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Bar Vocational Course
Manchester Metropolitan University 
Report of ‘Pastoral’ visit, 16 February 2010
	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	Manchester Metropolitan University
	
	16 February 2010


	Title of Course/award
	
	Nature/status of the course  



	Post Graduate Diploma in Legal Practice at the Bar
	
	Final Year of Bar Vocational Course


	Numbers/modes approved
	
	Dates of course


	108 FT and 48 PT approved places
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Dr John Carrier
	
	Chair, Education and Training Committee, BSB

	Mr Mark McDonald
	
	BVC External Moderator for Criminal Litigation

	Ms Joanna Robinson
	
	Inns representative, Lincoln’s Inn

	Mr Stuart Weinstein
	
	Lay academic, 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

	Joanne Lewthwaite
	
	Course Director

	Miceal Barden
	
	Head of School of law 

	Margaret Daw
	
	Pastoral Care Director

	Claire Knighton
	
	Associate Course Director, Part time Year 2 Leader 

	Michael Smith
	
	Part time Course year 1 leader; Advocacy Subject leader


	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 

	Manchester Metropolitan was granted University status in 1992. The Law School has been running the Bar Vocational Course since 1997 within a suite of related law programmes delivered by the University. A part time mode of study was approved subsequently.  There are currently 108 FT and 48 PT approved places on the BVC at Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU). Delivery at MMU of the new BPTC was approved at an event on 19 May 2009, subject to a number of conditions and recommendations. It is proposed that the new BPTC course should be delivered from September 2010, with the same number of places approved for FT and PT. 

There is currently an associated academic award, and those who successfully complete the course are awarded a postgraduate diploma in Legal Practice at the Bar by MMU.  Provision for students to ‘top up’ their PG Diploma to a Masters Degree is currently under consideration by MMU.

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 formal tour of resources was considered unnecessary due to familiarity with the premises.




	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Adherence to the aims and philosophy of the BVC were demonstrated and confirmed in documentation supplied, and in meetings with management and teaching staff.

Numbers are being successfully maintained on the Full time course, and remaining steady over the past few years. There are currently 107 students since three students left due to weak English at the beginning of the year. There has been a drop in part time students, to 34 starters in September 2009.




	2.  Quality management systems



	A comprehensive and detailed Annual Monitoring Report for the last academic year was provided for the panel. The report is formally considered by the School and University and the Quality Assurance systems for the BVC appear to be well meshed in with the University systems.

Included in the Annual Monitoring report was comprehensive information about how all conditions and recommendations made at the accreditation event and at the last visits had been carefully met and /or addressed as appropriate. It was confirmed that 2008 recommendations had all been tracked. The condition of the accreditation event that a copy of the report for the internal validation event should be supplied when available had also been completed, soon after that meeting.  
Students demonstrated awareness of QA systems, representation and providing feedback on their experiences. Feedback is obtained from students but response to questionnaires is very incomplete. This may be attributed to the fact that it is online – as well as ‘questionnaire-weariness’ in general. Further efforts are being made to acquire valuable feedback of which the BSB would be pleased to be kept informed. 


	3.  Staffing and staff development



	It was a condition of the accreditation to deliver the new course that ‘The School must develop and implement strict staff training procedures to ensure that its staff all have recent experience of practice at the Bar, as appropriate.’ Discussion therefore took place about current practice experience of staff and what was being done to ensure that all staff were enabled to develop in the area of practice as appropriate.
Examples were provided of staff who were currently still in practice, with door tenancies. A member of staff had been appointed to ensure that experience was attained by staff not themselves practising. Interaction with members of the local Circuit was also significant, e.g. by attachment to Chambers, marshalling etc. Three members of staff had undertaken training in Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) in preparation of the greater emphasis in this area on the new course. 
Staff are also engaged in a range of additional activities. Some members of staff were undertaking training in pedagogical areas, having taken a postgraduate certificate in Academic Practice. Staff are also participating in internal University training events, on line seminars etc. 




	4.  Curriculum content and structure



	The curriculum is delivered in accordance with the course specification. Students found the work load considerable, with scarcely any free time during the year long course. 


