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Bar Vocational Course

City Law School

Report of ‘Pastoral’ visit, 15 December 2009
	Name of Institution
	
	 Date of Visit

	City Law School
	
	 15 December 2009


	Title of course/award
	
	Nature/status of the course


	Postgraduate Diploma in Professional Legal Skills  
	
	Final year of the Full-time Bar Vocational Course
Penultimate year of the Part-time BVC


	Numbers/modes approved
	
	Dates of course



	Approved from 2010-11 for 420 FT places and 60 PT places
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Valerie Shrimplin
	
	Chair, Head of Education Standards at BSB

	David Pittaway QC
	
	Practitioner, Chair of Training for the Bar Committee

	Matthew Reeve
	
	Practitioner , member of Training for the Bar Committee

	James Welsh
	
	Director of Programmes at BPP

	Cordelia Lean
	
	BSB Representative

	Rosie Faulkner
	
	BSB Representative


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Stuart Sime
	
	FT Course Director

	Professor Susan Nash
	
	Dean

	Professor Adrian Keane
	
	Director of Professional Programmes

	Marcus Soanes
	
	PT Course Director

	Caitriona Hegarty
	
	PT Deputy Course Director

	Lisa Laurenti
	
	Deputy Course Director

	Robert McPeake
	
	Criminal LLM Programme Director

	Paul Long
	
	Chief Operating Officer

	Susan Blake
	
	Associate Dean Teaching and Learning


	The Proposal 

	Visitors/panel members should comment below on the extent to which the proposed programme meets the accreditation 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)

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 

	City University London was established in 1894 as the Northampton Institute and obtained university status in 1966. It has degree awarding powers. The School has run its BVC programme since the BVC replaced the Bar Finals in 1989, with the course forming part of a suite of related law programmes.


	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Generally noted to be meeting standards and adhering to the aims and philosophy of the BVC. 

Concern was raised as a number of sessions attended by panel members did not have full attendance. One panel member was pleased to see that a sign in sheet was passed around an LGS. The same member, however, did comment that late comers were invited to sign the sheet after the session, and was not sure that they actually did this. Are students taking the attendance rule seriously? 

Some panel members were also concerned since students are allowed to be as late as ten minutes, however students reported that the attendance rule is taken very seriously, and the rule for students to be no more than ten minutes late is enforced strictly.
Students commented that some students do not engage fully, particularly during LGS’s, and that greater discipline might be beneficial (e.g. against people who are talking or causing a disturbance).


	2.  Quality management systems



	Quality management was reported to meet standards, having not changed since the previous accreditation visit. However it was noted from the accreditation report that some conditions are still to be addressed.


	3.  Staffing and staff development



	When the question was raised about the practical experience of the staff, in accordance with the accreditation condition, the panel were told that a large number of the staff had 8 years + time at the Bar. If a staff member has been out of practice a long period of time, they do CPD work, marshalling or visit courts. Next year City would like to move to a more organised system for staff to go into chambers for 5 days, and have been making contact with chambers in order to do so, it would be treated rather like an advanced mini-pupillage The panel expressed concern that more value would be attached to spending time in court, and requested that it was ensured that work is kept at a high level.



	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	 Classes observed by panel members were reported to be pitched at a suitable level and the content and structure was appropriate.


	5.  Admissions and student profile



	The panel members noted that student numbers have been falling recently. City is validated for 650 students but has only filled 332 places this year, in comparison with 409 last year. The panel members enquired as to why this occurred, however it was noted that they have applied for and been validated for a lower number of places on the new course. Due to a recommendation made by the BSB in November with regard to the weak tail present, City have responded by dropping the number of offers made to applicants with 2:2s. In 2008/9 163 offers were made to such students, and in 09/10 106 offers were made.
The panel made clear that from a marketing point of view, students must be made aware of the difficulty of gaining pupillage with a 2:2.

City responded that for the new BPTC they will be applying more stringent requirements by assessing whether those with 2:2s are likely to have the capacity to get to the Bar. They have raised their admissions criteria for the 2010 intake in respect of students with a 2:2.
The BSB request further statistics to show that this is the reason for the fall in numbers.

City reported that IELTS problems seem to have improved this year. City operate an English Language protocol where half way through the first term tutors refer recommended students to the Sub-Committee, consisting of the Course Director, the Part Time Course Director and the Equality Director. This was done with 11 students this year; some will be required to take IELTS.

When asked if they support IELTS testing for everyone, some replied ‘it would be interesting’.

Of the 12 students the panel saw 3 had overseas degrees, most were law degrees and all had a 2:1 or above. 2 of the students had pupillage, and one planned to go overseas to practice.
Students did not report weak students holding them back in their own groups, but did say that they have heard of this occurring in some other groups. They also reported some language problems in advocacy, but said that this mostly affects the students themselves.

The students reported a positive aspect of the course to be the diversity of the students at City Law School, and the community feeling that emanates from that.

