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Introduction
Academics agree: there has been an extraordinary shift in the nature of the student body over the last 15 years and pedagogy in higher education has struggled to keep up. There is a tendency to blame the students for the consequences of change. The story goes that they are not as engaged, lack cultural capital, are risk-averse and are instrumental in their approach to education. At the same time, technology has worked some sort of possibly malevolent pedagogical magic, transforming expectations of the presentation and presence of teaching.
The consequence is that the core law curriculum is ‘dumbed down’, remedial skills are compulsorily delivered and research-active staff increasingly distance themselves from teaching undergraduates.  Those who do teach are expected to be permanently accessible to students via email. Presentation becomes as important as substance; students, positioned as consumers, rate their lecturers. Lecturers respond by entertaining students, and provoking responses rather than thought.  There have, of course, been alternative approaches. York Law School, with the benefit of a clean slate, has devised a problem-based curriculum.  Other law schools use specially designed tests to filter out students who do not demonstrate the necessary aptitude for traditional pedagogy.
Kent Law School, however, drawing on its tradition of resistance, has devised a collective response to the consequences of the democratisation of higher education, intended in part to enable the school to continue the delivery of a critical legal education while enabling the new student body to learn and – more importantly – to engage with core law topics.  Kent’s radical overhaul of the curriculum takes as its starting point the dual notions that there are benefits in the majority of students ‘not being like us’ and that the engagement of research-active staff with the design and delivery of core teaching is a pre-requisite of pedagogical quality in higher education.  Rather than confining the teaching of skills to one particular module, it seeks to embed them in the core curriculum, thereby ensuring that they are repeatedly practised and assessed. The aim is to prevent students understanding skills acquisition as separate or discrete ‘hoops’ to jump through, but to enable them to recognise that skills contribute to their own progress and development in a multiplicity of ways. Drawing on innovations in medical education, we conceptualised our project as a ‘spiral’ curriculum in skills. The delivery, re-delivery and embellishment of skills at strategic points throughout the degree plays a central role in the creation of a radical new curriculum which simultaneously embeds skills,  engages students and research-active staff and maintains a critical ideology.
The paper is structured as follows: It begins by outlining the pedagogical context of Kent Law School’s curriculum review locating it within a radical tradition of critical legal education; it then describes the motivations and aspirations for and the implementation of the new curriculum.  The paper then turns to consider in more detail the challenges of embedding and spiralling skills within the LLB.  It focuses on two particular features; first, the teaching of case reading skills as an exemplification of a spiralled skill; second, it describes the re-imagination of public law to demonstrate in particular the benefits of research-led pedagogy.  The paper concludes by reflecting upon the complexity of any curriculum review project and the necessity that curriculum review, and the development of resources to support it, must be a continuing and reflexive process. 

