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Abstract

First year students have special learning needs. For most, it is the nature and quality of their classroom experiences and their interaction with lecturers and tutors that will determine the success or otherwise of their transition to tertiary study. In all of their diversity, the one thing that all first year students have in common is that they come to us to learn. We need, therefore, to design enriching and inherently interesting learning experiences that will inspire and excite them to engage with and take responsibility for their learning. We also are obligated to make explicit what is required for success on their journey towards ultimate mastery of their chosen field. 

In a legal education context, while the practice of law has changed radically in recent decades, it is not nearly as clear that reform of law curricula has kept pace. The contextual features of contemporary higher education also exacerbate the urgency to adopt a new approach to teaching and learning in law: drivers such as  - the emphasis on employability skills embedded in curricula; focus on the quality of the teaching and learning as, simultaneously, students become more demanding and tertiary educators come to understand more about good teaching; reliance on information and communications technology; the massification of higher education; reduced public funding and an increasing rate of academic casualisation. 

Against this background, the QUT Law Faculty has embarked on curriculum renewal centred around the development and implementation of a framework for embedded skills acquisition.  The Faculty wished to address the generic issues of first year transition and was also committed to providing a package of teaching and learning opportunities that combined substantive content, theoretical and practical knowledge with the development of certain generic (and some discipline specific) skills; all of this in a legal context to a basic level of competency for all students, regardless of the diversity of their prior background and experience. This paper will describe this particular pedagogical response to meeting the needs of first year students who aspire to enter 21st century legal practice. 

Introduction

At the Queensland University of Technology, under the auspices of The First Year Experience Program, some colleagues and I have co-authored an Issues Paper entitled “Engaging Learning Experiences”. This paper and two others – “Awareness of and Timely Access to Support Services” and “A Sense of Belonging” – have been developed to provide a basis to stimulate discussion amongst relevant staff as one of the first steps towards identifying an agenda for improving students’ engagement in their critical first year of tertiary learning. In “Engaging Learning Experiences”, we based our discussion around two fundamental beliefs, which I adopt as the basis for this paper:

1. That students must be engaged primarily as learners if they are to have a successful university experience. The “informal curriculum” of social and community interactions, and external commitments such as work and family need to be acknowledged, incorporated and supported, but it is within the formal or academic curriculum that students must find their places, be inspired and excited, and work towards a mastery of their chosen field; and

2. That first year students have special learning needs arising from the social and academic transition they are experiencing. From multiple starting points, the extremely diverse first year cohort is on a journey that requires scaffolding to achieve success in tertiary learning, and the first year curriculum has a critical role in helping them understand what is required for success. 

By subscribing to these two values in the context of the current dynamic change occurring within both the legal profession and the tertiary sector, the QUT Law Faculty has renewed its entire undergraduate law curriculum around the development and implementation of a framework for embedded skills acquisition, with a particular emphasis on the first year experience of our students. This paper will examine the contextual drivers that have delivered the opportunity to implement such wholesale curriculum reform and the particular considerations that have arisen as we have sought to address first year experience issues to enhance our students’ transition to tertiary study in law.

Drivers for curriculum renewal.

When we talk of student engagement in their academic curriculum, the discipline context into which they will be seeking graduate entry is a logical motivator for encouraging commitment to that learning. When my discipline looks outside academe to see what might “inspire or excite” the novice learner to work towards mastery in their chosen field, we see a recent period of dynamic change, unparalleled in the history of Australian legal service practice and delivery. Twenty-first century Australian legal graduates enter a complex, and quite structurally different, professional environment from that of their predecessors, even those of a decade ago. The content, methods and foci of legal knowledge are now also changing so rapidly that, in many areas of practice, the doctrinal law learnt at Law School is no longer current, even on graduation. At a broader level, legal practice has been transformed by external drivers such as globalisation, competitiveness and competition reform, information and communications technology and by a determined move away from the adversarial system as the primary dispute resolution method. 

