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Bar Vocational Course
College of Law, Birmingham 
Report of ‘Pastoral’ visit, 1 February 2010, encompassing a review of resources as part of the Accreditation of the BPTC from September 2010
	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	 College of Law Birmingham
	
	 1 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 96 full time places. 132 places sought for the BPTC.
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Dr John Carrier
	
	Chair, Education & Training Committee, BSB

	Sir Christopher Pitchers
	
	External Moderator Criminal Litigation

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

	Ms Rosie Faulkner
	
	BVC Administration Assistant  


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Ms Anna Rose Landes
	
	Deputy Director BVC CoL Birmingham

	Ms Jacqueline Cheltenham
	
	BVC Director, CoL, London 

	Ms Bernadette Griffin
	
	Regional Director, Birmingham 


	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 since 1997 in London.  The Birmingham site opened in 2001 and the College commenced running the BVC there in 2007 (currently validated for 96 full time places). It was approved to run the new BPTC in Birmingham (May 2009) subject (among other things) to a review visit of facilities in early 2010.


	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Staff were enthusiastic about the course and its delivery in the new format from September 2010. This would be challenging in terms of changes that were to be made, and additional entry and assessment requirements but commitment to deliver the course to the specified standards was confirmed. 

There are currently 84 full time students on the course, with 61 and 63 for the previous 2 years. It was therefore queried why the expansion to 132 places had been requested for the new course, almost doubling the average figures. The majority of students are from the Midlands, with 10-15% from overseas. There is no policy to direct candidates not accommodated at the London site to study in Birmingham. 



	2.  Quality management systems



	A great deal of very helpful information was provided in the Annual Monitoring Report, enabling the BSB to be vigilant in maintaining its role as regulator. 

Quality assurance processes appear robust with good coordination between the London and Birmingham sites. The Annual Monitoring Report for example had been scrutinised by the College’s Academic Standards Committee and Academic Board. Associated action plans were effectively drawn up and followed through. The Head of Quality Assurance has a College wide role to ensure plans are followed through. 

Students felt the course was well organised and materials were of high quality with good practical examples (eg working briefs). However, there were some examples where better proof reading seemed necessary.



	3.  Staffing and staff development



	Discussion took place about staffing and staff development. It was confirmed that lecturers who had recently failed their ATC accreditation had subsequently passed successfully. All those teaching advocacy are ATC accredited. A new member of staff will be taking the test soon [post meeting note: this candidate was not successful].  Assurance was provided that staff, including any new members needed for the new course and increased numbers, would have appropriate staff practitioner experience. 

It was confirmed that sufficient staff are in place for the current cohort of students, in 7 groups and according to BSB requirements for staff student ratios. Senior management have confirmed commitment to recruitment of additional staff according to the required ratios if the projected numbers (132) are met for the BPTC from September 2010. Additional provision has been budgeted for. Care should however be exercised to ensure that all staff are suitably experienced and qualified.




	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	There was little specific discussion on the curriculum which is as specified in the BVC Course Requirements (‘Golden Book’). 
However, In his capacity as External Moderator for Criminal Litigation, Sir Christopher Pitchers led a short discussion with students on the appropriateness of MCTs as a method of assessment in this area. The students agreed that this was a good method since large amounts of material (CPR) had to be learnt and MCTs were an effective method of testing this. 




	5.  Admissions and student profile



	It was noted that the number and proportion of students with 1sts and 2:1s had fallen at Birmingham and but no significant reasons could be found for this. 

Some candidates had been turned down due to lack of English Language skills but no student enrolled on the course had subsequently been required to take the IELTS test. Staff expressed the view that the strengthening of the IELTS rule had had a positive effect on standards
See comments below on student support, for weaker students.



	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	A total of 4 classes were seen by panel members during the course of the visit and some excellent teaching was observed. The custom of teaching in small groups of 4 did however present a few issues where the presence of some weaker students appeared to have an effect on the learning experience of a minority of stronger candidates in the group. In advocacy classes, based on role play, more able students were stimulated by being in class with those of similar abilities, in comparison with those in classes where less effort was put in by some students. (One student in one class appeared to be sleeping). Assurance was provided that student groups were swopped round at various stages.