Curriculum review – the Kent Law School context

Kent Law School has been established for just over 40 years. From its inception it had a radical approach to legal pedagogy. Led by Ian Grigg-Spall and Alan Thomson it consciously rejected the expository or ‘black letter’ approach to the teaching of law and, along with other law schools established at around the same time, such as Warwick, pioneered a law-in-context/critical approach to legal education.  Kent Law School’s particular perspective, strongly influenced by Marxism and critical legal theory, is best represented by two particular publications. The first,  A Critical Introduction to Law[footnoteRef:1] originally published in 1995 and still in print, drew upon the materials and approaches  used  in a first year course which was not only compulsory for students but also for all new lecturers to the Law School. The book – as did the course – argued that law was inherently political, reflecting the interests of the few even while presenting itself as neutral. It considered law as ideology and as politics, and provided a critical assessment of its contribution to the creation and maintenance of a globalized and capitalist world.  The second, A Critical Lawyer’s Handbook,[footnoteRef:2] was published in 1992. It took a broader perspective on the critical legal project, seeking to extend its embrace to legal practice and, crucially, turning the critical spotlight upon legal education itself. Hunt, for instance, reflected upon the pragmatic and partial character of the reform of legal education. He described trends such as law in context, the socio-legal turn and clinical legal education as partial because, ‘while their inspiration is dissatisfaction with the existing state of legal education, they all, to a greater or lesser extent, accept or work within the parameters laid down by the expository tradition’.[footnoteRef:3] He advocated particular goals for legal education - the prioritising of critique and theory, so that the founding assumptions of legalism are taken seriously but are not treated as eternal verities. In addition he urged the significance and revitalisation of history as a crucial aid to critical legal education, the avoidance of the fragmentation of law and, perhaps more surprisingly, the importance of legal doctrine and legal skills. As he put it, critical legal education should: [1:  Mansell, W., Meteyard, B., and Thomson, A., A Critical Introduction to Law (London: Cavendish, 1995): all the authors were lecturers at Kent Law School.]  [2:  Grigg-Spall, I., and Ireland., P., The Critical Lawyer’s Handbook (London: Pluto Press, 1992). Alongside several other contributors from Kent Law School it included contributions from practitioners such as Michael Mansfield, David Watkinson and Kate Markus, and from other law schools such as Costas Douzinas and Sol Piccioto.]  [3:  Hunt, A., ‘Critique and Law: Legal Education and Practice’, in Grigg-Spall, I., and Ireland., P., The Critical Lawyer’s Handbook (London: Pluto Press, 1992), online at http://www.nclg.org.uk/book1/2_4.htm).] 

‘facilitate a much stronger skills orientation to original legal materials … Such an orientation will not be without its problems. The tendency should not be to assume a model of a single set of lawyering skills (associated with the assumption of a single form of legal reasoning) but to expand the range of materials handled by students, beyond statutes and law reports, and to introduce them to the variety of forms of legal reasoning (for example, the interaction between reasoning from analogy, by deduction, from policy, principle or moralism etc.)'. 

It is on this tradition of critical legal education that Kent Law School’s current curriculum review project draws, although it is informed as well by post-colonial theory, as we shall demonstrate below. It was however the perceived skills deficit which drove our curriculum review in the first instance.

