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	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	Northumbria University
	
	9/10 March 2010


	Title of Course/award
	
	Nature/status of the course  



	PG Dip Bar Vocational Course  
	
	Final Year of Bar Vocational Course


	Numbers
	
	Term Start Date



	Approved for:

80 Full-Time

20 LLB year 3 Exempting

20 LLB year 4 Exempting 
48 Part-Time year 1

48 Part-Time year 2

Numbers at time of visit: 

104 Full-Time

13 LLB year 3 Exempting

13 LLB year 4 Exempting

4 Part-Time year 1

10 Part-time year 2
	
	14 September 2009




	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Mr Nigel Cooper QC (Chair)
	
	Practitioner, Chair of the BPTC Sub-Committee and Vice Chair of the E & T Committee

	Mr Michael Powers QC
	
	Practitioner, member of the BPTC Sub-Committee

	Mr Mark MacDonald  
	
	Practitioner, External Moderator for Criminal Litigation

	Mr Mark James
	
	Practitioner, member of the E & T Committee

	Ms Jacqueline Cheltenham
	
	BVC Director, College of Law

	Mr Peter Marcus
	
	Practitioner, member of the Pupillage Working Group, Neuberger Working Group and Training for the Bar Committee

	Miss Rosie Faulkner
	
	Administration Assistant, Education Standards


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Mr Deveral Capps
	
	Director of Bar Programmes

	Mr Mick Woodley
	
	Associate Dean (student affairs)

	Ms Andrea O’Cain
	
	Associate Dean, Professional Programmes

	Mr Kevin Kerigan
	
	Associate Dean, Undergraduate Programmes

	Ms Emma Piasecki
	
	Senior Lecturer, Deputy Director BVC

	Mr Michael Stockdale
	
	Principal Lecturer, Director Evidence Centre, Staff Development and Building Development

	Mr Russell Hewitson
	
	Principal Lecturer, Director of International Development

	Mr James Gray
	
	Principal Lecturer for Professional Employment. Tutor for drafting

	Mr Christopher Rogers
	
	Lecturer in Law, Programme Leader for the LLB Barristers’ Exempting Degree


	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 (e.g. as an exemplar or innovative/ practice; as an example of good practice; as meeting standards; not meeting standards; or a serious deficit)

Sections below are expanded as appropriate, consistent with making all appropriate observations. It is intended that exemplars of good practice will be shared with other providers, while inadequate performance will similarly be shared (in general terms).




	The Rationale for the visit

	Although most pastoral visits take place over one day, this visit took place over two days. An extended visit was considered appropriate to assure the quality of the course being delivered to a larger number of students than the course has been accredited for.

A triggered visit took place in October to assess the over-recruitment issues, the report of which has recently been published on the Bar Standards Board Website.

During the visit, an evaluation was made concerning whether the programme still met the accreditation criteria (of the interim period 2008-10), or whether there were any deficits resulting from over recruitment – such as a strain on teaching or other resources.


	Context: The HEI/Provider 

	The University of Northumbria was established in 1992. It has full degree awarding powers. The BVC course has run from September 1997 until now, within a suite of related law programmes delivered by Northumbria University. A part-time mode of study was approved to run from September in 2007. An Exempting Degree programme (which incorporates the BVC with the LLB) also ran from September 1997. 

UNN has been accredited to deliver the new BPTC course from September 2010, with an associated academic award. 




	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Adherence to the aims philosophy and standards of the Bar Course was generally demonstrated both in the documentation provided and in discussion with members of UNN. There were, however, two concerns raised during the visit.

The panel heard that 5 students were asked to take an IELTS test, and there was considerable delay in getting the results to UNN management. They had failed the test and UNN strongly advised them to withdraw, and in fact began the withdrawal process, but realised that due to their admissions process it would be difficult to require them to withdraw. The students remained on the course but separated onto another group and receive extra language tuition. The panel was concerned to hear that this has happened as the IELTS rule is a requirement which must be complied with, but were pleased to hear that UNN will be amending their admissions process this year to ensure this does not happen again. The panel pointed out that Providers should require students to take an IELTS test if their English is not good enough, regardless of self certification or first language.

