions and student profile

We would accept that the situation concerning the English language skills of the 6 students referred to did raise serious issues. However, we sought to apply the requirements of the BSB at all times and believe that the difficulties experienced reflect inherent difficulties with the requirement as opposed to any failure to take appropriate action as a provider.

We do not accept that English language accuracy and skills are weighted low in our assessment criteria; typically 20% of the overall marks reflect their language skills and additional marks are allocated to criteria such as structure which can also be affected by a student’s language ability. We understand from our knowledge of the practice of other providers that this is broadly consistent with their approach. We have previously raised, at Bar Providers meetings, whether the relevant criteria should properly be treated as a must pass element but in the absence of consensus between providers in relation to this we believe that we are applying the criteria in an appropriate way.

Standards and assessment strategy and methods (including progression data)

There are higher fail rates for civil but there is not a significant difference between civil and crime. We have considered these results and believe that they can be explained by the fact that both these assessments are traditional unseen papers taken in full examination conditions. By contrast the students have their instructions for their skills assessments 1 week in advance of the assessment. 

Recommendations

We accept that the attendance requirements for the particular conferencing session referred to could be clearer and this will be addressed.

We would not accept that generally there are real problems with the application of the attendance rule. Registers are taken in every class and each student’s attendance is tracked through the database. This information shows that generally student attendance is very good. We believe that the guidance (in the student handbook) available to the students about the attendance requirement is very clear.




First Draft: 5 April 2010

Approved by the Panel: 29 April 2010

Approved by the provider: 19 May 2010

Approved by Education and Training Committee: 22 July 2010
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