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COMMENTS ON LETTER FROM THE LAW SOCIETY’S EDUCATION AND TRAINING COMMITTEE TO LAW SCHOOLS ON ETHICS IN THE UNDERGRADUATE LAW DEGREE
1. The Society of Legal Scholars has been made aware of a letter from the Law Society’s Education and Training Committee to Heads of Law Schools concerning Ethics in the Undergraduate Law Degree. Although we have not formally been consulted by the Committee, the Society would like to comment The Society is a learned society whose members teach law in a University or similar institution or who are otherwise engaged in legal scholarship. Founded in 1909, and with around 3,000 members, it is the oldest as well as the largest learned society in the field. The great majority of members of the Society are legal academics in Universities, although members of the senior judiciary and members of the legal professions also participate regularly in its work. The Society's membership is drawn from all jurisdictions in the British Isles and also includes some affiliated members typically working in other common law systems. The Society is the principal representative body for legal academics in the UK as well as one of the larger learned societies in arts, humanities and social science.
2. The Society agrees with a number of points in the letter but disagrees with some others. We fully accept that an understanding of and commitment to legal ethics is a vital part of the training and practice of a solicitor and the subject can form an entirely legitimate part of the Undergraduate curriculum as all or part of an optional subject. More generally, we agree that teaching students an awareness of legal values and the moral context of law is entirely appropriate. However, we do not accept that an understanding of the professional principles enshrined in the Legal Services Act and assessment of a student’s “commitment” to such values are necessary or appropriate features for inclusion as or as part of the foundation subjects for a Qualifying Law degree or Graduate Diploma in Law. The former is so closely related to professional practice that it would most appropriately be dealt with at the LPC stage. The latter seems to be part of an assessment as to whether a person is fit for practice rather than part of an academic qualification. It is unclear from the letter how far issues concerning “ethics” or “legal ethics” might be expected to be addressed beyond those points.

3.  It must be remembered that probably the majority of those who obtain a law degree will not enter the legal profession. However, as a matter of reality, very few students will wish to obtain a non-Qualifying Law Degree, in order to keep their options open. The introduction of further essential elements into the QLD/GDL curriculum in this area may well have a profound impact on the resources of many Law Schools who do not currently offer professional courses (in particular if there is a need to hire or train staff to deliver new courses). Unless there is evidence that this is needed to address some pressing problem, then this is in our view likely to constitute a disproportionate regulatory burden. We are not aware that there is such evidence. Furthermore, if there is, then as mentioned above a much more appropriate place to address these matters is at the LPC stage, where there is the added advantage that staff with a professional background are normally already in place.
4. We would also like to register the fact that as a Society we are always keen to respond to consultations on matters relevant to legal education, and are happy to arrange for representatives to meet with members of the Committee if the Committee were to regard that as helpful.
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