	5.  Admissions and student profile



	As mentioned, numbers remain steady, but with a decrease in part time numbers. There has also been a decrease in the number of students with 2:1 or above, especially on the part time course, where students in fact tend to do less well than on the full time BVC.
The student profile is varied with a proportion of international and mature students. The panel was informed that the University does not have a policy of using agents to recruit overseas in order to fill spaces. However the existence of an internal marketing strategy is a University requirement.
The team were asked whether they encountered any problems with language issues, but it was explained that problems were normally detected early and in line with University and BSB procedures students might be required to leave the course. Staff considered there was no significant impact of students with weak language and other skills on the impact of other students, but students met by the panel raised this as an issue. Some were undertaking the pilot aptitude test and they agreed that this was a good idea. 
Distribution of students in groups is random and it was admitted that there is a range of ability present in the classroom.



	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	Students spoke positively about the quality of teaching on the course, which was verified by a number of observations by panel members. 

Students were interested in gaining feedback on their work and, like most groups, expressed a wish for even more feedback – but without seeking to be ‘spoon fed’ on requirements. Feedback is regarded as very helpful but there was a feeling that feedback varied between groups - some being in the form of detailed written feedback but in other groups this appeared to be less full. There was a wish for criteria to be made very clear to enable students to reflect afterwards on their performance in the context of the requirements.

The appointment of a Teaching Fellow in the Law School was noted as positive. This will be helpful in terms of pedagogical development, especially the use of technology in this area. 

Questions had been raised in the past about the application of the Hampel method in the teaching of advocacy (mentioned in a previous report). Whilst staff felt that every element or stage in the method is valuable, the strict application does not always work well at Bar Course level, so the method had been modified accordingly – as agreed by the Advocacy moderators. Attempts were made to expose students to different styles of advocacy by swapping round student classes. Internal moderation of advocacy had been revised accordingly. 

Mention was made by the teaching team of the different ways of delivering the course, teaching Civil and Criminal in alternate weeks and ensuring that advocacy training is thus not compartmentalised. The team felt that knowledge and practice should be integrated, and aimed to ensure this in their approach to teaching. They are already considering approaches to teaching in the light of the specification for the new course.


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



	It was noted that there is a high first time failure rate and even though resits are capped at a bare pass (unless there are mitigating circumstances) it is still possible for students with one resit to be awarded a ‘Very Competent.’ The team stated that the fail rate is due to the maintenance of standards on the course. 



	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	The panel met with a group of 18 students (6 male and 12 female), mainly course representatives, of whom all save 4 had a 2:1 or above, 4 had undertaken the GDL route, one was part time and 2 had pupillage arranged (not in the UK). 
The majority spoke highly of the academic and pastoral support received, although a very small minority appeared less satisfied.  Some students drew attention to the bunching of tutorials, and the need to be on site from 9.00 am until 5.00 or 7.00 pm. 
Students were please with activities linked to the Inns and Circuits but found it difficult to attend events in London. There are lots of pro bono opportunities available but workload makes it difficult for some students to take these on.

Students expressed awareness of the Attendance rule and the Red Light rule. The former causes some difficulties for part time students – but there is web based support.  Students felt that printing costs of materials should be supported more by the University since they had to print a great deal of material themselves from WebCT. 
Students very much appreciated being part of a University, with all the additional support and facilities provided.
Students expressed a wish for more advanced information before they chose their options – especially with regard to the forms of assessment which might affect their selection (eg avoidance of formal examinations). The panel felt that options should be most carefully selected and for reasons other than method of assessment (even where students sought to gain high marks on the course).



	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	Panel members were familiar with the present facilities and accommodation. They were provided with an update and information about a large new site (visible from the current building) being developed in order to provide Business and Law together with much improved facilities.  This is part of the development of a much larger central university campus, expected to be completed by December 2011/January 2012. While it was expected that the combined arrangement would enable the provision of better facilities for study, IT and social areas, reassurance was provided that, conversely, the Bar Course would not be lost and absorbed into the ‘bigger picture’ but retain its separate identity – as would the School of Law.
Students commented that they thought there was a need for more copies of some texts (eg Halsbury’s) but the problem was sometimes due to students retaining or ‘hiding’ reference works in the library. Access to Westlaw appears to be restricted (to some sections). Students expressed a wish for it to be ensured that a complete set of reference works is available in each syndicate room as specified. There are some particular difficulties for part time students who live at a distance and whose local libraries would not include set texts and reference works.  



	10.  Equality and diversity



	No issues were identified in this area.



	Additional comments



	Special mention should be made of the exciting new extension planned to facilities.



	Good practice, distinguishing features



	The School was commended on:
· The interesting approach to the delivery of civil and criminal litigation so that knowledge is integrated with the skills areas.

