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Bar Vocational Course
College of Law, London 
Report of ‘Pastoral’ visit, 4 February 2010 
	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	 College of Law London
	
	 4 February 2010


	Title of Course/award
	
	Nature/status of the course  



	Bar Vocational Diploma  
	
	Final Year of Bar Vocational Course


	Numbers/modes approved
	
	Dates of course


	Currently approved for 240 full time places and 48 part time places on the BVC (the same sought for the new BPTC)
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	David Pittaway QC
	
	Chair, Training for the Bar Committee

	Andy Boon
	
	Education & Training Committee

	Mike Molan 
	
	BPTC Sub Committee

	Joanna Robinson 
	
	Lincoln’s Inn, Deputy Under Treasurer 

	Dr Valerie Shrimplin (Chair)
	
	Head of Education Standards, BSB


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Richard de Friend
	
	Centre Director

	Ms Jacqueline Cheltenham
	
	Director BVC 

	Mr Stephen Illingworth
	
	Weekend Course Leader

	Ms Lindsey Rose
	
	Assistant Deputy Director of Staffing 

	Ms Lesley Hill
	
	Deputy Director - Administration


	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 College of Law was established in the 1960’s and has degree awarding powers. It has been running the Bar Vocational Course in London since 1997 (and in Birmingham since 2007).  The London programme is currently validated for 240 full time places and 48 part time places. The same numbers were sought, and approved, for the new BPTC (An increase from 96 to 132 Full time places was sought for the Birmingham site – see separate report).

 


	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Adherence to the course philosophy, aims and specification of the Bar Course were demonstrated in materials provided and adherence to the requirements. 

The College of Law London was not seeking to increase numbers and, although the request had been made to almost double numbers of students to 132 in Birmingham, it was confirmed that spaces would not necessarily all be filled. Minimum requirements set by the BSB are adhered to, and offers made accordingly.    

 


	2.  Quality management systems



	It was agreed that it is important for the BSB to be vigilant in assuring the quality of the student experience and the standards of providers.

Quality Assurance systems appear to be robust with good links and liaison between the London and Birmingham sites for the delivery of the Bar Course. The Annual Monitoring Report is comprehensive and well presented and also carefully scrutinised internally by the Academic Board.  Some issues concerning higher fail rates in Birmingham had been picked up, for example and cross centre marking and double marking is in place across both sites. In many areas, grades achieved by students had the same profile across both centres. Variations might be due to a number of reasons, students, staffing, grading or resources. This is being kept under review.  



	3.  Staffing and staff development



	A condition of the accreditation for delivery of the new course from September 2010 had been to strengthen staff training processes to ensure that all staff had relevant practitioner experience. It was also enquired whether civil or criminal practitioners were engaged in teaching in both areas or restricted to focus on areas directly relevant to their practice. Examples were provided of ways in which current staff keep up to date with their practice, such as door tenancies, exploiting contacts and spending time back in Chambers. It was questioned whether work-shadowing and discussions with colleagues was enough but it was pointed out that all staff are allowed 10 days per year for development and specific plans are drawn up. Activities could include appropriate courses and chambers activities but opportunities for formal self evaluation appeared limited, and the process could be overseen more by the institution.  A report on staff development and training was to be produced by the institution by the end of the summer break, with a review of the new procedure. It was recognised that there is a need to be systematic about staff development activities, including feeding back experiences and information too.  

Links between Quality Assurance processes and staff development were also highlighted, such as focussing on areas in need of improvement. Peer observation could help in identifying areas for development and a good system for this is in place, linked to ‘career management reviews.’ Systematic observation is seen as developmental and supportive, linking practice experience with the classroom.  No minimum post qualification experience is specified for staff although all staff are required to have some practice experience and ensure that this does not become ‘stale.’  It was agreed that it is sometimes difficult to find experienced tutors/teachers who also have practice experience. Ways could be explored of transferring knowledge from more experienced tutors.  It was also suggested that demonstrations could be given by tutors (for example of a negotiation).    

It was considered that the condition to address staff development had been met.


	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	There was little discussion of the curriculum which is as specified in the BVC Course Requirements (‘Golden Book’). 



	5.  Admissions and student profile



	BSB admission requirements are adhered to. However, there is still some evidence of a ‘weak tail’ of students on the course (evidenced by class observation, comments of students and fail rates).

Some details were provided of the number of first, second and third choice applicants for 2010 entry onto the BPTC, who would all be judged and scored according to defined criteria (e.g. 10 points for a predicted first) before offers would be made, in line with BSB requirements. The College stated that, due to variance in students in possession of 2:1 or 2:2 from different universities, they had found A Level grades to be a better indicator of success on the course.  The College is selective and does not offer a place to all those meeting the minimum requirements.



