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Bar Vocational Course
University of West of England 
Report of ‘Pastoral’ visit, 3 March 2010
	Name of Institution
	
	Date of Visit/Meeting

	University of West of England
	
	3 March 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


	120 full time
48 part time
	
	Academic Year September 2009 – June 2010


	Panel Members
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

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

	Ms Emily Windsor
	
	Practitioner, Vice Chair of BPTC SC and E & T Committee

	Mr Michael Soole QC
	
	Practitioner, member of BPTC Sub Committee 

	Mr David Fleming
	
	Senior academic, member of the Education and Training Committee

	Ms Rosie Faulkner
	
	Administration Assistant, Education Standards


	HEI Team
	
	Role and area of primary responsibility

	Mr Stephen Migdal
	
	FT Course Director

	Ms Jo Stringer
	
	Civil Lit Subject Head, PT Course Director

	Ms Delyth Jones
	
	Civil Adv Subject Head, Associate Course Director

	Mr Tim Felton  
	
	Civil Lit Practice Area Head

	Ms Karen Thorpe-Williams
	
	Civil Litigation Lecturer


	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 University of the West of England have been running the Bar Vocational Course since 1997. It is proposed that the new BPTC course should be delivered from September 2010 at the Frenchay Campus. 

During AY 2007-08, a full 3 day visit took place (Jan 08). In AY 2008-09, an accreditation meeting took place in May 2009. 
This visit took place over one day with an evening meeting of the panel the night before to draw up an agenda of matters to discuss. By agreement with the Provider, the programme for the one day visit was adjusted in order to include some time for observation of classes. A meeting with students also took place, over lunch. A formal tour of resources was considered unnecessary due to familiarity with the premises.
The visit was to the full time course only, observing only full time students and full time classes mid week and not at the weekend. Any general comments relating to teachers and students in this report should be read to refer to the full time course only.




	1.  Adherence to course aims, philosophy and standards



	Documentation submitted and available demonstrated adherence to the Course Specification Requirements and Guidance for the BVC (i.e. the ‘Golden Book’). Adherence to the BVC specification was demonstrated in meetings, as well as support for the new Bar Professional Training Course. 

The Annual Monitoring Report was available to each panel member, and had been considered prior to the visit.



	2.  Quality management systems



	Quality management was reported to meet standards, having not changed since the previous accreditation visit, however some concern was raised with reference to what action is/will be taken in response to the problems with admin which were reported (and will be discussed more fully later in this report). An action plan was received by the panel and discussed at meetings, the BSB is concerned that this is a large problem and should be dealt with accordingly.



	3.  Staffing and staff development



	It was reported that about 75% of staff have significant practical experience at the Bar. UWE confirmed that they have developed training procedures along with the condition set by the accreditation report of 12 May 2009, for example a minimum of two of the 5 days professional development all staff must do will be spent attached to Chambers for those who are non-practising.
UWE to supply a list to the BSB of staff’s professional experience:

· Currently practising

· Previously practising (how long for and when did they stop?)

· No practising experience

· Solicitor Advocates

· Visiting Lecturer

Also to separate Civil and Criminal.

Action: UWE

Students reported that they appreciated the vocational element of the course since the staff brought good practice experience.


	4.  Curriculum content and structure



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

The panel heard that UWE swaps groups around at Christmas to take students (good or bad) out of the comfort zone that arises from bonding with the same 11 others in the group. There were discussions of the benefits of constructing groups in light of performance in practice assessments.

Students agreed that this could prove beneficial although not from the outset. However it was also noted that it could be disheartening to be moved into a low ‘set’ half way through the year.
Students agreed that the workload is very high and very rewarding. Students said that the structure of the course was generally good although they mentioned that an improvement to the structure of the course would be to have one week free between the last day of term and the first exam, as this results in lower concentration in later sessions leading up to exams.




	5.  Admissions and student profile



	There are currently 124 FT students and 36 PT students on the course at UWE. They are accredited for 120 FT and 48 PT for the new BPTC course. The panel was pleased to receive the Annual Monitoring Report, although commented that sometimes the numbers did not add up – e.g. results by ethnic origin or by age. 
UWE acknowledged that they struggle to attract a large number of better students, and that they have a reputation for attracting large numbers of international students. This is thought to be due to an old rumour that international students are guaranteed entry onto the BVC at UWE. UWE believes that their weak tail is growing shorter.
There has been one situation of language difficulties, and the student in question was encouraged to withdraw from the course rather than take the IELTS test as it was considered that the language competence was of a standard that would not enable them to complete the course satisfactorily.  The panel observed some language problems in the sample sessions observed and that some students who seemed to have a low level of English were very reluctant to speak. The PT course has had concern about the language of 2 students – one decided not to take the test and withdrew. UWE agreed that there may be some students who are slightly weaker in advocacy, but this is normally just down to accents, which also come out more strongly when under pressure.
One panel member was also concerned about the language of one tutor, and suggested that some further peer on peer observation would be beneficial.