The tertiary sector in Australia has been similarly subjected to dynamic change from a range of external drivers. Information and communications technology has, and will continue to have, a dramatic transformative influence (Bell et al, 2002). There has been significant growth in higher education participation, which has contributed to increasing student diversity (in terms of both demographics and preparedness for tertiary study). Public funding, however, has not correspondingly increased to match the impact that massification has had on the sector. For many Law Faculties this has led to a further serious diminution in public funding, in an institutional environment where law has historically been viewed as a relatively cheap, though desirably prestigious, course into which to recruit high-achievers. Understandably, since the federal government’s introduction of the differential Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) for undergraduates, law students, who pay the highest rate of contribution (though, as the Australian Council of Law Deans points out (2000, 3), are generally funded at the lowest level within the university) now see a very clear nexus between the quite considerable financial burden they are required to bear and the quality of their university education. 

The competitive need for innovation sees institutional providers striving to be responsive to student demands about flexibility in course delivery, the quality of their teaching and learning environments, and the suitability of their courses as preparation for future employment and career advancement. Government expectations of the sector align with student demands: universities are assumed to have recognised “that there is a need to ensure that graduates have the generic skills desired by employers such as analysis, communication, team-work and leadership skills” (Nelson, 2002, para [38]). Moreover, the “development in online education [has required] universities to re-evaluate the pedagogies of the campus learning environment” (Nelson, 2002, para [55]).  
The final element in the contemporary mix is that there has also been a significant shift in teaching and learning approaches in higher education in recent times: from “teacher-centred” teaching to “student-centred” and “independent” learning. As Coaldrake and Stedman (1999, 13) have noted “we understand more about teaching” – 

Deeper understandings of the nature of student learning, and pressures to reposition the teaching and learning environment around learning outcomes, demand a more professional approach to university teaching. Academics are being asked to meet the needs of more diverse student groups, to teach at more flexible times and locations, to master the use of information technology in teaching, to design curricula around learning outcomes and across disciplines, to teach in teams, to subject their teaching to evaluation and develop and implement improvements, to monitor and respond to the evaluations made by students and graduates, to improve assessment and feedback, to meet employer needs, and to understand and use new theories of student learning.

In particular, recent research here and overseas has led to an increased understanding of the complex interaction of factors that impact on students’ transition to university and has raised the issue of the “First Year Experience” to priority status in the sector (McInnis and James, 1995; McInnis et al, 2000; OECD Report, 1997; Pargetter et al 1999; University of South Carolina, 2000). Relevantly in this context, the mix includes that the quality of teaching staff in the first year is deemed critical to student engagement (Clark and Ramsey, 1990; McInnis and James, 1995) and the related issues that arise from an increased reliance on casual academic staff must be identified and addressed (Kift, 2003). The Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE) has also recently confirmed that student patterns of engagement are changing: an increasing number of full-time first year students are working part time and those who are working tend to work longer hours than previously (McInnis et al, 2000). 

In the face of changing patterns of engagement, increased demands for flexibility in learning and the diversity of the modern student cohort, commentators have observed that modern curriculum reform has tended to be ad hoc and reactive (rather than reflective and proactive), producing curricula that are overloaded, fragmented and lacking in cohesion (McInnis, 2001). 
Universities need to carve out a new model for the undergraduate curriculum – conceived broadly so as to embrace what is taught, how it is taught, and how learning is assessed – based on sound educational principles and an understanding of the new realities of the social context for higher education. (James, 2002, 81).  

McInnis similarly suggests (2001, 9) that more sophisticated curriculum design and management is needed and that “defining the curriculum as an organising device is probably the key to universities shaping the future of the effective undergraduate experience”. An interventionist approach to engagement is now required given that students on the whole now spend far less time together in small learning groups (McInnis, 2001, 11): Faculties and curricula actively need to encourage desirable interpersonal development that takes place in conjunction with students’ intellectual development. “Most students perceive in-class and out-of-class experience to be seamless” (Kul et al, 1991, 184): opportunities for out-of-class engagement need to be offered with that in mind.

