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 SUBMISSION TO THE LEGAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING REVIEW
Professional law training should be delivered in the place where it will ultimately be used – within a legal practice. A proposal which should be given serious consideration by legal professional organisations representing those working as legal advisors in the civil and criminal justice systems. 
The challenge for the legal professions and other organisations (“legal professional organisations”) representing those working as legal advisors in the civil and criminal justice systems (“legal practitioners”) is to continue to effectively promote the achievements, ambitions, diversity and social mobility of their members. It is proposed that legal professional organisations should adopt a policy to engage with firms of solicitors and other Legal Services Providers (LSPs), including those forming a part of alternative business structures, to enable them to contribute to the training of legal practitioners. 

Some major firms of solicitors, like the city law firm Kennedys, have already launched apprenticeship schemes through which GCE A-level school leavers are able to join a firm as legal administrators and gain qualifications awarded by The Chartered Institute of Legal Executives (“CILEx”). Also, the training arm of CILEx, ILEX Tutorial College Ltd, has undertaken a joint venture with the apprenticeship training provider Damar to deliver a new intermediate apprenticeship in legal administration, which, it is anticipated, will be rolled out to law firms nationally.

This document proposes that LSPs should contribute towards the training of legal practitioners at all levels up to full legal professional status. By engaging with LSPs, legal professional organisations could facilitate the nationwide legal professional contacts and networks that will best serve their legal practitioner members in what is, undoubtedly, an increasingly diverse and competitive legal practising environment.

LSPs need to be introduced to all that legal professional organisations and their ambitious trainee legal practitioners have to offer at a much earlier stage. Such integration could be fundamental to the continuing status of legal professional organisations, particularly within the context of alternative business structures.

Integrating the qualifying process for legal practitioners within the legal practice environment at an early stage will promote reciprocal professional commitment between LSPs and legal practitioner trainees.

Such early integration will provide a more structured and career focused legal practice experience for legal practitioner trainees from the outset of their time in the workplace. This is likely to result in other non-lawyer LSPs staff being tempted to follow a career as a legal practitioner, including those who would not normally have considered attempting such a career. In this respect, the proposal would also comply with the diversity and social mobility requirements currently being explored by the Legal Services Board.

The education and training of legal practitioners is mainly delivered by universities, business schools, colleges of further or higher education and private law training institutions, on a face-to-face and online basis. There is a perception that some training institutions are increasingly unable or reluctant to fund, or even to provide, legal practice courses and that a number of those that do find it difficult to recruit and retain law lecturers who have the desired combination of academic, legal practice and pastoral experience.

This situation is further aggravated by the harsh funding restrictions which are, now and in the foreseeable future, being placed on state sector education providers. Such circumstances could present problems for legal professional organisations at a time when an increasing number of people are hoping to pursue a career as a legal practitioner and when those already working as qualified legal practitioners desire to complete individual work-related training modules relevant to their annual continuing professional development requirement. 

It is proposed that a Legal Service Provider, or a group of LSPs, could apply to a legal professional organisation for its accreditation to deliver at least part of the organisation’s legal practitioner qualification in-house within the LSPs legal practice. The legal professional organisation could also accredit members of the LSPs qualified lawyer staff to assist with the delivery of legal practitioner training, using approved course materials such as those prescribed by ILEX Tutorial College or other reputable training providers. This would help to resolve the difficulties encountered in recruiting and retaining law lecturers with legal practice experience and, within the requirements of the legal professional organisation’s course specification, could permit the LSPs to focus on skills relevant to and related to its business model.

Ancillary to this proposed integration, the LSPs, in conjunction with the legal professional organisation, could set up a mentoring scheme to support its legal practitioners with their work and career progression. Mentors could be appointed from LSPs staff or from existing or retired legal practitioner members of a legal professional organisation, or outsourced to external mentors. Mentoring is an effective way of providing support to and promoting the self-confidence of legal practitioners.

Legal professional organisations and their legal practitioner members are now better placed than ever to take advantage of a radically changing professional landscape. In an article published in the April 2012 edition of The Chartered Legal Executive Journal, Chris Kenny, the Chief Executive of the Legal services Board, states:

“When re-imagining education and training for the legal workforce, I would like us to start with a blank sheet of paper, not because we are devoid of ideas, but because I want us to begin from the utopian ideal of describing the perfect system” 

He goes on to say:

“Strengthening the link between academic studies and their practical application for the many students – and even greater number of employers – who appear to want this is therefore an important aim. Choice is good for consumers of legal services. I think similar choice should be available to consumers of legal education.”

Legal professional organisations must focus on investigating every available opportunity whereby their legal practitioner members can take advantage of this changing business environment, adapting their training and development programmes accordingly. 

It is anticipated that a representative of even an established legal professional organisation may find it difficult to engage with firms of solicitors and other LSPs in the manner suggested. Many LSPs will be reluctant to explore a new proposal in the current economic climate. However, if a legal professional organisation is to succeed in implementing the proposal, it is essential that it is able to place its representative and their presentation before the appropriate LSPs.  

So how can a legal professional organisation make contact with LSPs across the country and in sufficient numbers?

First, it is suggested that it makes the best use of its most experienced resource which is its legal practitioner members. They will already have established contacts and networks with firms of solicitors and legal departments operating within private, corporate and public legal services providers. In order to avoid the suggestion that a conflict of interest or breach of confidence might arise where a legal practitioner from one Legal Service Provider seeks to make a presentation to another, it would be sensible to consider appointing recently retired legal practitioners as the representatives of a legal professional organisation.

This would avoid the problem of a current legal practitioner having to take time away from work to deliver a presentation. Also, retired legal practitioners are likely to have longer established networks within the LSPs.

A legal practitioner using his or her professional contacts would, it is suggested, find it easier to gain access to LSPs than would a legal professional organisation’s staff member using the traditional ‘cold call’ approach. Having been appointed as a representative, a legal practitioner could work under the direction of and be responsible to the relevant regional liaison officer of their legal professional organisation.

Secondly, it is important that the presentation is properly structured, informative, appropriately detailed and effective. 

To this end, the legal professional organisation should implement  discrete marketing presentation materials for the use of their representative, which could also be posted on its website where it could be viewed by prospective LSPs.

The materials should include reference not only to the aims and objectives of the legal professional organisation but also to the policies and proposals of the Legal Services Board. The presentation should demonstrate the degree to which the LSPs will be required to comply with new regulations, including in relation to diversity and social mobility issues.

Furthermore, the presentation should state how integration will benefit the LSPs. For instance, by encouraging staff satisfaction and retention, enabling the creation of skills and expertise relevant to the LSPs business and as a means of career progression which could lead to an increase in the effectiveness and, if relevant, the fee earning potential of a legal practitioner. It is anticipated that, initially, some statistical evidence for this will become available from the solicitor LSPs which have already launched the apprenticeship schemes mentioned above. 
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