· A well produced and comprehensive Annual Monitoring Report, with good tracking of earlier conditions and recommendations and responses to these (for example use of the Hampel method had been thought through). It was confirmed that responses to conditions and recommendations of earlier visits and meetings had been addressed.
· A good response to the accreditation condition to strengthen staff development to ensure that practice experience was attained by staff as appropriate, eg door tenancies, training in pedagogy, developments in ADR training, and links with the local Bar

· Good pro bono opportunities for students

· Good online students questionnaires (but usage needs attention)




	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
	More analysis could be carried out on the (high quality) statistical information, such as the information on the different success rates for Civil and Criminal and why this might have occurred.

	Recommendation 2
	In relation to recommendation 1, above, the module reviews also need to be more standardised in the way they are presented and information analysed, in terms of associated actions needed – with tracking over time

	Recommendation 3
	The BSB should be kept informed about the use of the student questionnaires and the findings.

	Recommendation 4
	An update should be provided on the ways in which Civil and Criminal areas are to be delivered, including provision to the BSB of the information that is currently being drafted for students.

	Recommendation 5
	The BSB would like to be informed with an update on the new extension, emphasising the benefits to the Bar Course (whilst ensuring it is not lost in the ‘bigger picture’)

	Recommendation 6
	The University should (mindful of comments made above) take care over their marketing and recruitment policies in order to ensure that candidates are suitable to take the course.  

	Recommendation 7
	Steps should be taken to ensure that students do not misuse library books, as mentioned by students. Photocopying costs to students might be reconsidered.

	Recommendation 8
	Advance information on options could be further clarified. 

	Recommendation 9
	Steps should be taken to ensure parity in the amount and quality of feedback provided to students.


	Observations  

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

	Observation 1
	The Law School wished it noted that the issue of validated numbers and over recruiting by some Providers needed attention. All Providers should adhere to the rules, as did Manchester. Assurances were provided that strenuous efforts are being made by the BSB to ensure compliance.

	Observation 2
	It should be reported to the Bar Council Careers section that University careers offices (an example was cited) often emphasised the LPC at the expense of the Bar Course.

	Observation 3
	It was noted that the students that the panel met expressed concern about weak students and strongly supported an Aptitude Entry Test


First Draft: 9 March 2010
Approved by the Panel: 16 March 2010
Approved by the provider: 14 May 2010
Approved by Education and Training Committee: 22 July 2010

	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	Summary

MMU has successfully delivered the Bar Vocational Course since 1998.  The experienced teaching team are enthusiastic about the commencement of the Bar Professional Training Course and remain committed to providing the highest standards of teaching and support for students at MMU.  The team welcome the advice and guidance provided by the Bar Standards Board and will continue to collaborate with the Bar Standards Board to maintain excellence in teaching and learning.

Specific comments addressing the matters discussed in the report are set out below.

Context

Approval has now been granted for the Masters Degree in Legal Practice (LLM).  Students holding a BVC/BPTC qualification will be eligible to apply for the course which will commence in September 2010.

Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards

The course remains popular; demand for full time places exceeds our validated number.  There are 107 FT students, 34 in Year 1 of PT course and 32 in Year 2.

Quality management systems

Staged on line questionnaires have been introduced to gather student feedback with the opportunity of a financial reward to improve the return rate.

Staffing and staff development

MMU has a highly experienced teaching team. The most junior member of the team having 9 years post qualification experience.  Most members of the team remain in part time practice or have door tenancies.  The expertise of the dedicated teaching team is reflected in one Deputy District Judge Civil, one Tribunal Judge, four trained mediators, pupil supervisors, Inns Advocacy Trainers and a member of the Bar Council National Equality and Diversity Committee.

Curriculum content and structure

The BVC is intensive and demanding as one would expect for a course of training at the level required to prepare graduates for pupillage.

Admissions and student profile

It is recognised that often candidates mature considerably over the course of their studies and so whilst considering current academic achievement, recruitment aims to identify those students with potential to successfully progress to pupillage at the Bar of England and Wales and overseas jurisdictions. MMU BVC students have recently been successful in obtaining pupillage in a wide range of chambers, locally, regionally and nationally including, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, York and London.

Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)

It is the policy of MMU to ensure that all those new to teaching undertake a teaching qualification to compliment their practice experience with a sound understanding of pedagogy.

Learning resources (Library and IT)

The BPTC will be delivered utilising ‘Brook Square’ as a discrete supportive learning environment with all students being a member of a ‘chambers’ on the Square. In addition to the Library facilities on campus and in ‘chambers’ all students have access to extensive electronic resources and on-line support.








Manchester Metropolitan University, 16 February 2010
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