Embedding skills
The increasing diversity of the student body seems to be connected with the decline in the skills that students bring to higher education. KLS is well aware of the diversity within its undergraduate student body – which totalled 1480 students in 2007/8.[footnoteRef:4] Not only are there challenges in this respect with delivery of the LLB at two campuses, each with a slightly different student profile, but even with location taken into account there are wide variations in individual students’ backgrounds and, therefore, their educational needs. In terms of ethnicity, university statistics show that, for the years 2001-8 the proportion of white students in law ranges from 58.8% – 65.1% at UKC.[footnoteRef:5] This can be contrasted with the proportion of 57.3% white students at UKM for the year 2007-8 – the lowest proportion recorded in this period so far.[footnoteRef:6] The proportion of students defined as Asian[footnoteRef:7] has ranged from 8.3% – 10.7% (currently 9.7%) at UKC and 12.6% – 17.4% (current) at UKM. The proportion of students defined as Black has ranged from 8.6% – 11.2% (current) at UKC, while UKM statistics show that there was 2%-3% Black students between 2001-3 but a rapid and steady increase in this category to 17.9% currently registered. The proportion of Chinese students registered at UKC has also increased year on year to the current 2.8% (UKM is just less than 1%). Other students identify (across both campuses) as mixed race, ‘other’ ethnic background, or have refused to give information. The overall university statistics show that in 2007-8 (of the 90.5% known) 69.3% of all students were white, 7.5% Asian, 6.3% Black, 2.9% Chinese, 3.1% mixed, and 1.3% defined themselves as having ‘other’ ethnic backgrounds. When compared to the central university statistics, it is clear that KLS has a higher proportion of students from non-white ethnic groups, particularly at UKM. Similarly, statistics regarding students’ country of domicile show that from 2001-7 the proportion of UK domiciled students remained consistently between 65%-70%; the proportion of students from other EU countries ranged between 11.5%-18.8%; the proportion of African students from 6.3%-7.7%; from Asia 2.8%-4.3%; from the Middle East 0.9%-1.6%; from North America 2.5%-5.4%;[footnoteRef:8] and from South America 0.2%-0.6%.[footnoteRef:9] The proportion of UK domiciled students is well below the average figure for the university as a whole (at more than 80.8% in all years recorded) and, notably, the proportion of African students is far higher in law than the university average (around 2%). [4:  University of Kent Planning and Business Information Office, ‘Teaching Quality Information’, available internally at https://www.kent.ac.uk/planning-local/statistics/stats2008/files/gender_trend.xls]  [5:  University of Kent Planning and Business Information Office, ‘Teaching Quality Information’, available internally at https://www.kent.ac.uk/planning-local/statistics/stats2008/files/ethnicity_trend.xls. Previous studies have shown that 'undergraduate legal education is not ethnically neutral' and that different ethnic groups can be 'disproportionately motivated by aspirations to enter the legal profession when choosing to study law', whereas 'these aspirations declined during the course of the degree' (Carr, H., and Tunnah, E., 'Examining the Effectiveness of the Undergraduate Law Curriculum in Preparing Black Caribbean Students for Entry into the Legal Profession', report of a UKCLE-funded study, March 2004 (available at http://www.ukcle.ac.uk/research/projects/tunnah.html), at p.5).]  [6:  It can be noted, however, that Medway started with highest proportion of white students recorded – 70.1% in 2001-2. The reason for the decrease is probably increased student numbers on that campus and a steady move away from largely PT to largely FT study.]  [7:  This, as with other ethnic categories, is further sub-divided in the statistics, but there is not space to go into further detail here.]  [8:  Note that in the US and Canada law is a postgraduate qualification so a large proportion of this sub-set of students will be coming having already gained a degree, thus impacting on the delivery of skills.]  [9:  University of Kent Planning and Business Information Office, ‘Teaching Quality Information’, available internally at https://www.kent.ac.uk/planning-local/statistics/stats2007/files/domicile_trend.xls] 

In terms of gender, statistics for the years 2001-8 show a consistent gender divide in law across both campuses with females outnumbering males in 2007-8 by 919-561 (54.3%-45.7%).[footnoteRef:10] The proportion of females has consistently been at or around 53-4% over all years. This gender divide, however, is well known not to be reflected in the legal profession, meaning that female law students consistently need to ‘do better’ than their male peers in order to succeed. When considering students’ age, the statistics show that from 2001-8 there has been a proportion of between 3.6%-6.2% of students aged 41 or over at UG level (including some over 60), while between 58.9%–77.4% (increasing every year) of students are aged 21 or under.[footnoteRef:11] Gender and age will also both inevitably factor into the difference between part time and full time students, with part time students perhaps having additional responsibilities outside of their studies, such as childcare. The statistics on disability show that the proportion of law students with some form of registered disability has increased from around 5% in 2001/2 to almost 8% in 2007/8 (95 students).[footnoteRef:12] What is most clear from this is that students no longer replicate the characteristics and attributes of their teachers – if indeed they ever could. [10:  See above, note 4. This is not necessarily surprising: HEFCE acknowledges that ‘young women are 25 per cent more likely to enter HE than young men, with this difference being more marked in disadvantaged areas’ (see note 2, above, p.19).]  [11:  University of Kent Planning and Business Information Office, ‘Teaching Quality Information’, available internally at https://www.kent.ac.uk/planning-local/statistics/stats2008/files/age_trend.xls]  [12:  University of Kent Planning and Business Information Office, ‘Teaching Quality Information’, available internally at https://www.kent.ac.uk/planning-local/statistics/stats2008/files/disability_trend.xls] 