All members present acknowledged the difficulty of defining first language and self certification, which is why the BSB is hoping to be able to amend the BTRs to allow IELTS testing for all applicants.



	2.  Quality management systems



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

The panel heard that UNN are hoping to conduct a written survey at the end of revision lectures, as this brings a higher return rate. UNN have previously experienced a disappointing level of end of year feedback from the cohort which they believe was due to the use of an online questionnaire as opposed to an online one. It was discussed whether use of an incentive would be best to gain a high return rate and collect a wider range of opinions.

With reference to Recommendation 6 from the previous report; which encouraged UNN to ensure that Part Time students are treated equally, UNN responded that they are very careful to ensure that the nature of the course is integrated and that they have taken away distance learning for the BPTC to increase contact time. 

Students reported that feedback often differs between tutors; however that often when requested tutors are willing to give further feedback. While this really a teaching issue, it is suitable to be brought up in this section since increased quality management can help to ensure consistency. UNN swap their tutors over at Christmas so that the students gain a mixture of teaching and staff meetings have been increased since an inconsistency in advocacy teaching was raised during the last visit. Having looked into this problem UNN concluded that increased internal moderation and communication would incite further consistency.




	3.  Staffing and staff development



	In accordance with the condition of the accreditation meeting (May 2009) relating to staff development efforts had been made to implement a more effective staff training regime. This includes marshalling and shadowing of local practitioners or other staff members, although most staff member practise at the Bar.  UNN operate an annual return system somewhat like CPD. There is a quota for hours of academic practice and practical work, and a new line management system coming into place to enforce this.

UNN acknowledged that they have had problems with tutors not being ATC accredited, but since there are so many staff throughout the university that are accredited they have managed to rearrange to fit, although some staff may have been stretched. Their new staff/student ratio is1:10.94 and groups remained as 6 for advocacy in accordance with best practice.

The panel also heard that only 5 or 6 people on the Newcastle circuit are accredited, and that 3 of them are guest lecturers at UNN (although the guest lecturer the panel observed was not accredited). Since the sessions are technically LGSs this does not go against the regulations; however UNN do want to try to obtain more ATC trained people on the circuit and also more to teach pupils.




	4.  Curriculum content and structure



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

Students reported satisfaction at the content and structure of the course, and appreciated the demanding workload they have. However they also reported that there have been timetabling problems in that there have been too many sessions scheduled one after the other – leaving less preparation time and effecting concentration levels. The staff reported that they thought this problem had been rectified, but will check.

The exempting degree students told the panel that they are worked very hard. Effectively the BVC students have 1 day off per week whereas the exempting degree students do not. While the panel was encouraged to hear that the students are worked hard, they would not want the exempting degree students to be overworked and encourage UNN to keep an eye on this.




	5.  Admissions and student profile



	UNN have made 180 offers at the time of visit and have concentrated on only the best students, rather than where they have been ranked in their choices. UNN reported that they will operate a waiting list for students who are to be made offers to avoid over-recruitment and they will be able to inform the BSB of how many conditional and unconditional offers there are after the September meeting. The admissions team have been expressly told not to make any offers to people with a third class degree.

At UNN there is a university wide marketing programme with agents world-wide who market the whole of UNN, however there is very little BVC specific marketing and the BVC team has very limited control and little involvement with marketing overseas.

UNN recruits strongly from overseas; they would like to encourage a higher intake of home students (a move the BSB would encourage) however acknowledge that it is a slow process. To try to encourage this they have introduced a scholarship scheme and have received a very good standard of applications for it and have also been inviting guest lecturers and local universities to encourage local students towards UNN.


	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	A total of 13 sessions were observed by panel members and were generally rated good or above in each category.

UNN are conducting effectively 2 hours of extra criminal advocacy practice per week in the large courtroom in response to previous criticism for not using this facility enough. They use short applications so that students have enough opportunity to practise.  

In response to Recommendation 5 of the last visit report UNN have a pre-meeting before the course starts to ensure that tutor notes and feedback will be consistent. 

Students reported that teaching on the course and materials are good. Advocacy was reported to be particularly good. They reported that some tutors are especially good at repeating feedback to help you improve.

