ELCS-LAW02: IT, Constitutional and Tax Law – Dr. Stephen Saxby & Natalie Lee (School of Law):

Approaches to Skills Development and E-Learning in Law

From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.

This case study arose from a semi-structured conversation with Stephen Saxby and Natalie Lee.  Their opinions on the topic under discussion were so different that it has been decided to divide this report into two rather than confusing the issues.

It must be noted that the bulk of law units run across both semesters rather than being for a single semester as is the case with most other units taught in the Faculty.

Background

Stephen Saxby became a solicitor in 1976 and having taken a Ph.D. at the University of Southampton became a lecturer, rising to the position of Reader in Information Technology Law.  Saxby has a long history in linking law and IT, starting an LLB course in IT law as early as 1981 and an LLM in international computing law in 1992. He also teaches constitutional law.  Until July 2005 Saxby chaired the School of Law's Academic Planning Committee.  

Natalie Lee also studied at the University before becoming a barrister in 1974.  She is now a senior lecturer specialising in taxation, trusts and succession.  She also has a role in careers and skills development among the Law students.

Saxby's Approach

Saxby notes that now the School of Law has a commitment to a '100% presence' of its units on the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment), which he feels is about full-time students on campus in Southampton having information about what they are studying available electronically.  Whilst the School's last annual operating statement showed it was within a few percent of this target, Saxby observes that such statistics do not reveal the wide range of opinions among staff in the School regarding e-learning provision.

Saxby believes that the critical issue to be addressed is the academic utility of online provision.  He says that without regularly challenging their educational value there is a danger that the development of students' library research skills regarding law will be undermined.  In addition, Saxby feels there are other challenges such as determining what actually can be done with online material; who should provide and maintain this material and finding out how students can use online resources in order to get better at the 'craft' of being a lawyer.  He wonders whether students, for example, would maintain blogs
 or whether academics could run them to help in such development.  For Saxby's unit in constitutional law there is an electronic noticeboard provided via Blackboard, but access to it is only open to the students on that particular unit.

Saxby would welcome analysis of the electronic resources for Law undergraduates appropriate to each year of their study.  He certainly feels that they need a good awareness of the kind of electronic resources that they can access.  He believes it is easier with master's students who can be sent directly to statuary or case law resources in a way that undergraduates cannot.  Saxby is seeking 'a pathway' to engage students with what is available electronically without damaging the development of their research skills.  For his LLM teaching he users tutor sheets with embedded web links, some go to esoteric resources which are not available in textbooks but only via the internet.  After each class he sorts out any discrepancies whilst they are fresh in his mind.  He prefers to do things such as reorganisation or locating additional issues to cover immediately rather than scrambling around each September to have links up-to-date for the start of the academic year.  In addition, law is a subject area in which new material, for example, the outcome of a major case, can arise at any time during the year and Saxby's approach allows him to encompass it successfully within his teaching.

Saxby has developed good connections with Joy Caisley, Assistant Librarian for Law and Official Publications for dealing with electronic resources such as the provision of Hansard (the record of proceedings of the British parliament) and is working at integrating Blackboard pages with electronic resources available via the ATHENS authentication system.  He believes that there is a need for a more user-friendly approach to the access of online resources.  However, Saxby much prefers to work within systems supported by university and to concentrate on improving provision by putting more effort into the resources he uses.
Lee's Approach

Lee notes that the School is less successful at 'selling' its graduates to prestigious law firms especially in the City of London.  She feels that a key reason for this is that the School's curriculum tends too much towards 'spoonfeeding' with insufficient development of independent learning and an over-reliance of what is provided by staff.  The School's Annual Operating Statement for 2004/5 noted weaknesses in undergraduates' development  of research skills.  Lee feels that 1st Year undergraduates come with an expectation that they will receive the same kind of support that they do at sixth-form colleges and find it difficult to adjust to the requirements of university-level study.  Consequently she has avoided using e-learning until 2005/6 because she feels that it means that students do not do their own research.  However, she believes that Blackboard does provide a good form of communication and, in line with School policy, she now includes all her lectures on it.  Whilst she points to the School's 'strong inter-semester programme', i.e. teaching in the break between the two semesters, for developing students' capabilities, to further address students' weaknesses Lee is now organising a two-week programme of skills development sessions, delivered face-to-face.  She emphasises that talking is a part of the 'raison d'etre' of lawyers which cannot be effectively replicated through online provision.

Lee notes that in contrast to other law schools, students from Southampton's are relatively less likely to pursue careers in legal professions; she contrasts the 57% who follow such a path at Southampton with the 96% who do so at UCL (University College London).
  She notes that students in other universities are capable of tackling the demands that law programmes make, but that not all Southampton students arrive with 3 'A' grades at A-level, in contrast to some other institutions.  She feels that the shift in intake, hence in attitude, among Southampton graduates came in 1992/3.  It must also be noted that since 2000, the balance of students in the School has shifted from a male to a female majority, which may be reflected in those seeking 'alternate' careers or in the motives for studying the subject at Southampton.

Conclusion

Whilst this case study only considers the views of two academics from the School of Law, it shows differing opinions on the proper role of e-learning in teaching law.  It is clear that the subject requires students to engage with, judge, sift and synthesise from, a range of written resources.  Many of these are now available electronically.  However, it is still being debated whether e-learning can benefit or hamper students in acquiring and exercising the necessary skills and in fact whether it promotes or retards the development of independent learners.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 28th February 2006.

� From ‘web log’; an online journal generally accessible to all but maintained solely by an individual.


� Karen Barnard, Head of UCL Careers Service stated to the author that in 2004, the latest date for which there are figures there was a 52%:48% balance of female:male students in their School of Law; 37% of the school’s students are international.  96% of their non-international law graduates go straight into employment or further study, the ‘majority’ into law firms.
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