	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	A total of 8 classes were seen by panel members during the course of the visit and some excellent teaching was observed.  Negotiation classes were centred on a well thought out case study and lively discussion took place as the majority of students were fully engaged, working in pairs to negotiate according to the scenario provided.  
However, it was suggested by a panel member that the key tenet of Negotiation, that is to have an objective at the outset, had not been covered in the sessions observed. In most cases, everything flows from this original position which seemed to have been omitted in at least some of the sessions observed. Assurance was provided that the importance of an overall objective had indeed been emphasised in preparatory sessions, but the ‘first tenet’ as objective did seem to have been omitted from sessions observed.  The legal framework also appeared to require emphasis in the case study (breach of contract, contributory negligence etc). This had been covered in teaching but would be expected to be more evident in class at this stage in the year/course. 
Questions were also raised about classroom practice with regard to weaker students whose lesser skills could impact on others’ experiences. Assurance was provided that groups and pairs are swapped round and some sessions are delivered on a one-to-two basis with staff.   

Students appreciated the fact that lesson plans are strictly adhered to but sometimes learning needed to be related more to the sessions that preceded and followed.




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



	Panel members raised the proportion of first time failure amongst students and were assured that this was due to the College’s aim to maintain standards. 
More analysis of statistics very helpfully presented in the Annual Monitoring Report might assist with interpretation of the data, including discussion of the differentials in success rates in minority or ethnic groups. It was felt that motivation could also be a factor in student success, but it was difficult to determine the reason for high failure rates amongst ethnic minority students. 



	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	The visitors met with a group of 8 students (4 male and 4 female – all had studied for the LLB except one who had a non law degree plus CPE). One had pupillage arranged. One was studying part time. Several were student representatives, others had been asked to attend by their tutors.

Students spoke positively about the workload but mentioned that it seemed to fluctuate rather. They agreed that the course was harder than expected and that rumours that the course was too easy were unfounded. Students spoke highly of their teachers and their dedication. They said they valued staff feedback and comments and would welcome more. Peer review was useful as well but information on how to give effective feedback to fellow students would be welcomed. 
Students raised the issue that learning experiences could be affected by other students. This could be either students with weaker skills or some with lower expectations or who had simply not engaged.  The staff had confirmed that there were fewer problems with English language skills since the 7.5 IELTS requirement was strengthened. No students had been required to take the IELTS test after the course started, although at least two had been rejected on the grounds that they did not meet the requirement.  If improvements are needed in English, then extra classes are provided to increase confidence. Student support is comprehensive. There is some provision of general learning support for weaker students although the course is very short to allow time for development in this way.

Issues were also raised by students that the panel met concerning the number of students on the course, which, in their view, resulted in less one to one contact with tutors and limited pro bono opportunities. Some students felt that some colleagues appeared to be in need of more support and teaching was sometimes ‘to the Lowest Common Denominator’ but others disagreed with this view. Students sometimes excel in one area whilst struggling in another but generally there appeared to be disparity in ability, with weaker students sometimes reluctant to reveal or admit lack of understanding, due to possible ‘loss of face’.  
Students confirmed that they were aware of procedural matters such as the attendance rule and how to deal with mitigating circumstances. Students with disabilities, such as dyslexia are supported according to need (if medically assessed/certificated).

Comments made by students in Birmingham concerning the wearing of Court dress were raised and views sought from London staff and students (some of whom supported the suggestion).
Excellent information is provided about the careers advice to students.   A great deal of high quality pro bono and other opportunities are provided to students, with good uptake (including Court/prison visits, the Law and Justice Forum, the Commercial awareness programme and the National Negotiation Competition in which students did particularly well, going on to the Chicago competition).
There is a good programme of speakers and events (including a recent past Chair of the Bar Council (Tim Dutton whose picture was prominently displayed). Podcasts are also made available of key speakers and ‘How to succeed’ documentaries.



	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	A tour of resources was not considered necessary during the one day visit, due to familiarity of most panel members with the site and facilities. Students confirmed their satisfaction with resources although they seemed to have less access to PCs due to facilities (particularly the BVC area) being used by GDL and LPC students. 

A noise problem that had been identified in a recent visit had been addressed so far as possible by using alternative classrooms (away from an adjacent playground) when necessary.

A ‘makeover’ of the facilities is planned for summer 2010, with some major redesign of the Bar Course area, which was to be given priority in the upgrade. 



	10.  Equality and diversity



	The College confirmed that there were no particular reasons identified for underperforming ethnic minority students. There is a good mix of home, overseas and EU students.
No other Equality and Diversity issues were identified.