These drivers – the contemporary demands of 21st century legal practice, changing student expectations and the new agenda for higher education, including recognition of the importance of the first year experience – have stipulated curriculum renewal in legal education. The question to be asked is - have legal educators kept pace?  This paper will address that issue, using the innovations that have been implemented in the undergraduate law program at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Australia as the exemplar.

And the legal education response has been...

There have been a number of discipline reviews in law, both nationally and internationally, (ALRC, 1999; Hong Kong Report, 2001; Pearce Report, 1987; McInnis and Marginson, 1994; American Bar Association, 1992; Bell and Johnstone, 1998; UK Centre for Legal Education, 1998) that have called for a re-orientation of the traditional approaches to legal education to ensure that students are more effectively prepared for the changing, challenging and globalised work environments into which they will enter. However, the more recent of these analyses have found that legal education providers have not embraced such calls for change enthusiastically. For example, in 1999 the Australian Law Reform Commission (ALRC) found that, while the working environment of Australian lawyers had undergone dynamic change, there had been a critical and “relative stasis in legal education, which appeared frozen in time” (Weisbrot, 2001, 15). The President of the ALRC, Professor David Weisbrot (2001, 15), speaking in America in 2001, noted that: 

Over the same period in which the organisation of legal work in Australia has changed radically, there has been an emerging awareness of the importance of skills training and some growth in the development of clinical programs, but doctrinal law still dominates law school teaching and curriculum, and there is disappointingly little reaction to the changing environment or reflection about the implications of all of this for education and scholarship.  

I suspect that if Professor Langdell walked into a contemporary law school in the US or Australia – and the rapid advances in genetic technology and cloning may soon make this possible – he would feel right at home.  Although the elective programs at modern law schools have expanded enormously and become ever more specialised, and clinical electives are now available, the nature of the core curriculum, the dominance of doctrine, and the basic approach to pedagogy have changed very little.  (Contrast with this the likely bafflement of a 19thC professor of medicine, architecture, engineering or chemistry who strayed into a modern program in their discipline.)
Traditionally, educators of undergraduate lawyers-in-training have approached curriculum planning from the perspective of what graduating lawyers “need to know”. While this approach will usually lead to graduates with good technical skills, in the current dynamic professional climate, where research has consistently shown that only 50%-60% of law graduates will remain in longer term legal practice (Hong Kong Report, 2001; Karras, M and Roper, 2000), a doctrinal-heavy education, in addition to being dry, unengaging and lacking in real world relevance, does not equip graduates with many of the necessary generic skills needed to perform effectively in the modern workplace. Nor is it what employers and graduates in the legal sector most desire. For example, Vignaendra (1998) identified that the most frequently used skills by law graduates in any type of law-related employment were those of communication (both oral and written), time management, document management and computer skills. Legally specific skills, while important to private professional practice, were not the most frequently used. In Employer Satisfaction with Graduate Skills (EIP DETYA, 2000), it was found that, taking into account the relative importance of skills to employers, the greatest skill deficiencies among new graduates were perceived to be in the areas of creativity and flair, oral business communications and problem solving. 

In the UK, Bell and Johnstone (1998) concluded that formal law curricula were not addressing various skills required by employers, specifically mentioning oral and written communication, teamwork, leadership, personal drive and commitment and business awareness. As pointed out by the UK studies (UK Centre for Legal Education, 1998; Bell and Johnstone, 1998), it is also now the case that, in any discipline (and law is no exception), students will go through several career changes in their working lives. For our courses to be relevant to students’ future employment, it is desirable that tertiary education focus on developing students’ ability to transfer skills from one context to another and on managing their own learning appropriate to new tasks. 
The implications for first year curriculum.

As we come to “understand more about teaching” (Coaldrake and Stedman, 1999, 13), tertiary educators across all discipline areas have been embarking on curriculum renewal to address “what is taught, how it is taught, and how learning is assessed” (James, 20002, 81). Somewhat serendipitously, their efforts have also largely answered the demands made by employers and graduates who seek course objectives extending beyond the acquisition of “mere” technical expertise and analytical ability. Fundamentally, the pedagogical solution to the mismatch between traditional graduate preparation and prevailing workplace demands lies in the acceptance that procedural knowledge – the “how to do”; how to communicate orally, how to write, how to work in teams – is just as important as conceptual knowledge and that a curriculum which successfully integrates and fosters the development of a combination of personal qualities and meta-cognitive functions (particularly self-reflection) will produce a highly desirable graduate (Hart et al, 1999). 