This has meant that we have to make explicit what it is that our students need to learn. This includes independent learning, time management, coping with large amounts of often complicated reading, learning legal language or gaining any of the particular ‘legal’ skills we expect them to acquire and develop.
Skills are broadly conceived within the revised LLB curriculum, encompassing intellectual skills such as critical thinking as well the more concrete skills required of law students such as the ability to read cases and statutes.  The Law School specifically rejected a conventional approach to the teaching of skills to law students which would have ‘bundled’ skills together into one module taught at an introductory level. It was wary of teaching skills in a form which was devoid of content. This, however, left a particular challenge: How are skills to be taught effectively at the same time as delivering complex content?  This question was answered via two devices. The first (drawing on a model of medical education) conceptualised the teaching of skills as a spiral; what this means in practice is that skills are taught, then repeated, extended and embedded throughout the core curriculum in the context of the acquisition of complex legal knowledge. The second required the creation of a skills matrix. A complex map of the teaching of skills and their repetition and progression across not only the core modules but also across the optional modules is gradually being produced. This is a complex and iterative process which requires critical reflective practices from academic staff. We do this through annual meetings, at which we revisit the skills matrix and develop it as curriculum review is gradually unrolled.  The best way to demonstrate our approach is to draw on two particular examples; the development of case reading as a spiralled skill and the development of Public Law 1 and 2. 