As often mentioned by students, those seen by the panel raised the issue of feedback, expressing a wish for more information, not only about where they were going wrong but also about where they were placed in terms of achievement. It was suggested by students that more emphasis could be laid on helping good students to do well and achieve ‘Outstanding’ as well as assisting weaker students. Whole group feedback was perceived as basic and more one-to-one sessions would be appreciated by students.
Students all agreed with comments made on variation in quality of teaching, which was also observed by panel members who saw some really excellent teaching as well as some that was less so. Examples provided from tutors’ own practice and experience were particularly appreciated by students, but different approaches and styles were sometimes difficult for students to appreciate. Overall, teaching was regarded as ‘fit for purpose’ by students but it was recognised as excellent at the top end. Students spoke particularly highly of the good range of advocacy opportunities.



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



	It was noted that the pass rate is lower at the Birmingham site than the College of Law in London and questions were raised about the standards of the student intake, which might contribute to the lower success rates in Birmingham.  It was also significant that there are lower pass-rates in specific areas (Negotiation and Opinion Writing). Since work is cross marked and moderated, and some areas are marked electronically, then consistency of standards and assessment appeared to be in place.
Cross centre marking and moderation is firmly in place, with the use of clear assessment criteria, a system of double marking and regular markers’ meetings with members of both sites. Comments made by an external examiner that presentation of criteria, grades and student work should be more standardised across units in order to facilitate the external examining process had been addressed. More notes would also be included for Externals in order to explain marks awarded. It was confirmed that internal double marking is ‘blind’ where possible (eg written work). External Examiners also noted other areas where matters had been raised and suitable action taken satisfactorily.  Another issue raised by external examiners; that of the marking of ethics simply as 0%, 50% or 100% would be addressed in the 2010 assessments and in the new course where ethics would be delivered as a discrete unit.  


	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	A group of 8 student course representatives met the visiting panel (3 female and 5 male), from a range of Universities and HEIs. All had LLB’s (rather than non law degrees plus CPE). Two had pupillages arranged already. Five had Inns scholarships of some form. Most financed themselves with loans. One was from overseas and spoke highly of the way the BVC was prized overseas.

Induction had been good and the workload was considered by students to be demanding but acceptable and as expected. Students wished their learning to perhaps be more directed but without wishing to be ‘spoon fed’.

Early on, the students that the panel met raised the issue of variation in standard of some fellow students on the course who appeared to be ‘visibly struggling’ or, sometimes, were capable but not well prepared. Students found this to be a problem where working took place in pairs (eg negotiation and conferencing), particularly where some students did not turn up to classes (contrary to the ‘attendance rule’). Using ‘sets’ was suggested.
Staff Student Liaison meetings are held regularly, but only one had taken place thus far. 

Students spoke highly of pro bono opportunities. They felt that careers information was available and helpful but could perhaps be publicised more.
Amongst other matters discussed with students (and arising out of observation of advocacy sessions) was the issue of the wearing of court dress particularly for advocacy classes. The visitors put the case that this could instil a seriousness and sense of occasion to sessions. The students were divided on this matter, however, with many in agreement that it enables students to ‘get into the role’, while others felt it was helpful in mocks and assessments but was not necessary for every day. It would also pressurise them to buy suits. 




	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	A visit to look at resources development in relation to the greater numbers of places requested had been a requirement at the Accreditation event in May 2009. A tour of resources therefore took place, covering the existing library and the new extension which had been built since the last full visit (28-30 April 2008).  The primary aim of this was to ensure that the condition had been met.

The library is spacious and well stocked and provides a very pleasant working environment. There are 132 spaces/work stations with an additional 60 in the extension. Not all spaces have PCs, by request of the students. There are about 700 potential uses of the facilities (comprised of BVC, LPC and CPE students), but the BVC students additionally have their own separate and dedicated room with a further 48 work stations. Although the library closes at 8.00 pm, the BVC room is open whenever the building is. Wi-Fi is available to students. Cafeteria and social facilities also provide pleasant social spaces. 
Students spoke highly of the Learning Resources provision. Spaces and PCs are always available in the Library, although there was some feeling that additional numbers might cause pressure in the Bar Course Students’ Room. 




	10.  Equality and diversity



	No issues relating to equality and diversity were identified.


	Additional comments



	Students were very supportive of the idea that an aptitude test should be in place in order to help identify weak students who should not be on the course and were unlikely to progress.