It is also the case that this type of curriculum design – where skills acquisition is embedded within the process and content of learning – is optimally delivered through teaching and learning environments and assessment methods that are as authentic as possible (ie, as near to real world performance as possible: Hart et al, 1999; Bowden et al, 2000). Many of the special learning needs of first year students can be addressed by exactly these types of learning experiences: that is, opportunities for learning that have been carefully designed to make expectations clear, that build-in opportunities for early feedback and that facilitate informal student interaction with both peers and academic staff (McInnis, 2001), all supplemented by timely identification of and access to the usual range of support services. 

At QUT, after a period of extensive curriculum review and consultation with staff, students and professional stakeholders, we concluded that the content-based approach of traditional law curricula did not adequately prepare graduates with the skills necessary to succeed and evolve as reflective practitioners and lifelong learners for 21st century legal practice. Nor could it be considered to be an effective tool for capturing students’ curiosity or actively engaging them in the learning process (McInnis and James, 1995). To overcome the traditional passive disengagement of learners in law, the challenge has been to provide a coherent, whole-of-course, framework for the teaching of conceptual knowledge embedded with transferable generic and legally specific skills. The QUT Faculty of Law has taken up this challenge with the assistance of two University Teaching and Learning Development Large Grants.
 These projects have sought to progress an educationally coherent approach to curriculum redesign that has embedded a first year program of learning that is logical and sequenced in its own right, while also providing the necessary scaffolding, both in and outside the classroom, to assist first year students to adjust to a more independent style of learning. The integrationist reforms and revised teaching, learning and assessment objectives and methods that have been implemented are described in detail elsewhere (Christensen and Kift, 2000; Kift, 2002).
 The new customised first year that this whole of course curriculum review has delivered will now be discussed briefly. 

Engagement in a new customised first year.  

The QUT four-year undergraduate Bachelor of Laws (LLB) curriculum has now been reviewed, in its entirety, to embed an explicit approach to skills development. Central to the achievement of this objective has been the dual imperatives of integrating skills within the processes and content of the substantive units and striking an appropriate balance as between skills development and content knowledge acquisition. 

Skills integration requires both a macro course level approach, to ensure appropriate distribution of skills incrementally throughout the program from first year to third and fourth years, and a micro unit level approach that encompasses a review of the existing competency levels of students entering the unit and the revision of unit learning objectives, teaching methods and related assessment tasks. An example of this incremental mapping exercise in the context of a discipline specific application of the generic skill of written communication is as follows: 
	Skill
	1st year Unit 

[Level 1]
	2nd year Unit 

[Level 2]
	4th year Unit 

[Level 3]

	Written Communication

· Legal letter writing

· 
	Legal Research & Writing
	Equity
	Advanced Legal Research & Writing


During the development of the skills framework and mapping exercise, it was recognised that the type of teaching, learning and assessment environments experienced by students in the first year of their degree would impact significantly on the incremental development of their skills through the remainder of the course. The external drivers for change in the legal and tertiary sectors mentioned earlier, delivered to the Faculty the opportunity to effect significant structural and philosophical reform to core undergraduate law curriculum that may otherwise have been too radical to contemplate. Critically, the changing tertiary and professional environment required the Faculty to reflect on and then articulate “up front” the type of graduate practitioner it would desirably produce for 21st century legal practice. This vision was then tested for acceptance by communicating with students, staff and other stakeholders for feedback and agreement prior to its implementation.  

