Inns of Court School of Law

Response to the SRA Consultation “Future structure of the Legal Practice Course”
Disengaging the electives
Do you agree with the principle of offering to students the choice of disengaging the electives?
No. 
Is studying the electives separately from the compulsory subjects likely to be a popular option?  Please give reasons for your answer.
No.  Most students on our LPC are self-funding and therefore will be keen to complete their vocational training as soon as possible.  Such students tend to like to have a clearly defined career path, to ensure that they do not waste their time or money in achieving their desired objectives.

Additionally students who wish to take a more flexible route to qualification can take the LPC course part-time (the compulsories and electives are effectively already offered in two tranches) or use the ILEX route. 

Would disengaging the electives create any problems in relation to institutions making awards to students on completion of the newly defined LPC?
Yes, particularly if, in disengaging the electives, the possibility of students studying the electives at a different institution was contemplated: in that situation, there would be the question of which university would award the diploma if a student had done part at one university and part at another bearing in mind that it would be difficult for one university to make an award the diploma or confirm completion by a student of the programme overall if only.  In that case there would need to be APL or two separate awards granted.  On a related point, the possibility of studying electives at a different institution also raised the practical problem of differences in academic calendars and course calendars between institutions – not all LPCs run to the same calendar.  Further, there would be problems for students who had to do re-sits in any of the Skills subjects, the re-sits being run during the elective period, and also for PCFSMA, the discrete exam for which currently takes place during the elective period.
Further this may also create the need for institutions to provide effectively three LPCs: the defined LPC, the defined LPC plus electives and the electives only.  Rather than cutting costs, this would actually make courses more expensive since providers would need to maintain appropriate staffing levels and resources to cover all eventualities,
Additionally suggestions that the electives should run outside the usual academic calendar will make provision of the electives difficult for any academic institution.

To what extent, if any, would training firms need to adjust their management of trainees arriving immediately after the compulsory part of the LPC?
If a firm were to employ both trainees who had already completed the electives before joining and ‘trainees’ who had not, the firm would have the obvious difficulty of having to deal with, and train, trainees at completely different stages of development.  Although an answer to this could be that a firm decides to recruit only, for example, trainees who had yet to do the electives, firms may not be keen on doing this because it could mean that the firm is missing out on recruiting good candidates who may have decided to complete the whole course, including the electives, before starting as a trainee.   Firms are likely to want to keep their recruitment options open so that they have the best chance of recruiting the best trainees.  Firms are also not likely to be keen on taking on an administrative nightmare in dealing with a mix of trainees, some of whom have completed the electives and others not.
Is this at all likely to lead to perceptions of a two-tier system (those who are able to study the course at once, and those who are notable to do so)?
Yes, and if it does, it will be counter-productive to the laudable aim of widening access to the profession.   A further consideration is that those students who come from non-traditional backgrounds and perhaps have had little to do with the profession, will be the ones with the greater financial imperative perhaps to do only the compulsory part of the course up front (possibly wanting or needing to improve their financial position before attempting the electives), and because of their lack of familiarity with practice, will also be in the weakest position to understand the implications for their future recruitment if they proceed along the initially cheaper route. Additionally the profession may split: City trainees taking the electives in-house and the perceived second tier high street students taking the electives either with the compulsories or parking the electives and never completing the LPC.
Should there be a requirement for the electives to be undertaken only after completion of the LPC?
This confuses what in fact is the LPC: either the compulsory and elective sections of the course, or the compulsory section only.  We believe the LPC should consist of both the compulsory and elective sections in order to prepare students best for practice.  It has to be recognised that for many of the students the SRA wishes to encourage into the profession and who come from non-traditional backgrounds, studying the elective subjects is an important and necessary part of their development to readiness for practice. 

