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Disengagement of Electives

Do you agree with the principle of offering students the choice of disengaging the electives?

No. We strongly disagree with the proposal to disengage the Elective component from the LPC.

We feel that formally disengaging the electives would: 

1. be disadvantaging and costly for students

2. be confusing, costly and inconvenient for firms

3. erode the quality of new trainees

4. create significant administrative work for institutions to redesign the LPC in a relatively short space of time, create significant pastoral care issues
5. create confusion in the marketplace
Cost – (point 2.8) we feel that providers will not be able to maintain the same cost structure for the LPC and as a result this will make the overall qualification more expensive for students. Students can already spread the cost of the LPC. They have a maximum time that they are able to do it in so could not spread the cost beyond this anyway. It seems a false economy to split the course. As a marketing tool smaller packages are always more expensive than larger one. 
Funding – (point 2.8) students who have difficulty funding an LPC will find it even harder as Career Development Loans/ Professional Development Loans will likely only fund the “core” part of the LPC. Students who chose to disengage may find it more difficult to get a job with only part of the qualification, thus defeating the purpose of making the course shorter. Also (as above) they may find the course more expensive in the long run).
Shifting responsibility to firms – firms may feel that the responsibility for the electives is being shifted to them. While, in theory, this may sound attractive – that they will have more power to dictate or custom design electives for their own employees. We feel that most firms will be:

a. unprepared to cope with the burden of designing and delivering a rigorously monitored course of study. 
b. impatient with the additional time trainees will have to take away from the office to complete their electives

c. more inclined to employ students with a full LPC despite indications to the contrary
Some firms are already working with providers to have customised electives. These are firms that have the time, resources and requirements for such a service. Most other firms are not so prescriptive. Since the current LPC is flexible enough to cater to firms that want this facility we do not feel that it is appropriate to change the structure of the LPC. 

Quality of trainees – we feel that disengaging the electives will significantly impact the quality of trainees as the consolidation of learning occurs during the elective period. The LPC has a cumulative effect and the rate and quality of learning increases as the course goes on. Also competence in skills increases over the total time of the course and this would be affected should the course finish where, traditionally, the core classes would finish.

One way to address the time/ experiential argument could be to increase the length of the core part of the course. This suggestion is counterproductive in that it introduces systemic difficulties for providers in timetabling the elective element and also greatly increases the likelihood that the overall cost of the course will be greater. It contradicts the premise that the disengagement of electives is for the benefit of the student in that by making the core longer the cost to the student increases both in time and money. Overall the student would pay more and be in education longer.
One solution to this would be if the LPC was reviewed in conjunction with the PSC. If the elective element was removed from the LPC and placed firmly within the PSC the remaining LPC content could be taught over a standard academic year. Institutions would not have to worry about timetabling of electives or relating them in any way to the revised LPC. This would only be possible if the LPC and PSC were reviewed together. If this is seen as a way forward we would recommend the timeline for implementing any potential changes be put back to al least 2010 to allow for a tandem review of the PSC.
Outcomes – by disengaging the electives the outcome of the new LPC would need to be addressed. Would the “day one” outcomes need to be revised in light of this? There can hardly be a mismatch of skills between what students achieve on the LPC and what they are expected to have the first day of their training contract. As noted above the competency of trainees doing the shorter course would likely be lower than those finishing the longer course. Are firms prepared to accept this? Our feeling is that they will not. Firms already complain about the quality of trainees, we do not feel they will be prepared to accept even lower standards.
Commoditization of the LPC – (point 2.9) we feel that disengagement would encourage students to look upon the LPC as a commodity rather than an experiential learning process. By encouraging students to take the elective before they do their seat in that area would encourage them to think of the elective as a crash course. The electives are more than a “rule book for how to be a family solicitor” (or whatever electives have been chosen). They are an opportunity for students to learn to apply the law in an area that interests them. They are an opportunity for the students to demonstrate their newly gained confidence in transactional learning and more fully engage in the learning process. 
Overall, we feel that the benefits of disengaging as outlined on page 6 of the consultation document, do not deliver the type of value to students, firms or providers that would warrant for the amount of effort required to change the existing LPC. We feel that it would be a waste of institutional resources, engender confusion and uncertainty in students and contribute to a perceived (and possibly actual) decline in the quality of trainees.
If the electives are disengaged, is this option likely to be widely used?

We will not use or promote this option if it is passed by the SRA. We do not feel that it would advantage our students or the firms we deal with. We feel that it will only be used by a small number of students going to the largest or magic circle firms, who are already required to take “custom designed” elective packages. We feel that most firms will not have the time or administration to design, deliver and administer their own electives.
Would disengaging the electives create problems in relation to institutions making awards?

Yes. We feel that awards would have to be made separately for the core and elective areas of the LPC. We would not be willing to accept electives taught by other institutions, firms or organisations as having credit towards our own LPC. This is administratively unfeasible given the potential number and variety of institutions, firms and organisations acting as elective providers.

What extent would firms need to adjust their management of trainees?