Students did not report any language problems within their groups, or problems with a weak tail.

Concern was raised that a weak tail present may “hold back” the stronger students. To combat this, some thought has gone into the possible advantages of putting students into ‘sets’ – which of course can only be done with approval. It might be beneficial to set in a way to pull weak students up (after Christmas exams). However the BSB has no policy of encouraging this (a somewhat unusual step in a Masters level) and any decision would be a matter for UWE. The panel noted UWE’s recent history of filling nearly all validated places and strongly recommend that it should leave places vacant rather than recruit weak students.



	6.  Teaching and Learning (knowledge and skills areas)



	7 classes were observed by panel members, some of which were considered to be at a slightly low level for this stage of the course. The lecturers work very hard to check the understanding of the group, although it was not always clear if material had been understood.
A tutor told the panel that there are instructions in a staff handbook to engage directly with those who speak less in class – this was confirmed to have happened in a session observed by a panel member.

Students reported that staff members are very enthusiastic and they are happy with the standard of teaching. There were mixed opinions from the students in terms of the quality/quantity of feedback they receive, although some reported tutors to be very approachable – even in out of hours. Students commented that the Practitioner sessions are good but don’t allow enough time for full benefit.

The students are very impressed with the fact that UWE are offering an ADR course in the 2 weeks after the BVC has finished.


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



	One Student reported that they asked about a marking grid and was told there are none; The Panel was concerned about this; ensuring consistency in marking being of paramount importance. In the meeting with management it was reported that they don’t specify a number of marks – but there is flexibility to give extra marks if an answer is especially good. For Opinion Writing and Drafting there is set criteria.

It was reported that if a student is over 5 minutes late they are marked absent and if they are unprepared they are marked as absent. The BSB is pleased to hear these standards being upheld.



	  8.  Student support and quality of student experience



	Several comments have been seen by the panel in SSLC meeting reports that there are problems with the admin team at UWE. This seemed to negatively affect their experience of the course as it affected things such as access to Black Board (which is considered to be especially good at UWE) and swipe cards.
Unfortunately the panel heard that the administrative team is centrally controlled and that there is not too much the Law School can do as they are not line managers to the team. They have spoken to those involved, and reported the problems more centrally within the University. UWE has drawn up an action plan to address each individual issue, which the panel saw and were pleased to hear that meetings are taking place to action it therefore UWE hope to have stamped out the problems by the time the next cohort arrives.
Discussions took place as to whether the rearrangement of groups would benefit the experience of students. This has been mentioned earlier in this report. Students also commented that a group change is good if it prevents people from getting stuck in their ways both academically and socially, but more benefit would be gained from changing tutors as this would mean a change of feedback. One comment was that some people do not put in the work for SGSs, which affects the whole group – the panel recommends that UWE continue to be strict on those who have not prepared to a satisfactory level.
When asked about feedback avenues and support, students were generally very positive. Students reported that their tutors were extremely approachable and personal, and that the use of base rooms was very good. There are three SSLC meetings throughout the year and feedback avenues about the course are very open. One student however reported that with some tutors there was more peer feedback than with others but more written feedback would be beneficial. 




	9.  Learning resources (Library and IT)



	When asked if there have been any changes to the resources since the last visit – the staff informed the panel that by next year all rooms will be refurbished, and IT and DVD facilities will be upgraded. There will be 6 rooms with court room furniture and 3 courtrooms. The panel also heard that comments from previous visits on library budget have been passed on and dealt with.

The panel acknowledged that the Visual Learning Environment (VLE) at UWE is normally excellent, however there have been some problems with access – this is down to the problems with central admin, which are currently being dealt with as discussed earlier in this report. It was reported that there are no problems with VLE for Part Time students.

Students commented that their base rooms are quite small, however also acknowledged that the facility does not exist in many other cultures, and that the base room culture is something great about UWE. Students also have a resource room, and there are “quiet rooms” available in the library to all students across the university. There is no BVC common room, which results in some people using the resource room as a common room. In their view provision of a BVC common room may be beneficial, so that base rooms and resource room can be used solely for quiet work.
Students commented that a set of student resources (timetable, lesson plans, student notes etc) might be helpful in each base room.


	10.  Equality and diversity



	No equality and diversity problems were reported or identified.


	Additional comments



	Practitioner events were reported to be very good, but the panel noted from SSLC meeting reports that they are too short for full benefit.
Students reported that they have a good rapport/contact with the Inns although perhaps some more consistency would be beneficial.
Pro Bono at UWE has increased – they won the attorney General Award for Pro Bono last year, and have been shortlisted this year. The take up rate was reported to be about 40%. The panel considers that this is an impressive facility since it is so important for pupillage – and encourages UWE to continue looking at ways to increase participation.




	Good practice, distinguishing features



	· Students reported that they appreciated the vocational element of the course since the staff brought good practice experience.