Case reading skills as an exemplification of a spiralled skill
While there are many such examples of both general academic and specifically legal ‘skills’ being spiralled in the new KLS curriculum, we have chosen to focus on only one of these – the learning of case reading skills – for this presentation, in order to provide a good example of what it is we mean by spiralling. Case reading, as a skill, is offered in a number of our redesigned first year modules, notably (and specifically) the co-requisite modules of Introduction to Obligations and Foundations of Property. The students begin in the autumn term with Introduction to Obligations, which, as its title suggests, introduces students to the legal concept of civil obligations, remedies available for breach of these and the primary differences between private and public law, civil and criminal law and then contract and tort law.
Intro to Obligations is also charged, under the skills matrix, with introducing new students to – and enabling them to understand the workings of – the idea of case law and precedent. Case reading has to be included within this, as a tool to aid understanding. Initial lectures in the module dealt with the history and development of private law and the common law tradition. But one can only go so far with telling students how things work. So, in order to facilitate the understanding of this important aspect of law (and therefore also of wider concepts) we chose to introduce a new type of teaching. Alongside traditional expository lectures and more explorative and critical seminars, we have brought in ‘case classes’ in which students – in groups of between 40 and 50 – discuss cases appropriate to the topic being studied in some detail, though not necessarily on a discrete topic they have covered in lectures or seminars. ‘Case packs’ are made available in advance and students are asked to read, make notes on, and think about the cases (usually two per pack, often contrasting, or in different courts). There are no set questions that the students are asked to provide ‘answers’ to. We did not start easy: the students were given two cases on refusal of consent to medical treatment in the context of caesarean sections and blood transfusions following self harm. This provides, obviously, for a good level of discussion – a good entry point for getting the students to drill down into the intricacies of the law as it existed and was interpreted by the courts when reaching their decisions on these cases.
Over the course of the term that the module lasted, we had four case classes. The first, as outlined above, on refusal of consent, and the cases were set respectively in the Court of Appeal or the High Court. For the second set of cases we provided a House of Lords decision (Wainwright v Home Office) which had been appealed to the ECtHR (Wainwright v UK) and allowed the students time to discuss also the differences in layout, format and tone of the two judgments, as well as compare them to those they had previously seen in the lower courts. The third case class focused on the calculation of lost profits or wasted expenditure damages following a breach of contract (using Anglia TV v Reed and subsequent related cases), and the final one on the diametrically opposed CA and HL judgments in one case: Ruxley Electronics. This allowed students to face one of the central questions we need them to ask when reading cases: how can one set of facts produce two completely opposite judgments from each of the two highest courts in the land? Cases classes were ‘reinforced’ with weekly seminar preparation, which sometimes saw the students writing mini case-notes or critiques on a (different) case or a particular opinion of one law lord, or where there were seminar questions on (different) cases which would entail close reading to be able to answer well. There were no compulsory course texts.
Students report, both anecdotally and in formal module evaluations, that actually reading cases and discussing them in depth was both ‘fun’ and illuminating. They say that the cases – particularly the fact that we asked them to read reports from a variety of sources, on a variety of topics and which could produce or provoke a wide range of opinions within a class – helped them to understand, at least to an extent, our system of private law and also what we had taught them in lectures and seminars on trespass to the person (the only discrete area of tort law covered on the module) and on remedies for breach of contract (the only area of contract law covered). Seminar leaders reported that students appeared more than usually engaged with cases and more able to ‘handle’ cases, including using e.g. judicial quotation to back up points. Speaking as someone who has convened a first year contract law module for a number of years, and lectured on a year 2 tort law module where students still didn’t (inexplicably in our minds) enjoy or value cases, these are certainly achievements and we have probably achieved more than we hoped for in the first year of running the redesigned obligations modules.
So – what of spiralling? This year’s first year cohort – who have now finished Introduction to Obligations (including their final coursework for part of which they were asked to write a 1000-word case note), have started the co-requisite Foundations of Property. This module, as well as teaching students about the concepts of land and ownership, is designed to revisit and reinforce case reading skills and students’ understanding of common law and precedent. It also has case classes, these taking a different format, though having the same objective(s). When these students progress to stage 2, they will study another new module (derived from the curriculum review process) at a higher level, with progression (of both knowledge and skills) firmly in mind: The Law of Obligations. In this module, the final content of which we are currently designing, we intend to use case law as our primary vehicle for teaching the remainder of the law of tort and contract required for a qualifying law degree. We will alternate small seminar groups with smaller (c.30 students) case classes, expecting a higher level of sophistication from students when handling case material etc. We plan to make use of e.g. dissenting judgments and cases where the HL has overturned one of its own previous decisions, or where the CA has specifically acknowledged – albeit reluctantly – that it is bound by precedent. We will also look at ‘creative lawyering’ and the arguments/submissions of counsel, tracking these through judgments to see what comes of them, and also at ‘inventive’ judicial decisions: those where it might be argued that the judge(s) concerned have actually created new law. It is hoped that, in so doing, students will maintain and improve on both their case-reading skills and their knowledge of contract and tort, as well as gain further tools that allow them to take a critical approach to the law they study.

Public Law as a vehicle for learning more than law

In public law the course designers wanted to do more than address a perceived skills deficit; they also wanted to provide an opportunity for students to develop their legal and academic skills at the same time as generating a sense of intellectual and political excitement in a subject which students frequently consider to be remote from their lives and remote from the study of law.  Public Law 1 (a 30 credit module delivered in stage 1 of the degree) decided to respond to the familiar criticism that ‘students don’t know anything’ by specifically teaching the political theory that was necessary in order to appreciate the importance of public law.  Instead of a law textbook students were required to read David Held’s Models of Democracy so that they had a clear idea of the ideas which underpin liberal democracy within the UK. The module also introduced the students to other countries’ responses to the dilemmas and failures of liberalism. So, for instance, the constitutional embedding of socio-economic rights in South Africa was considered in order to put the constitutional reform project of the UK government into context. Public Law 1 also provided a historical context which is best exemplified by a seminar exercise which looked at three French revolutionary constitutions. Continuing the internationalisation theme, students were taught about the Haitian slave revolution, demonstrating that liberal freedoms are not limited to western democracies. Teachers of Public Law were most concerned that students lacked the necessary vocabulary with which to analyse public law developments. In the revised curriculum students are introduced to an analytical and conceptual vocabulary which is specifically tested in the exam. Perhaps most innovative is the use of a comprehension exercise in the exam. Students are told that their knowledge of a particular journal article which has been the subject of seminar readings will be tested in the exam. At least this means that students have read one article properly by the end of their first year! The questions that were asked required a sophisticated application of political vocabulary. It was surprising how well the students did – and it meant that the exam was a learning experience.