	Good practice, distinguishing features



	The College was commended on:
· High quality teaching
· Approachability and supportive nature of the tutors, particularly for the part time course

· Practice experience of tutors

· Extracurricular programme, with practitioners and key speakers (also available via podcasts)

· Excellent Pro Bono opportunities

· Good resources in the Library (see also recommendations)

· A very detailed and helpful Annual Monitoring report




	Conclusions: recommendation on accreditation/approval/continuing approval

	Continuing approval of the BVC (with recommendations) 
For the period:    September 2009 to July 2010



	Recommendations  

	The following recommendations must be addressed:

	Recommendation 1
	The College might wish to consider their selection criteria in order to be better able to focus on good students

	Recommendation 2
	The balance between larger and smaller group sessions should be kept under review so that students could gain extensive feedback on their performances

	Recommendation 3
	The College should reflect on the effectiveness of peer review by students and provide guidance to ensure it is valuable to students

	Recommendation 4
	Following observed inconsistencies in teaching quality and in adherence to the tutor notes (also commented on by students), steps should be taken to ensure consistency in teaching across different groups

	Recommendation 5
	Minutes and actions from the Staff Student Liaison Committee could focus more on significant rather than ‘housekeeping’ issues – and also be turned round more speedily. 

	Recommendation 6
	Strategies should be developed for dealing with classes based on role play where one student is absent (as was observed).

	Recommendation 7
	With regard to staff development and practice, it was confirmed that the accreditation condition has been met but an update could be provided to the BSB when available, after the summer break.  The BSB would be pleased to see a copy of the report on the new staff development procedures and the outcomes

	Recommendation 8
	More emphasis should be laid on the importance of determining the key objective in negotiation sessions.

	Recommendation 9
	Consideration should be given to ensuring a dedicated space for BVC students on the 5th floor


	Observations  

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

	Observation 1
	The strengthened IELTS requirements had been helpful in ensuring that students had appropriate language skills


First Draft: 15 February 2010
Approved by the Panel: 29 April 2010
Approved by the provider: 14 May 2010
Approved by Education and Training Committee: 22 July 2010

	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	We greatly appreciate the time and effort that the Panel and BSB put into both the pastoral visit and this report. This is especially so because of our BVC’s unique curricular structure and organisation. This follows the criminal and civil litigation process from start to finish; integrates the development of knowledge and skills over the course as a whole; and thus, in our view, provides the best and most realistic possible preparation for the demands of pupillage.
We were therefore delighted that the Report has commended the high quality teaching, the practice experience of the tutors, the excellent pro bono opportunities and the good library resources. We are also very pleased that it commends the work we have put into our extracurricular programme, with high profile practitioner speakers on a number of key areas including useful information on furthering careers at the Bar and the use of College’s Multimedia unit to ensure that all students can have access to the talks remotely by either audio / visual or audio alone (podcasts).

We will, of course, consider carefully all of the recommendations, and will report in detail to both the BSB and the College’s Academic Board how we intend to respond each of them. 
Indeed in some cases (e.g. those relating to Negotiation and Peer Feedback) we are confident that our new BPTC curriculum which was validated by the BSB last year and which we will introduce this September, will address the matters raised in the Report. We were, nonetheless, rather surprised by the comments made about Negotiation. This is because we had previously been praised by the BSB External Moderator for Negotiation for the way in which our curriculum had been designed so as to enable students to develop their negotiation skills from first principles and building component skills to conducting full negotiations across the course as a whole. 
However we wish to respond briefly here to the following parts of the report.

Recommendation 1

We will certainly continue to review our selection criteria. However, as section 5 of the report itself acknowledges, the College is already selective. It therefore offers places only to those who meet required academic standards, and can demonstrate that they have a range of other aptitudes and qualities which they will need to complete the BVC, and then obtain pupillages and tenancies. 

Recommendation 2
As noted above, our curriculum has been designed to ensure that it simulates practice as closely as possible and for that reason all teaching takes place in “workshops” of no more than 12 students. We regard this as one of our BVC’s major strengths. We therefore wish to emphasise that the “balance” to which this recommendation refers is between a whole workshop group; and “sub-groups” (of 2, 4 or 6 students) into which students are often divided for to carry out particular tasks.

Section 7
We are not aware that our first time failure rates are any higher than for any other BVC provider. We are certainly willing to provide in our Annual Monitoring Report (AMR), or elsewhere, any further data and analysis relating to student performance and attainment that the BSB would find of use.

However, over recent years our AMR has been praised for the quality of its data and analysis; and we have shared with the BSB and others, and we believe to a far greater extent than any BVC provider, the results of the extensive research which we have carried out on profile, performance, attainment and “destinations” of our students.










College of Law, London, 4 February 2010
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