Firms would need to understand that the overall standard of trainees would be lower than they currently expect. Trainees would need a greater amount of time out of the office to complete their electives and they may expect their firms to contribute to the cost of the electives.

Is it likely to create the perception of a two tier system?

Yes, definitely. As above, students doing a shorter “core” course would have less opportunity to consolidate their learning and would as a result be less effective in the work place. They would also bring the burdens of needing time out of the office and potential cost implications. Trainees who come with a “complete” LPC would be more competent and confident and not need to take time out of the office (over the existing PSC). We feel that this would lead most employers to prefer students with a “complete” LPC.
Should there be a requirement to take electives AFTER the LPC core?

Yes, definitely. Students would not have the competence in skills or other general practice knowledge to be able to competently tackle the electives before the course. Students would also not have the opportunity to sample the elective areas as some of these are touched on in the core part of the course. They are in a better position to choose their areas of interest after having experienced some of the core of the LPC and being able to discuss their interests with their tutors. The electives are currently a development of the many of the core areas of the LPC.
Exemptions

Should the SRA be able to grant exemptions?

We generally support the idea of exemptions but see significant problems with design and delivery of the LPC should these be granted. 
We do feel that regardless of the students experiences prior to the LPC they will not have been taught in the same objective, monitored and assessed manner that is used in the LPC. Many of our students who have been in paralegal positions coming to the LPC have commented that they know how some things were done but often not why. They feel better able to cope with some of the subject material but definitely have a greater level of knowledge and competence at the end of the course. 
What benefits/ problems with the design or delivery of the LPC do you envisage should students be able to obtain exemptions?
One problem that we would have if students were granted exemptions from attending classes in a particular area or areas is that we would have difficulties in teaching pervasive subjects. These would have to have separate classes. If we had students exempted from various subjects we could not guarantee that all students would receive the same teaching in the pervasive areas. Also, we set assessments for skills within a subject context (eg property), so a student that had been exempted from PLP may be disadvantaged of one of the assessments was held in this context.
Can you identify any qualifications that might be appropriate for exemption from part/ parts of the LPC?

FILEX
The SRA’s regulatory role

What opportunities or risks do you envisage in the relaxation of regulatory requirements?

Opportunities: 
Flexibility for institutions
Risks: 


Erosion of the quality of the LPC

Lack of comparability of courses

Students not sure what they are getting or what they are able to market themselves on

Employers not sure what they are getting

What would the benefits or disadvantages be to students?

Benefits:

Greater variety of courses

Disadvantages:
Greater variety of courses to choose from but they do not know how they 


should be comparing courses.

May be won over with simple marketing appeals/ gimmicks/ price comparisons

What areas or issues, should be covered by mandatory requirements laid down by SRA?

Mandatory requirements to be laid down by the SRA:

1. Number of hours taught for the whole course
2. Core subjects

3. Core skills

4. Proportion of teaching allocated to certain subjects/ skills
5. Subjects/ skills to assess

6. Definition of learning and contact hours. Particularly what are contact hours? We do not consider e-learning to be a “contact” hour. A contact hour is face-to-face teaching. We would like a strong direction from the SRA in this. We feel there is a temptation amongst providers to replace face to face teaching with e-learning, which may be “in vogue” with students but does not build communication, negotiation, interviewing or advocacy skills. We feel that the role of the LPC is to prepare students for a role in practice where they will be dealing with clients face-to face on a daily basis and working in teams with people they do not know. We feel that the people skills our students develop in their time on the LPC can be directly related to the number of face-to-face teaching hours we provide.

7. E-learning component – expressed in addition to face-to-face teaching hours

Why? These give students and firms a clear basis on which to evaluate LPC’s.

Provision of information to students

How to minimise scope for confusion? 

Hold seminars around the UK at Law recruitment fairs. Put information on the website. Create marketing materials and mail out to every law student, every law department and every law firm in England and Wales.

What information should the SRA provide to students and other parties, through what channels?
1. Minimum number of hours taught for the whole course

2. Core subjects and objectives/ learning outcomes
3. Core skills and objectives/ learning outcomes
4. Required minimum proportion of teaching allocated to certain subjects/ skills

5. Subjects/ skills assessed
6. Definition and number of learning and contact hours
7. E-learning component – definition and role in LPC
8. Overall rate of employment of LPC students

9. Cost of course - comparisons
10. Careers programme – minimum requirements
Through what channels? SRA website, perhaps a paper publication on LPC providers.

What information should providers make available?

1. Number of hours taught for the whole course

2. Core subjects and other subjects
3. Core skills and other skills
4. Proportion of teaching allocated to certain subjects/ skills

5. Subjects/ skills assessed

6. Number of learning and contact hours. 

7. E-learning component – expressed in addition to contact hours

8. Computer: student ratio

9. Types of resources (books, journals, etc)

10. Staff years experience, years in practice, teaching awards/ qualifications

11. Accommodation/ cost of living information

12. Rate of employment of LPC students

13. Cost of course

14. Careers programme information