Public Law 2 (a 15 credit module delivered in stage 2) had two further objectives, to provide an experience of independent learning which would prepare the students for dissertations and higher level study and to provide a vehicle for research-led teaching.  These themes are developed below.

Intellectual excitement /political engagement

The substantive concerns of the module were to develop a sophisticated knowledge and understanding of recent transformations in relationships between citizens and the state and the extent to which this is mediated by law. Public Law 1 introduces students to the legal and political institutions that constitute the state as well as introducing the students to the political theories which underpin those institutions. Public law 2 focuses on the questions and theories which emerge from more recent legislative and governmental changes. Complex fields of human activity and behaviour are now regulated through quasi-governmental mechanisms whose strength is technical expertise brought to bear on specialised decisions. A key challenge has been the maintenance of democratic accountability. As the state has evolved to engage with the emergence of new technologies and the proliferation of public power in private hands such as corporations, it is necessary to examine whether legislation as a tool of government is adequate to the task of governance. Other questions arise: In what other ways are human actions and practices are governed? What are the implications of transformations in government, regulation, and modes of normalisation for public law?  How has public law facilitated these developments? The central concerns of the module are significant and innovative requiring theoretically-informed engagement; they can, however, seem remote from the experience of law students. We avoided the temptation to attempt to cover these issues comprehensively; instead they chose to exemplify the themes of the module by examining topics of immediate relevance to student’s lives and to draw on expertise outside of the public law team, and indeed beyond the University, in order to deliver them in a provocative way. For example the students examined the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act 2008. Professor Sally Sheldon (not a member of the public law team) explained the complexities of the legislation. Dr Charlotte Augst, deputy head of policy at the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority, lectured on governance through regulation directly engaging students on the problems associated with pre-implantation genetic diagnosis, such as saviour siblings, and asking questions about the regulation of science.  The guest lecturers were well received; students were particularly interested that Dr Augst’s academic background was law, and several students approached the convenors wanting to know how they could gain work experience with the authority. Professor Sheldon and Dr Augst enjoyed the experience, Dr Augst commenting on the thoughtful design of the module, whilst Professor Sheldon welcomed the opportunity to demonstrate the permeability of the public/private law divide. Both welcomed the support they had received from the module convenors.

Other topics covered included the technicalisation of vulnerability as part of the process of rationing welfare resources available to the single homeless. Students discussed judicial attitudes to the needs of homeless drug addicts. This topic led directly into a discussion of statutory interpretation; traditional explanations were revisited but students were also introduced to theoretical challenges from Derrida and Gadamer. These made more sense to the students as a result of the different judicial readings of homelessness legislation that the students had already encountered.  The interest generated by the topics is demonstrated by the exceptional level of attendance at seminars. Most seminar leaders reported almost 100% attendance. Module soundings and module evaluations also revealed a strong appreciation of the module.


Independent study and research-led teaching

All students followed the same curriculum for the first five weeks of the course. However in order to draw upon the individual expertise of members of the teaching team and to demonstrate the proliferation of examples of new forms of governance, in the second half of the module the students were required to study a topic which grew out of the research interests of their seminar leader. What is described as ‘special studies’ within the Law School was developed within Property Law where it has been successfully delivered for five years. Guided by seminar leaders students independently research answers to set questions. In Public Law 2 we chose to extend the special study by building upon the introduction to political theory provided in Public Law 1 and emphasising the role of theory in understanding current phenomena. Students were given lectures on govermentality theory and seminar leaders were asked to devise essay questions which required students to engage with particular readings which were informed by Foucault’s work.  This provided a welcome opportunity for the module to foreground the work of Professor Cooper, a leading scholar within the law school, as well as introducing the students to other theorists.  This has been welcomed by many students. One commented in an email that he was ‘indebted to you for introducing me to Mitchell Dean's work, which I think is excellent’.