· The students are very impressed with the fact that UWE are offering an ADR course in 2 weeks after the BVC has finished.

· The panel considers that the Pro Bono is very good at UWE, especially since it is so important for pupillage – and encourages UWE to continue looking at ways to increase participation. Congratulations on winning the Attorney General Award.
· UWE are known to have an excellent Black Board facility

· Lecturers and tutors were praised for making high effort and students reported that their tutors were extremely approachable and personal.

· All students who the panel spoke to agreed that they would recommend UWE




	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
	It is strongly recommended that UWE should implement its action plan relating to recent administration problems, monitor the results of so doing and take such further steps as are necessary to ensure that the problems do not reoccur. The panel has been informed that these problems do not occur on the part time course, and wonders why this is the case, and whether more practice in terms of admin should be shared across the modes.

	Recommendation 2
	It is strongly recommended that UWE should take increased steps to ensure that all entrants to the course are of a sufficient academic and linguistic ability to satisfactorily complete the course, even if this results in reduction in the number of students in any particular year.

	Recommendation 3
	As far as is practicable, the team should seek to ensure that students have access to different tutors and therefore different feedback.  The BSB also recommends that UWE continue to ensure that feedback is consistent between tutors.

	Recommendation 4
	Due to some students who seemed poorly prepared for a session observed, the panel recommends that UWE monitor their policy on passive attendance, and ensure that it is sufficiently strict.

	Recommendation 5
	Monitor demand for a BVC common room, and consider creating one, so that base rooms and the resource room can be used solely for quiet study.

	Recommendation 6
	Perhaps consider putting a set of student resources in each base room.


	Observations  

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

	Observation 1
	There were discussions of the benefits of constructing groups in light of performance in practice assessments. The BPTC Sub-Committee considered this issue and concluded that it has no policy of encouraging the streaming of BVC/BPTC students by ability, indeed that it would usually be inappropriate for this to be done on a Post Graduate Masters level course, but that there might be individual circumstances where it was appropriate.

	Observation 2
	It was noted that conditions from the Previous visit have been fulfilled as well as the Recommendations.
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	Response by the Provider (maximum one page)



	Recommendation 1:

It is strongly recommended that UWE should implement its action plan relating to recent administration problems, monitor the results of so doing and take such further steps as are necessary to ensure that the problems do not reoccur. The panel has been informed that these problems do not occur on the part time course, and wonders why this is the case, and whether more practice in terms of admin should be shared across the modes.

Response:

The majority of administrative problems surrounded matters arising on admission to the FT course in September; (which problems were largely resolved by the time that the PT course started in October). These centred on a lack of communication between central University services and the Law School. Procedures have now been improved; Furthermore administrative support has been significantly increased as a result of the merger (from August 1st. 2010) of the law and business schools to form the Faculty of Business and Law. 

Recommendation 2

It is strongly recommended that UWE should take increased steps to ensure that all entrants to the course are of a sufficient academic and linguistic ability to satisfactorily complete the course, even if this results in reduction in the number of students in any particular year.

Response:

The BVC/BPTC Bristol applies the IELTS requirement more strictly than any other Provider. The concerns of the panel are based on assumptions that those who did not speak during the observation visit did so by reason of language deficiencies rather than, for example, shyness. Furthermore we do not recruit to full complement unless the quality of applicant so demands it. For example the forthcoming 2010-11 cohort will number 108.

Recommendation 3

As far as is practicable, the team should seek to ensure that students have access to different tutors and therefore different feedback.  The BSB also recommends that UWE continue to ensure that feedback is consistent between tutors.

Response:

The BVC/BPTC Bristol is unique amongst providers in that it changes the composition of all base groups after Xmas; thereby ensuring all students are taught by different subject tutors during the course of the year. Full tutor notes are provided to staff to ensure consistency of approach in all subjects but, in the skills areas, tutors are advised to adopt flexibility in feedback so as to encourage students to apply their own individuality to the skill being developed.

Recommendation 4

Due to some students who seemed poorly prepared for a session observed, the panel recommends that UWE monitor their policy on passive attendance, and ensure that it is sufficiently strict.

Response:

Students who do not appear to have satisfactorily prepared and/or contributed to a small group session are marked absent which adversely impacts on the attendance rule.

Recommendation 5

Monitor demand for a BVC common room, and consider creating one, so that base rooms and the resource room can be used solely for quiet study.

Response:

It is a feature of the BVC/BPTC Bristol that each group of 12 has exclusive use of a base room 7 days a week. This is in addition to the Chambers library (the resource room) and the main law library. Within 100 metres of the base rooms there are TWO extensive cafeteria facilities. Accordingly and having asked the cohort we do not consider that a separate common room is necessary.

Recommendation 6

Perhaps consider putting a set of student resources in each base room.

Response:

Students are provided with both hard and electronic copies of course materials which are accessible from Blackboard 24/7. We see no need, therefore, to place additional hard copies in the base rooms.








UWE, 3 March 2010
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