Or could an elective be studied, for example, as part of a degree or masters programme before completion of the LPC?
If the question is anticipating the possibility of studying electives or obtaining credits for earlier study, such as on the LLB or CPE, then this misses the point of the electives as a continuation of the learning on the compulsory section of the course and consolidation of the pervasive subjects, particularly professional conduct.  The same comments as to what actually constitutes the LPC equally apply to this proposal:  the LPC should be both the compulsory and elective sections. Further, the skills base necessary for the LPC is necessarily very different from a traditional academic degree: it introduces the students to skills based learning which is used throughout the current course. If students were to undertake electives before they had studied skills and compulsories they would not have the practical skill base necessary to effectively tackle an elective. This defeats the object of a course which is designed to bridge the gap between academic study and practice. 
Exemption from part or parts of the LPC
Do you agree with the principle that the SRA should be able to grant exemptions (on the basis of criteria to be developed) from parts of the LPC?  Please give reasons for your answer.
No, particularly without knowing the criteria upon which such exemptions would be based.  This proposal also misses the point of the LPC as a vocational course which prepares students for practice, developing cognitive ability, as opposed to a course of study of intellectual learning: just because a student may have had experience eg as a licensed conveyancer, does not mean that that experience has prepared them to be a practitioner in the area of Property Law & Practice.  A further point to note is that the LPC is taught at M-level, whereas training to be eg a licensed conveyancer or chartered accountant, while covering some common intellectual knowledge, will not have been delivered at M-level and not with the aim of preparing a solicitor for practice. 
What benefits or problems do you envisage in relation to the design and delivery of the LPC, if students were to be able to obtain exemptions form (a) the compulsory subjects, and (b) the skills?
(a) We do not believe there would be any benefits from enabling students to obtain exemptions, for either students or institutions: with regard to students, see the comments immediately above; for providers, there would be great practical difficulties in administering a course from parts of which students may have an exemption.  The types of issues include the following: using the example of a student who has been a licensed conveyancer in order to illustrate, should that student be exempted from the whole of Property Law & Practice or just the conveyancing parts (or if the student had only done domestic conveyancing, just the domestic conveyancing part of the subject?  This also has problems depending on whether a particular course teaches conveyancing, for example, in the commercial context only). Should the fact that the student has been a licensed conveyancer exempt them from PLP given that the practitioner skills are taught pervasively through PLP, as well as the pervasive subjects and Professional conduct in particular?  Should a student be required to attend the teaching but be exempted from the exam, or the converse (exempted from the teaching but not the exam)?  If it is decided that, a student could be exempted from PLP, both teaching and assessment, should the student still be required to attend stand-alone assessments on the skills and relevant pervasive subjects? Not to require this would be contrary to the course philosophy of emulating practice, which is why  skills and professional conduct are taught pervasively through the compulsory subjects.  To provide for exemptions would require re-designing the compulsory subjects so that the skills and pervasive subjects could be carved out.  As stated above, this would fly in the face of the philosophy of the LPC.  There would also be difficulties for a university to grant the appropriate credits if students were exempted form parts of the course.
This proposal mistakes the appropriate point for recognition of experience, which is the training contract.  As it is, a trainee is able to be exempted from the full two years of the training contract under the ‘time to count’ provision if the trainee can demonstrate prior relevant experience.  The only problem with the current regime is that the maximum time that may be exempted is six months, based on a minimum of one year’s relevant experience.  We would suggest that this maximum be relaxed, which would then enable due recognition of prior experience, while at the same time ensuring standards at the point of entry to the training contract.
(b) With regard to exemptions from the skills, this completely misunderstands the purpose of the LPC as a vocational, skills-based course which prepares students for practice.  

Can you identify any qualifications that might appropriately make students eligible for exemption from part or parts of the LPC?
No.  

The SRA’s regulatory role and the LPC
What opportunities or risks do you envisage for course providers in the relaxation of the regulatory requirements?
We see risks in relaxation of the requirements in relation to resources: staff-student ratios, library provision and computer provision should have minimum requirement prescribed.  We agree that the actual minimum requirement may vary from provider to provider, but, in principle, each course should have appropriate levels determined in order to ensure effective delivery of the course.  If minimum requirements are not prescribed, there is the risk of lowering of standards.  
What are the potential benefits or disadvantages for students?
We believe the perceived benefits of such relaxation are illusory for both students and providers. Further, some firms may wish to provide electives designed specifically to the needs of the firm in-house. This presents long term disadvantages for students and the profession. Students currently receive a rounded education and are offered different perspectives. This makes them attractive employees who can think outside the box. The danger of in-house provision is that students will be pigeonholed into a particular firm and will find re-employment, if not kept on, difficult. The profession, in the long term, faces the danger of becoming inward looking and losing the ability to think outside the box.
What areas or issues, if any, should be covered by mandatory requirements laid down by the SRA and why?
We believe staff/student ratios, library provision and IT provision should be prescribed by the SRA for each course.  This does not mean that prescription should be the same for all courses; rather, the SRA should make a determination as to what is appropriate for a particular course.  The reason for our view is the protection of students, particularly those who may not be in a position to make an informed view about courses and will be influenced most strongly by cost.  Courses which are able to be delivered by fewer teaching staff, with minimal resources available for student support, are likely to be able to offer the course at a reduced cost.  The issue is whether a student studying on such a course is going to have the same prospects of success in obtaining a training contract.  As the LPC is a vocational, skills-based course, the educational aim is to develop cognitive ability.  We believe cognitive ability is best developed through face-to-face, interactive small group teaching, supported where appropriate by technology such as web casts and pod casts.  The accepted wisdom in relation to skills teaching is that the most effective way of acquiring skills is through the combination of demonstration, practice and feedback, which is a resource-intensive approach.  If appropriate staffing, library and IT levels are not prescribed and adhered to, the student experience will suffer.
Provision of information to students and other stakeholders
In the light of the proposals made earlier in this document, what aspects of the proposals might cause confusion?
Those aspects which present options are likely to cause confusion.  Many students are not going to be in a position to know which route or course is going to be the best investment in terms of their time and money to achieve their objective of becoming a solicitor.  If there is any risk of a two-tiered system where one tier could be perceived as inferior to another, then students are at risk of disadvantaging themselves.

How should any scope for confusion on the part of students and potential students about what is being required of them be minimised?
By keeping the existing routes to qualification.
What information do you think the SRA should provide to students and other interested bodies, and through what channels?
The SRA should provide details of the Course, how it is taught, and prescribed staff/student rations, library provisions and IT provisions.  Areas of flexibility for courses should also be explained.  This information should be available on the SRA website.

What information do you think providers should be required to make available?
See above.
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