The research subjects were varied, ranging from the legal black holes exemplified by Guantanamo Bay, torture and refugees to anti-social behaviour, gambling and the regulation of the transgendered citizen. The enthusiasm and expertise of the seminar leaders animated the students leading to a new appreciation of the potency of public law. One seminar leader reported a student’s observation that ‘she'd not thought about how public law shapes her town until she walked around charting gambling opportunities as part of the assignment on the 2005 gambling Act’. Another reflected more closely upon the benefits of research led teaching.

‘In terms of impact on me it's been great - I have been reconnected with debates about the state …and updated my appreciation of debates about accountability. Some of this I had anticipated but some was more unexpected, but all the better for it. I have also found it really useful for getting a really in-depth appreciation of a substantive area of law’.

The module content falls outside the scope of the traditional public law course and textbook; whilst this was challenging for students it is consistent with the critical ethos of the Law School which challenges accepted understandings of the teaching of law and it introduced students to the work of public law in practice which focuses on emergent rather than well rehearsed legal problems.  


The skills ‘spiral’ in Public Law

As key players in the curriculum review project and designers of Public Law 1 at Stage 1, the module convenors were well placed to ‘spiral’ the introductory level skills which had been taught throughout the curriculum in stage 1. The module therefore starts by revisiting straightforward reading of cases and statutes. It is important to do this. Although the students have had extensive exposure to cases and statutes in Stage 1, they do not practice these skills over the long summer break. Moreover the exercise that the students were given had a twist; unlike their experience in stage 1 the statutes and cases they were asked to consider were ones with which they were unfamiliar. The exercise was designed to give the majority of the students confidence in their skills and to enable those students who had failed to acquire the skills an opportunity to self-identify and seek assistance. The law librarian was fully involved in the development of the exercise and was therefore able to help those few students who were unable to locate the statutes and cases. The module convenors arranged for her to deliver a session for the teaching team, several of whom were not familiar with the databases which the students are expected to use. The exercise was a virtual one – students were expected to submit their answers via Moodle in week one of the module. This meant that what has traditionally been a slow start to the term with seminars not beginning until week 2 was utilised more effectively introducing  students to the faster pace of learning required in stage 2 of the degree.  The team were impressed that nearly 100% of the students submitted the exercise. Whilst individual feedback was not given to the students, the answers to the questions were made available so students were able to check their skills level. 

The skill of understanding unfamiliar statutes is sufficiently important that it requires further practice. It is a key employability skill for law graduates who are often tested on this ability as part of the selection processes of law firms. Nonetheless it is something that is rarely assessed on law degrees – possibly because academics are not used to dealing with the unfamiliar. Therefore the first assessment was designed to test the students’ ability to research in an unfamiliar area of law – welfare assistance to asylum seekers – and to prepare an answer to a legal problem posed by a notional client. The topic was chosen not only because of the complexity of the law which has international, European and domestic dimensions and has involved conflict between the judiciary and Parliament but because of its political significance. The response of black and ethnic minority students in particular to the lecture outlining the history of the law was remarkable. Several commented that this was the first time that they had understood the struggles of their parents/ their community in seeking asylum in this country. The teaching team was totally unfamiliar with this area of law so extensive notes were provided in order to support the marking of the assessment. Students found the assessment very challenging but several commented that they believed they were better lawyers by the end of the assessment than they were at the beginning. The team were impressed with the level of achievement of the students. 