	Good practice, distinguishing features



	The School was commended on:
· Excellent resources, including the new BVC room and the library extension
· Good library provision, IT resources and provision of workspaces for students

· Good teaching materials and well prepared case studies (although some attention is needed to proof reading and details (see below)
· Good opportunities for students to practice advocacy

· Good quality assurance systems and an effective Annual Monitoring Report. The method of including separate sections in the main report on the Birmingham site appears to work well. Completely separate reports are not needed. Reports by BSB External Examiners are done in the same way. 
· The use of regular markers’ meetings to support effective marking and moderation across the two sites 

· Good quality teaching – as verified by students and panel members’ observations

· Good contacts with the local Bar, as verified by students

· Pro bono opportunities



	Conclusions: recommendation on accreditation/approval/continuing approval

	Continuing approval of the BVC (with one condition and recommendations)

Approval of the BPTC to run from September 2010 (with conditions and recommendations). This was subject to the condition that a visit should take place to ensure that resources were in places on the Birmingham site, now verified. 

For the period:    September 2009 to July 2010


	Conditions  

	The following condition must be met according  to the schedule specified

	Condition 1
	Mindful of evidence of a number of weak students on the course, the panel expressed concern about the proposed increased size of cohort from September 2010 (almost doubling the average over the past 3 years).  Although resource requirements have been met, the College must exercise caution in their approach to their target of 132 FT places, and the speed in which those places are filled.  The BSB must be kept informed about the ratio of applicants to places and also the ratio of offers made to applicants. Details of the profile of applicants to whom offers are made must be provided to the BSB for monitoring purposes, and assurance demonstrated that all students meet entry requirements in terms of language and other skills and abilities. Records must also be provided of acceptances. This information is to be provided at stages to be specified (specifically, when offers may be made after 2 March 2010, and after deadlines for acceptances by the College).


	Recommendations  

	The following recommendations must be addressed:

	Recommendation 1
	Greater attention must be paid to the proof reading of materials

	Recommendation 2
	The College must continue to ensure robust marking and moderation across both sites (to address concerns raised by some external examiners)

	Recommendation 3
	The College must take steps to ensure that variation in teaching by staff is addressed so far as possible. It is suggested that this could be achieved by mixing groups and classes to ensure students are exposed to a range of teaching styles and skills.

	Recommendation 4
	Efforts should be made to help higher achieving students to do better by the provision of detailed feedback (so they can work towards ‘Outstanding’), as well as assisting weaker students. Consideration should be given to more one-to-one or one-to-sessions as well as making the existing ‘open door’ policy clearer. 

	Recommendation 5
	Consideration should be given as to whether Court dress should be required for advocacy classes, in order to instil a sense of occasion and purpose.


First Draft: 12 February 2010
Approved by the Panel: 29 April 2010
Approved by the provider: 14 May 2010
Approved by the 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 are pleased to note that the report has commended the excellent resources available to our students, good teaching and teaching materials, contacts with the local bar and pro bono opportunities available.

Our course materials are identical to those used on the College of Law course in London as the course itself is identical and the materials are centrally produced.  We welcome the recommendation that court dress should be required for advocacy classes, as this is something which was under active consideration and we propose to introduce for the BPTC.

We already mix student classes for some skills sessions so that students experience a variety of teaching styles and have the opportunity to practise advocacy or negotiation against unfamiliar students as was the case in the session observed by the BSB; tutors also move around between groups again to allow students to benefit from different teaching styles.  Where students nonetheless appear to have difficulties with some aspects of the course, we try to both support them and to ensure that they do not affect the experience of other students on the course by mixing up the students so that they work with different partners on various exercises.  We have always had an “open-door policy” which all students know about and most take advantage of.
In the three years that we have run the College of Law BVC course in Birmingham we have always complied with BSB entry requirements.  Over and above this we have been very careful to ensure that we have selected students who are capable of success not only at the BVC but in attaining pupillage.  Our admissions policy is selective and the same across both centres; we would not offer a place to a student in Birmingham who would not be offered a place in London.  Even if a student has put us first choice and there are places available, they will not be offered a place unless they demonstrate that they have the requisite intellectual ability and other necessary aptitudes and qualities. 









College of Law, Birmingham, 1 February 2010
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