Staff reported that the group of students who failed IELTS have had extra sessions once a week for their oral skills – this facility has been available for a while university wide. They also consider that since they are in a smaller group they receive slightly more time per person, and that they have come a long way. A panel member remains concerned by the existence of this group, and commented that having observed their class they seemed very weak but were given passes during feedback – the observer commented that they considered this to be too generous.

A Guest Lecturer Practitioner Session was observed by the panel. The panel was concerned about the lack of trial experience students seemed to have and there was a low level of advocacy observed. Two students seemed unaware of how to tackle a closing statement, and although it has since been confirmed that they had covered it, the panel considered that perhaps it had not been covered sufficiently. Some incorrect or inappropriate procedure was also used at other stages of the trial by the students.
The BSB understands that the practitioner tutors are not given guidance on using the Hampel Method, and may not be ATC accredited (although the practitioner observed was very good and took a proactive approach to addressing some of the difficulties she encountered with the students before her), however this has been addressed in the previous section 3 (there are not many available on circuit who are). 
The objectives of the session were considered to be at a slightly low level for this stage of the course, but the adherence to the tutor notes was good.
The panel appreciates the idea behind the session is to give the students extra practice and experience a full trial, and also to gain feedback from a practitioner (the panel considers this to be good practice) but consider that further guidance should be given to the practitioner for the sessions to give full benefit to the students. The panel also encouraged peer observation of guest lecturers.




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



	Students reported that more notice of assessment dates would be beneficial to help with planning. They are aware that it is a wider university problem, and that there is a timetable in the handbook, however commented that this tends to be slightly unreliable. The staff responded that the timetable is to guide them as to what week the assessment will be in.

Students reported that people who are unprepared in sessions adversely affect their experience in the classroom. It seemed to them that further discipline for such students would benefit everybody, and they did not see any evidence of passive attendance being marked as an absence. The panel stressed that passive attendance should always be marked as an absence and that this rule should be applied strictly, particularly when other students are affected. 

There was some discussion about what level of advocacy the students should have reached when they have completed the Course after some panel members were concerned that marks given in an SGS were too high. It was iterated to UNN that basic advocacy training should not still be necessary during the first six of Pupillage. The panel concluded that a student should be able to do more than just elicit the information, and it should be accepted that fluency may affect their mark. UNN agreed that this issue will be raised in the pre-assessment meeting. (please see Observation 6 for PMN)




	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	Students reported that the careers service has been extremely helpful when asked for advice. Two students reported that tutors had said they would not help them with their OLPAS form, however the panel heard later, during the staff meeting that a new person has been appointed who is solely responsible for careers advice and this would most likely have been where the students were directed – however the uptake is low. 
The exempting degree students the panel spoke to reported great satisfaction with careers advice they had received.
There are many talks and events, of which all students are notified by email. UNN conducted SGSs during induction week, and there is a section on the E-Learning portal about careers. The careers service also offers mock interviews with practitioners on top of a mock interview scheme.  There is also application and CV help available from the careers service, and there an outreach service once a week which is open access.

There is a mock interview scheme, however the students informed the panel that there was an application process and limited places which put a lot of students off as it would have taken a lot of time and run the risk of not gaining the benefit. 

Deveral Capps (the Course Leader) was commended by the students for handling complaints and problems quickly and efficiently. They feel that their views are taken seriously which improves their experience of the course. Students reported that as a whole the tutors are very dedicated and hard working, and personal tutors and subject tutors were reported to be approachable and available to help with concerns.

The panel thought that the Student Law Office was an excellent facility, and were pleased to hear that all exempting degree students undertake pro bono work there as a double module. They were, however, concerned to hear that there are only 6 places available for BVC students (although uptake does not presently exceed this in any case), and the only other pro bono available is Streetlaw. The panel feels that more opportunity for low level pro bono would be good so that students can get something on their CV. 
UNN reported that they are already looking into other links with local CABs and other options to increase the pro bono available to students. There is a general drive on the North East circuit to increase pro bono as well. The panel was concerned to hear that uptake, even for the SLO, is low among BVC students, and hope that students are aware of how important pro bono work is for Pupillage applications.

There are 6 mooting teams at UNN; there are also internal moots which take all applicants. There is also an internal competition in negotiation but this only applies for experienced people. Students reported that there is no explanation as to how decisions on selection for teams are made.