Public law 2 was also designed to provide an opportunity for the students to demonstrate progress in academic writing. Public law 1 had focused on the requirement to answer set questions and reference properly. In Public law 2 the aim was to develop research skills and to provide support for students in writing the longer and more challenging essays generated by the special study. This was achieved by requiring the students to submit a plan for the essay set as their second assignment, which was marked and returned to students within a fortnight. The time for academics to achieve this speedy turnaround was created by replacing three weeks of seminars with drop in appointments with seminar leaders. The formative value of the plan has been further embedded by requiring students to reflect constructively upon the feedback as part of the portfolio of tasks required when their final essay is submitted. One of the primary purposes of the requirement to submit a plan was to help avoid a common weakness of essay writing, the lack of structure. One student’s e-mailed comment demonstrates the value of this:

‘I will be submitting my essay on Monday. Before I do that, I would like to thank you for all your help and assure you that by the end of the exercise, I have been able to see for myself what an unstructured work is and how a structured piece is so much better. I hope I live up to the expectations. But thanks again because I have improved not only in Public Law Essay writing, but in other legal modules as well’.

Students were also given assistance in extending their research skills. Lectures on researching journal articles and on following policy debates, including  Hansard, were delivered by the Law Librarian. The lectures were videoed and placed on Moodle, along with a lecture delivered to stage 1 students, for the benefit of those students who had forgotten the basics of research. Seminar leaders gave extensive prompts on effective research during the initial seminars on special studies and as part of the feedback process on the plan.  Our librarian reported via e-mail on the response of one student following an appointment to discuss her plan:

‘Yesterday I had one of your students come to see me.  She very much valued the feedback that you had given her and was inspired to try that much harder to attain the mark she aspired to.  Although she was struggling a bit with her research and working out how to do it in a logical manner, the timely feedback was the push she needed to make a good progression towards being able to find and use the material she needed.  I was able to tie this up with what they had previously been told - but forgotten, as probably thought to be irrelevant.’

The need for familiarity with research strategies has been embedded in the module by requiring the students to produce a research trail for assessment 1 and a research journal for assessment 2. These requirements force the students to take responsibility for their own acquisition of skills and enable seminar leaders to check that they have demonstrated the necessary research skills which can then be deployed in other modules. In particular students are being supported in developing the necessary skills to design, research and write a dissertation.


Conclusions

This paper can only give a flavour of KLS’s curriculum review project. However there are several significant observations that we want to make. First there is a requirement for continual reflection upon the curriculum and for honesty about student weaknesses. Only by recognising that, for instance, students do not have case reading skills or a political vocabulary and by addressing these issues can innovative responses be devised. Second, this has to be a collective endeavour. The changes that we wish to achieve cannot be achieved in one or two modules. They require all teaching staff to be committed to the project. A particular challenge that we still face is spiralling skills in the optional modules. Third, we have to be explicit about the project – the skills matrix feels like a bureaucratic tool but without it we don’t know what we have done and what we need to do. We cannot for instance indicate to convenors of optional modules what skills have been delivered and what standard can be expected. The skills matrix also enables us to communicate with students about their skills acquisition. We have devised a letter for first year students which tells them what skills they have been taught and where these have been assessed. We have tied this in with a letter about looking for work placements – so that we address employability issues. We are clear, however, that what we are engaged in is an intellectual exercise.  Finally, what we also recognise is that this form of delivery requires different resources to underpin it. The traditional textbook no longer does the trick – we cannot expect our students to know the canon that the textbook aspires to deliver. We have started to develop a skills textbook which draws on substantive content and allows the students to revisit and practice skills via online exercises. But more is required, particularly intellectually challenging resources. Bright and Dewar’s book on land law for us exemplifies the sort of text which stimulates student enquiry rather than purports to tell them all they need to know. We are very aware, particularly in Public Law and in Obligations at Stage 2 that there is nothing at the right level which wholly meets our needs.  Finally, and something we need to pay more attention to at KLS, we need to take steps to involve students far more in the evaluation of the curriculum and their own perception of the skills they have acquired.