From one class observed of 10 students, 6 are going overseas to practice, 5 had 2:2s and 4 did not have English as a first language. This was a cause for some concern.
It was also observed that the weak students remain somewhat in evidence. 


	 6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	Classes observed generally involved good teaching. One tutor was especially encouraging towards the students, and sufficient time was given for them to practise and receive and give feedback.
Teaching was considered to be pitched at an appropriate level for the intended aims and outcomes of the sessions.

One panel member observed that in a criminal advocacy class it seemed unclear as to the perspective from which the ‘part’ being ‘played’ was to be viewed. Tutors should ensure that this is made very clear.
When speaking to students, the panel heard that they unanimously praised the good standard of teaching at City. Students agreed that the workload was good and high, and that sessions were interesting and instructive.

Advocacy was said to be taught very well, with continual one on one feedback and recording facilities.
The subject considered by students to be less well done was legal research. Students agreed that a more graduated introduction would be better, as the trails are tedious and not enough is done to help the students. This is being changed in the new Course from 2010.
Students praised City for offering more Pro Bono options, specifically some less common ones which are less over-subscribed. The panel noted that this has increased since the previous visit.
During the feedback meeting, the panel expressed a lack of clarity as to whether teaching was coming from an academic or sufficiently practical point of view, i.e. that there was too much focus on using the witness statement when preparing an Examination in Chief, as the witness statements available in practice are not always sufficiently well put together, or the evidence from a witness may span several documents.
The panel also invited greater discipline in LGS.




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



	The re-sit rate in the summer at City was 44.4%. The panel was concerned to note that although student numbers are going down, the fail rate seems to be going up; however the panel noted this is not individual to City, however this needs further consideration and investigation.
External Examiners are positive about teaching which does not seem to correlate well with these failure rates. The panel observed generally sound teaching however.
The staff responded to such comments by the panel that they have seen a strong correlation between those who get 1st class degrees to those who get an outstanding at BVC, and those who get lower second class degrees to failing the BVC. It is hoped that a reduction in the number of 2:2s accepted to the institution will address this re-sit rate.

The management are also looking into offering extra support for those who seem to be struggling in particular subjects. The panel is concerned that there may not however be time for this in such a short course.

Staff commented that the support structure is already very strong, especially between 1st and second take – students tend to do well on re sit.
The panel noted that External Examiner attendance at the exam board was low. The management commented that they did move the date to accommodate for availability, but then others were unable to make it. This is a general problem on several courses.
Students confirmed that they are regularly reminded of assessment criteria and it is also available of CitySpace (the City University intranet).

The panel was concerned in 2008-09 to hear of the practice of docking marks for late submission. Rather, the view was that if a piece of work is late it should not be marked. The staff took this on board in 2008-09 and made the necessary changes to the Assessment Regulations for 2009-10.


	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	Students considered that feedback avenues are clear and easy for student meetings etc.
They said that feedback from legal research and opinion writing was very good, including a lot of typed feedback, script comments and discussion opportunity. Other subjects were considered to be good as well. The tutors encourage students to visit them and are very approachable.

The personal tutor system was spoken of very highly, and the pastoral care system was agreed to be very supportive

Students have access to careers evenings and 13 different pro bono opportunities. Preparation assistance for pupillage interviews was reported to be to a very high standard.

Students from outside London commented that sometimes timetabling was not ideal for non Londoners, and if classes are re-scheduled then they can end up falling on research days. A panel member heard from a class observed that, due to several timetabling changes, they had a new tutor who did not know them, and appeared not to have been fully briefed about procedures and schedules etc. 


	  9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	The panel were very impressed with the learning resources they saw on the tour of the facilities. They were particularly impressed with the lecture theatre, offering 1 between 3 interactive screens and microphones for interactive sessions. The lecturer can also bring up an individual’s work as an example to give feedback. The rooms and IT support were considered sufficient.

It was noted that students raised Wi-Fi problems in the SSLC meeting, and that this has been fixed on 7/12/2009. It was commented that perhaps this should have been more officially minuted.

The students commented that the paperwork was complicated at the beginning. There is a “Grid” system showing what you need to prepare, which has been raised in student representative meetings as being too complicated and it should be simplified. It was also suggested that such information would be better if emailed to students a week in advance of the course. Students were happy with the timetable. The students commented that it seems as if City has responded to comments, but gone a little too far and made the system too complicated. Students consider that they are aware of this issue, however.
Students commented that it might be beneficial if the library was open for longer hours. City responded that they have researched this and research shows that demand would not be high enough to validate lengthening the opening times.

Students are given a copy of Blackstone’s, rather than the White Book, but are from time to time asked to use the White Book online for certain questions. They have full access online to Westlaw and Lexis Nexis. The panel considered that the students should be given a copy of the White Book, as specified in the accreditation meeting.


	  10.  Equality and diversity



	No equality and diversity issues were identified as needing discussion.