The students that the panel met reported that there are language problems present in the classrooms, and that this can adversely affect their experience, particularly in negotiation sessions and assessments, and witness handling advocacy. Groups have been rearranged and an effort has been made by the tutors to be mindful of these problems when pairing students for negotiation.


	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	The panel heard in the management meeting that there have been 26 laptops added exclusively for BVC students in response to the over-recruitment which have not been used to capacity and the software problem with the printers which was commented on in the last report has been resolved.

The last report also commented on non BVC students being in the BVC area; the management said that they were not aware of any complaints about this since Christmas, but will continue to monitor it. There are many learning spaces available and there is a screen which shows which rooms and computers are free at any one time.

There has previously been a problem with students hiding books in the library, which unfortunately is a common occurrence elsewhere. UNN sent an email to all students when it happened and the panel suggests that they continue to monitor this.

The previous visit report recommended that the library hours are considered.  The law and business school library is open until 9pm on weekdays and 5pm on weekends. The main university library is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week; it is staffed with security and canteen facilities. UNN have concluded that it is not viable to do the same in the law and business building, and confirmed that all the same resources are available as well as computers and study spaces.

It was also recommended previously that UNN consider providing Exempting students with practitioner handbooks, however UNN reported that since the fees are so much lower for the exempting degree this cannot be done. The students are offered Archbold and The White Book at cost price but the take up is often very low.

During a tour, the panel were extremely impressed with the classroom and courtroom facilities, they are exemplary. There are 381 IT spaces and over 1000 study spaces across the building, including teaching rooms not in use. Students also reported a very high level of satisfaction with the library and the resources, however commented that there are sometimes not enough Halsbury’s books in the library (there is one set in the law and business library and one in the main library). However there is access to Halsbury’s Laws via Lexis Nexis from the library and from home. 


	10.  Equality and diversity



	There was some discussion over recommendation 5 of the previous visit report (consider allowing students to swap classes if they have UK border agency appointments). At UNN this is very difficult to facilitate fully as there are such a high proportion of overseas students, however UNN try to be as flexible as possible. 
The students do not get marked absent for the purposes of the attendance rule as it is an exceptional circumstance and the appointments are mandatory. Students who miss sessions still have to make up the work and get it signed off by a tutor, and this also gives them a chance to ask any questions they may have, therefore UNN do not consider that it adversely affects their assessment in any way. 




	Additional comments



	Panel members observed a number of weak students in classes which was ‘worrying given the level the students should be at.’




	Good practice, distinguishing features



	· The panel considered that the Student Law Office is an excellent facility to have in place

· The facilities at UNN are second to none, particularly the large courtroom with special measures room

· The technology at UNN is advanced

· The panel was pleased to note how many recommendations from previous visits have been fulfilled and looked into. 

· Students emphasised the fact that their concerns are addressed very well

· The careers service seems to be doing a lot to improve and increase its benefit

· Good teaching was observed, mostly first rate

· The panel were impressed with the practitioner and the idea of the session

· Students were overall very satisfied, particularly with the dedication of the staff.


	Conclusions: recommendation on accreditation/approval/continuing approval

	Continuing approval (with recommendations)

For the period:    September 2009 to July 2010




	Observations

	The following observations were made during the visit

	Observation 1
	UNN apologised again at having over-recruited for AY 09-10, and reiterated that it was unforeseen.

	Observation 2
	Students that the panel spoke to were in favour of the aptitude test, however none of this sample had volunteered for the pilot. They reported that they would be much more likely to do it if they could do a test onsite.

	Observation 3
	The panel stressed that passive attendance should always be marked as an absence and that this rule should be applied strictly, particularly when other students are affected.

	Observation 4
	The panel was concerned about the lack of trial experience students seemed to have and there was a low level of advocacy observed.

	Observation 5
	The panel was concerned to hear about the group of students who failed the IELTS test but remained on the course. IELTS is a requirement which must be complied with, and the panel wonders how these students got through a telephone interview in any case.