Following an extensive three-year planning period, a new first year LLB curriculum was developed and introduced in 2000. The first year units were completely reconceptualised and updated with the aim of producing a holistic and integrated first year program. The foundation of the undergraduate degree is now provided by four entirely new and integrated units - Legal Institutions and Method, Law Society and Justice, Legal Research and Writing and Laws and Global Perspectives.
 From this customised base, we could then progress an effective “whole of course” approach to curriculum redesign: one which could build incrementally on a stable, tailor-made first year platform of substantive content, theoretical and practical knowledge and the development of certain embedded generic (and some discipline specific) skills; all in a legal context to a basic level of competency for all students, regardless of the diversity of their prior background. In addition to the revised first year program being inherently more engaging due to its explicitly drawn links to modern professional practice, the careful new combination of learning objectives (and associated teaching and learning approaches with linked assessment tasks) also goes a significant way towards addressing various of the first year transitional issues that frequently impede students’ engagement with their early tertiary learning. At a very simple level, the learning is necessarily more active than passive, due to the reformulated learning objectives including demonstration of skills’ acquisition. What could not be achieved in the formal curriculum in this context is sought to be addressed by the informal curriculum (discussed below).

The notion of taking the diverse student body and developing them all to (at least) a basic level of skills acquisition (the first of three levels through the course of the degree as illustrated above) on which second level learning can then confidently proceed, is a great strength of the new integrated program. In the first year of skills tuition, students are instructed on both the theory of the skill and its application, usually at a generic level (for example, generic questioning skills at level one as a precursor to legal interviewing at a higher level). The generic level of the skill is practiced under guidance, and feedback on the novice’s performance is provided. Assessment usually includes a critique and/or reflection on the skill as practiced.
It should be emphasised that, just as the placement and assessment of substantive content is carefully considered in line with unit, year and course objectives, so also is it necessary to be deliberately cautious about the placement and assessment of the generic (and discipline specific) skills as a “whole of course” exercise. The teaching teams for each of the first (and later) year units have nominated particular skills that might be appropriately matched to and practiced in the context of the substantiative content of that unit (for example: information literacy in Legal Research and Writing; ethics and social justice in Law, Society and Justice; client interviewing in Torts; negotiation in Contracts; advocacy in Criminal Law). In this way, the skills developed vary from unit to unit and from year to year; though the intent is to achieve both horizontal and vertical integration across any curriculum year and across the entire degree respectively.
The resulting first year program (Christensen and Cuffe, 2003, 29; Christensen and Kift, 1999) is an example of a modern and innovative law curriculum that provides an integrated foundation for the logical and sequenced development of students’ legal knowledge, skills and attitudes by:

1. Clearly articulating the philosophy and objectives of the First Year Program – including that the curriculum should provide a relevant foundation for modern professional practice and take account of drivers such as internationalisation, globalisation, reliance on information and communications technology, achieving an acceptable balance between acquisition of skills competency levels (the how to do) and content/domain knowledge (the what is know), etc;

2. Providing an integrated program of knowledge acquisition and skills development across the four (4) foundation units of Legal Institutions and Method, Law Society and Justice, Laws and Global Perspectives and Legal Research and Writing without artificially dividing “the law” into any particular aspect (as has occurred traditionally);

3. Providing substantive content which is both conducive to skills development and gives student the necessary foundation for undertaking more complex units;

4. Establishing a teaching and learning environment and introducing strategies that integrate the teaching of both substantive content and skills;

5. Incorporating a mechanism for students to identify and reflect on their entry level skills’ acquisition at the start of the course in the unit Legal Institutions and Method (see below); 

6. Establishing a reflective process by which students may record their skills’ development during the foundation year which is compatible with the development of a “Student Capability Profile” at a university level;

7. Making explicit to students what is expected to be achieved in terms of skills development by the end of each unit and the end of each year;

8. Embedding in each unit a teaching and learning environment conducive to a cycle of instruction, practice and reflection;

9. Embedding an integrated assessment program across the four foundation units that assists students to draw links between the content and skills development in each of the units;

10. Providing a platform for skills articulation into second year. 

The interrelationship of the four (4) foundation units is briefly summarised in the table below (Christensen and Cuffe, 2003, 29-30; Christensen and Kift, 1999):

	Legal Institutions and Method


	Summary of Content – Introduces students to the building blocks of law, the fundamental principles, legal terminology, legal institutions, legal methodology, sources of the law, ways to interpret the law including an introduction to policy and international considerations.


