LAW ADVISORY GROUP

Report of the Meeting held on Friday 2 May 2003

at 2:00 pm in the Moot Court Room, Old College

Present: 
Professor Hector MacQueen, Mr Peter Anderson (from 2.45 pm), 

Mr Andrew Blain, Mrs Joyce Cullen, Mr Richard Henderson, 

Professor John Usher, Professor Chris Himsworth, Mr Alan Barr, 

Dr Neil Willett 

Apologies: 
Mr John Sturrock, Mr Martin Hogg, Mr Justin D’Agostino,

In attendance: Jessica McCraw

For discussion: Curriculum Project

Professor MacQueen welcomed everyone to the meeting and introduced Professor John Usher, his successor as Head of School from 1st August 2003, and Dr Neil Willett, School Administrator, who had worked on the Curriculum Project which was to be the subject of the meeting.

Professor MacQueen explained that the current LLB curricula do not, at present, fit into the SHEFC credit-based funding model, and that the University would need to meet these requirements by 2004/05.  Problems included courses credited at 15 or 30 rather than the desired 10, 20 or 40; the second year of the ordinary course totals 135 credits; joint LLB programmes frequently exceed 120 credits in years one and two; first year operates a 4 x 30 course model rather than the 3 x 40 model.  As the Curriculum Project seeks to optimise the exchange of courses between the University’s undergraduate (and postgraduate) taught programmes, it has recommended the adoption of a model to allow every student freedom of choice to take a course from another school worth at least 40 credits in years one and two.  The main problem is for students seeking professional qualification, in that there are a number of courses that they must take and this limits their ability to take courses from other schools.  While an option might be feasible in first year, this would not be possible in second year.

It had been decided at the meeting of the School’s Planning and Resources committee on 30 April that it might be best to establish a working party over the summer to look at various alternatives.  Professor MacQueen had investigated the situation at other Universities and had supplied papers detailing how Glasgow and Dundee Law Schools were proceeding.  Glasgow had implemented the new scheme in the current academic year and Dundee was due to start in 2003/04.  It appeared on examination of the Glasgow scheme that the law of evidence and company law were no longer full courses.  However, civil evidence appeared to be a component of ‘Sources and Institutions of Scots Law’ whereas evidence in criminal cases was part of ‘Criminal Law and Evidence’.  Professor MacQueen had discovered that the Glasgow course ‘Sources and Institutions of Scots Law’ had no lectures but was taught in groups of about 20 students by a seminar co-ordinator.  It appeared that in the Glasgow structure there would be room for an outside course at level 1, but not at level 2.  In direct contrast, the new scheme to be introduced at Dundee would not allow any student intending to take a standard LLB to do anything other than Law courses.  Dundee had also been forced to drop various joint degrees, as they could not be moulded to fit the new system.  Law and Languages degrees had survived, but exceeded 120 credits per annum.  While the numbers graduating on the joint degrees with Law at Edinburgh were low, it was seen as a marketing advantage to be able to offer these programmes in the prospectus as they were attractive to applicants.  In reality students at Edinburgh found a joint degree extremely hard work and tended to change to single honours, often at the end of first year.  Students intending to seek professional qualification were often in the situation of having to take extra courses once the change was made.

At present the profession does not regulate the amount of teaching in each required subject.  Thus Universities were free to structure courses as best suited their resources.  The seeming loss of Evidence at Glasgow had in fact been approved by the Law Society, as Universities were aware that would have to apply for accreditation in due course.  However, the English Law Society regularly enquired as to the content/ contact time of each course taught.   

The LLB had recently been restructured to ensure that all the professional subjects were contained within the first two years.  This was essential for the 2-year LLB cohort, and had been designed to meet the quality assurance requirements of the University.

The problems of giving existing courses different credit weightings were discussed.  It was feared that some members of staff might feel their course was being downgraded if in future it was to be awarded 20 rather than 30 credits, or 10 rather than 15, and if the credit weighting was to be increased this might make staff resent the work in expanding a course.  Dr Willett informed the group that a course worth 10 credits was to be equivalent to 100 hours of student effort.  This in turn might have a bearing on how courses were delivered, with consequent increases and decreases in student contact hours.  

A discussion on the option of ‘opting out’ of the system, maintaining that the LLB was a professional qualification (as medicine and vet medicine), ensued.  The difficulty with this was the need to convince the University of the special status, and as only 60% of LLB graduates go on to enter the profession in Scotland, this argument might not be convincing.  Mr Barr argued for leaving the current structure in place and asking those students who wanted to go on to take a professional qualification to do an extra 20 credits.  This was thought to be an unattractive option if the students then had to pay to do the extra credits at Edinburgh but this was not the case at Glasgow or Dundee.  In reality the decision not to enter the profession in Scotland was unlikely to be taken in years one or two, and the majority of students did take the courses that would result in professional qualification, preferring to keep options open as long as possible.

It would be easy on paper to redesign the first two years of the LLB, but in practice members of staff might be reluctant to take on board a new scheme.  It was felt that while it might be possible to allow enough flexibility for one outside course to be taken in first year, there would not be the space for this in second year.  Perhaps it would be possible to have a compromise where students would have to make a decision as to whether they wanted to enter the profession at the start of year two, so giving up any chance of an outside subject in year two.

The overall feeling of those at the meeting from the profession was, ‘if it ain’t broke don’t fix it’.  They were not generally impressed with the solutions to the problems that Glasgow and Dundee had arrived at.  Professor MacQueen was to try to acquire information from Strathclyde and Aberdeen Universities on how they were dealing with the problem.  It was agreed that the working party over the summer would look at possible solutions, including a steady state, and report back to the group ahead of the first School meeting scheduled in 2003/04.

Date of next meeting

Friday 3 October, 2 pm (venue within Old College to be confirmed)    