	Observation 6
	Since the visit, the issue of competency was raised at External Examiner training in May 2010. It was agreed, according to guidance from the Blue Book, that the exit level of the BVC/BPTC is the minimum level of ‘court-ready’. This is with the intention that the 1st Six training brings the pupil up to above the minimum standard, to be fully ‘court-ready’. 


	Recommendations  

	Where recommendations are additionally made, please detail below:

	Recommendation 1
	UNN should (and during feedback discussions have undertaken to) ensure that visiting lecturers have a plan to see what the students have done prior to the session so they can also pick out when they did it.

	Recommendation 2
	The panel was concerned that the exempting degree students may be overworked and encourage UNN to keep an eye on this.

	Recommendation 4
	Continue to monitor whether non BVC students are using the BVC area

	Recommendation 5
	Continue to monitor the problem of books being hidden in the library

	Recommendation 6
	Continue to do more to ensure consistency of feedback given in SGSs, for example increased peer observation and internal meetings.

	Recommendation 7
	The panel would encourage that UNN continues to look into other good but lower level pro bono options so more students can become involved.

	Recommendation 8
	If it has not already been addressed, ensure that the administration problem resulting in problematic timetabling is resolved.


First Draft: 13 May 2010

Approved by the Panel: 10 June 2010

Reviewed by the Panel: 22 June 2010

Approved by the provider: 20 July 2010
Approved by Education and Training Committee: 22 July 2010

	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	Northumbria University welcomed the Bar Standards Board (“BSB”) to the Law School for their annual QA monitoring visit to ensure that the BVC programme complies with the specifications and regulations.  We were delighted that only two of the three days was needed due to the success of the triggered visit in October 2009.  The BSB have made a number of remarks about the operation and delivery of the Bar Vocational Course at Northumbria and our comments on these are below.

Teaching Quality and Resources

We are delighted that the BSB believe that all of the teaching sessions delivered at Northumbria are of good quality with the vast majority being first rate.  It is also wonderful to note that the BVC students believed that the advocacy teaching was particularly strong.  We are also delighted that the BSB has reconfirmed that Northumbria has the best BVC resources in the country.  

We are troubled that the visiting panel believed that the contribution of some students in some of the teaching sessions was below what they believed it should have been.  In fairness to the cohort, at the time of the monitoring visit the students were also undertaking mock assessments in Negotiation Skills, Conference Skills and Advocacy.  As such, we feel that though regrettable, it is understandable that their normal enthusiasm for sessions is directed towards their ‘mock’ assessments as opposed to the normal classroom sessions.

Northumbria’s Barristers’ Exempting Degree

The Barristers’ Exempting Degree was validated in 1996, revalidated in 2001 and contractually extended by the BSB until 2010. The educational ethos has received critical acclaim from the Bar Standards Board, the Bar Council, numerous Bar Council Chairs and BVC external examiners.  We are of course delighted that the University has now validated the new exempting programme (MLaw Barristers’ Exempting Degree) which incorporates all of the BPTC elements over the 4 year programme.  Northumbria is the only institution in the country to offer such a programme. 
English Language

Northumbria has been concerned about the quality of certain students’ English Language for some time and in 2009 was the first provider to introduce compulsory language interviews for all International Students who had self certified English as a first language.  It is regrettable, though, that 5 students passed this interview when their overall English Language ability has now been identified as not being of the requisite standard. These students were identified at an early stage of the BVC programme, required to do the IELTS test as per BSB regulations and when they failed to obtain 7.5 in each section were asked to withdraw and return when their language skills had improved.  Unfortunately, due to the admissions process and the language interview system that formed part of the admissions process, we were unable to force withdrawal.  Our admissions procedures have now been altered.  It is interesting to note that other BVC providers are now following Northumbria’s admissions policy lead with language interviews.  It is welcomed that the BSB acknowledge the great difficulties with language and we look forward to the introduction of suitable national steps that will ensure all students have the requisite language abilities to undertake the BPTC

Practice Pupillage Interviews

Northumbria has for some time offered pupillage practice interviews and in order to ensure that students get full feedback they are asked to go through a full application process.  This is in addition to previous pupillage practice interviews being made available for students to watch on Blackboard. Northumbria welcomes the comments of all visiting panels and we look forward to the first year of the BPTC next year.




Northumbria University, 9/10 March 2010
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