	Skills – Critical thinking, problem solving, legal analysis, oral communication, written communication. The unit also provides an environment for the development of information technology skills through the use of an on-line site and for the implicit development of time management skills, independent learning skills and reflective practice skills.

	How is the unit Integrated? – Content is foundation material. The unit is complemented by the offering of Law Society and Justice in the same semester, which considers more of the social and theoretical issues related to the foundation material in Legal Institutions and Method. Legal Institutions provides an introduction to legal analysis and problem solving which is developed further in the other first year units Legal Research and Writing and the Contracts and Torts units, and is a basis for legal problem solving throughout the degree. The first level oral and written communication skills are built continually (eg, oral skills complemented in Law Society and Justice where students do an oral presentation; incrementally built on in Criminal Law where students do an advocacy exercise etc).



	

	Law Society and Justice

Summary of Content – This unit is designed to develop in students an understanding that law does not exist in a vacuum and that it both shapes, and is shaped by, society and its institutions. Consequently the unit seeks to challenge students intellectually to think critically about the law and the larger questions of justice with which the law is inevitably concerned (eg, equality of access to justice, broader social justice issues, liberal democratic framework, etc).
Skills – Oral communication, oral presentations, legal analysis and critical thinking, ethical orientation, teamwork, legal research 

How is the unit integrated? –  The unit provides a valuable adjunct to the foundation material in Legal Institutions and Method and is an introduction to the type of critical thinking students will encounter in Laws and Global Perspectives in semester two. The unit also introduces students to techniques of legal research that are more fully developed in semester 2 in Legal Research and Writing. Teamwork is formative assessed only at this stage by way of student reflection, and is built on in second year in Equity, in third year in Theories of Law and in fourth year in Advanced Research and Writing. Ethical orientation is revisited in the second semester unit, Laws and Global Perspectives, and in later year units throughout the degree.



	Legal Research and Writing

Summary of Content – Legal Research and Writing (LRW) is a second semester unit aimed at introducing students to all common legal research tools, with primary emphasis on Queensland and the Commonwealth, in both print and electronic form, as they research a legal problem from a totally unfamiliar area of law. It also introduces students to legal writing and citation style, with an emphasis on the use of Plain English. 

Skills – Legal research, information technology skills, problem solving skills, written communication skills, teamwork, reflective practice.

How is the unit integrated? –  This unit provides students with the basics of legal research techniques to enable students to undertake assignments in other units throughout the degree. The assessment is integrally linked to the another first year unit, Select Issues in Torts and the second year unit Real Property A. LRW complements the companion second semester unit, Law and Global Perspectives, where students are introduced to international and comparative law and receive instruction on the international legal research skills required to access those sources. In the final year of their degree, students undertake the unit, Advanced Research and Writing, order to update and hone their skills prior to entry to professional practice.



	Laws and Global Perspectives

Summary of Content – Law and Global Perspectives (LGP) is a second semester unit designed to introduce and explain the fundamental structures, principles and vocabulary of comparative law, public international law and private international law and examine their relevance to contemporary legal practice and legal thinking. The effects of legal systems outside the Australian legal system are analysed through two topics that arise across all legal systems - those of race and family.

Skills – critical thinking, international legal research skills, teamwork, ethical orientation, written communication, oral communication, oral presentations

How is the unit integrated? – This unit builds on the first semester foundation material in Legal Institutions and Method and Law and Society by providing students with a global view of legal systems and the context for the operation of the Australian legal system, as one of many different legal systems in the international arena. Students’ skills of critical thinking, research of international material and oral communication skills are particularly developed and provide the basis for more expert performance at a higher level of skills acquisition in later year units. 




Has it worked?