	Good practice, distinguishing features



	· The Panel was pleased to hear of the application of stricter entry requirements.
· When speaking to students, the panel heard that they unanimously praised the good standard of teaching at City. They agreed that the workload was good and high, and that sessions are interesting and instructive.

· Advocacy and evidence were said to be taught very well

· Students praised City for offering more Pro Bono options, specifically some less common ones which are less over-subscribed (the panel noted that this has increased since previously).

· The students reported an extremely high level of support and pastoral care.

Students have access to career evenings and 13 different pro bono projects and additional pro bono partnership opportunities. Preparation assistance for pupillage interviews was reported to be to a very high standard.

· Students were generally very positive about all aspects of the course and would recommend highly.

· The panel was pleased to note that comments and recommendations from the past have been taken onboard and rectified.

· The panel was very happy with the resource provision.




	Conclusions: recommendation on accreditation/approval/continuing approval

	Continuing approval of the BVC (with recommendations)

For the period:    September 2009 to July 2010




	Recommendations

	Recommendation 1
	The University should continue to encourage staff development with practical experience, ensuring it is aimed relevant to their experience level and what they are teaching.

	Recommendation 2
	The panel asked for further statistics to draw valid conclusions on the correlation between reduction in 2:2s accepted against the fall in numbers. Another panel member mentioned the lack of statistics present in the AMR on the correlation between 2:2s and overseas students.

	Recommendation 3
	The University must keep the BSB formally informed of language issues with the current cohort.
· Were they required to take the test?

· What was the outcome?

· Action taken?

Post meeting note: This has been fulfilled by email to RF

	Recommendation 5
	Monitor the performance of the 2:2 students in terms of pass/fail/re-sit rates, and provide the BSB with statistics.

	Recommendation 6
	The panel considers that the rule allowing students to be ten minutes late should be re-thought, as it can encourage interruption of a session or late start.

	Recommendation 7
	It was suggested that it might be beneficial to bring in a system to allocate groups again, to ensure that too many overseas students did not end up in one group, for example. This does not benefit anyone, least of all the overseas students as they do not get to listen to as much good English Language.

	Recommendation 8
	Consider extending the length of teaching for Legal Research

	Recommendation 9
	Greater discipline in LGS might be beneficial

	Recommendation 10
	Consider encouraging the wearing of formal attire (suits) for advocacy

	Recommendation 11
	The BSB would like to see all responses to External Examiners

	Recommendation 12
	Perhaps consider looking again into the survey on library hours’ demand.


	Observations  

	If any observations are made, to bring to the attention of the BSB, please detail below:

	Observation 1
	  The City LPC accreditation received a very positive report; it was noted to the panel members.

	Observation 2
	The panel noted that students’ attitude towards the institution was particularly positive.


First Draft: 18 February 2010

Approved by Panel: 29 April 2010
Approved by Provider: 14 May 2010
Approved by Education and Training Committee: 22 July 2010
	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	The City Law School greatly appreciates the value provided by the Bar Standards Board's reports on its BVC. Recommendations in the Monitoring Reports have been extremely helpful in focussing on areas that can be improved for the good of the course and in enhancing the experience of the School's students. The beneficial effect is reflected in the findings set out in this year's report.

Recommendation 1
The School will continue to encourage staff development in suitable areas which will be relevant to each member of staff's teaching responsibilities. This will include spending time in court to ensure staff keep up to date with current practice.

Recommendation 2
Detailed statistics on the entry qualifications of different categories of students admitted to the School's BVC / BPTC and their respective levels of performance on the BVC will be included in its next AMR. This will seek to build on the existing detailed analysis of student performance in the School’s AMRs in recent years.

Recommendation 5
The correlation between degree results and BVC grades and pass/fail rates appeared on page 66 of the 2008-09 AMR:
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Recommendation 6
The 10-minute rule will be reconsidered by staff prior to the commencement of the 2010-11 academic year.

Recommendation 7
The School will look at how students are allocated to groups for the 2010-11 academic year.

Recommendation 8
Teaching of Legal Research will be integrated into classes dealing with all the other skills in 2010-11 in accordance with the Wood Report reforms of the BPTC.

Recommendation 9
Problems encountered in LGS are patchy, and will be looked at in staff training. Student induction into the professional ethos of the course will also be reviewed.

Recommendation 10
In 2009-10 students were required to wear formal court attire for all formal feedback and also assessments in the oral skills (Conference, Negotiation, Civil and Criminal Advocacy). They also wear suits for mooting, mock trials etc. Similar recommendations in the past have been discussed in the Staff: Student liaison committee and the present recommendation will be discussed with a view to considering the policy with the students in 2010-11.

Recommendation 11
Responses to all the External Examiners were sent on 29 October 2009, and were provided again on 16 December 2009. A set of responses is sent together with this response to the BSB for completeness.

Recommendation 12
The School’s Librarian keeps library usage under review, and will specifically consider whether any changes to opening hours are justified by demand.










City Law School, 15 December 2009

6