The new first year program was reviewed following its inaugural year of offering by surveying all first year students. Consequential improvements were then made to the individual units, specifically to further the objectives of enhancing the first year experience (and refinements continue to be made in the regular, yearly quality assurance cycle of unit evaluation and improvement). By way of example, the Legal Institutions and Method (LIM) unit was modified for its next year of offering in response to student feedback and to conform with best first year practice (McInnis et al, 2000), by providing increased opportunities for detailed feedback on written assessment items early in the first semester to identify students experiencing difficulties. In LIM, despite the large enrolment in this unit (n>700), students now receive written individualised feedback from their tutor on three items of formative assessment, with the first feedback returned to students in week 3; peers review two items submitted in tutorials; while the opportunities for structured self-assessment have been enhanced, in particular, in week 7, students self-assess their tutorial participation against the criteria published in the Study Guide and receive feedback on that self assessment in the following week from their tutor. 

Overall, the reconceptualised first year program was considered by students to be reasonably successful in providing an integrated package for the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes. The mix of units and content was remarked on by students as providing an appropriate combination of academic, cultural and global issues, while also addressing the fundamental content knowledge necessary for the balance of their courses. For example, one student commented (Report of Evaluation of First Year Law Curriculum, 2001, 19):

LWB 142 and 144 were really interesting and ‘good’ units. Both units helped me in my way of thinking in a cultural, academic, global intellectual manner. Of course the skills developed through LWB 141 and 143 were the fundamentals that assisted in my knowledge development.

The program has also been successful in enhancing the acquisition of generic and legally specific skills by first year students and the students have been supportive of this aspect of the new curriculum, as illustrated by the following student comments (Report of Evaluation of First Year Law Curriculum, 2001, 19-20):

I think these units hold many benefits and give an effective overview of legal studies to first year students. I now feel more prepared to commence the specific legal units.

Overall very happy. It definitely aimed to provide useful ‘foundation’ skills. My Bachelor of Business just left it all to us, so students could emerge after 3 years with pretty sketchy research skills. 

Noteable improvement from the skills I started with (or lack of skills) in first semester. 

Another particularly useful device adopted in first year has been to require all first year students to complete a “Skills Self-Audit”. This requires the students, early in their first semester, to self-assess their existing competency levels against the skills the Faculty has identified as desirable for effective professional practice. Students are also introduced to the idea of recording their skills’ development and embarking on guided reflection on their achievements over the course of the semester by way of a reflective “Skills Journal” (“guided” in the sense that sample entries are posted on the unit’s Online Learning and Teaching (OLT) site to model the reflective process). Students may then submit (at their option) their completed Skills Journals for bonus marks at the end of the semester. As Cuffe has recorded (2002, 6-7), students demonstrate a significant level of engagement with their learning in their reflective Skills Journals. Student comments include: 

I think that this skills journal has been a good idea. It has helped me reflect upon what I have done and in knowing that it helps motivate me to keep learning and developing skills.

With most of the skills that self audit questioned at the start of the semester, I had a reasonable idea of how familiar I was with those skills. However, I did find that I wasn’t as good as I first thought with some skills and on the other hand I also found that I was better than I first thought with other skills.
A learning, evaluating, understanding, organisational assessment of ones capabilities or lack of. Very humbling reflective experiences so far…look out Semester 2.
What else can be done for academic engagement – the informal curriculum and casual staff training.

In tandem with engagement in the formal, academic curriculum is the challenge of engendering in first year students a sense of belonging or “connectedness” (McInnis and James, 1995) to their tertiary institution and studies. The contemporary patterns of student engagement militate against this occurring “without intervention as might have been the case when small numbers of students studied and played their way through courses together” (McInnis, 2001, 9). Today, students spend less physical time on campus and more time dealing with a diverse range of priorities (eg, paid employment, family, other extra-curricula activities) that compete with their development of a “student identity” (McInnis et al, 2000). Other factors also combine to affect students’ connectedness: for example, advanced technology delivers flexible online learning and decreases time spent on campus; large classes, high staff-student ratios and increasing casualisation make informal interaction between staff and students more difficult (Clark and Ramsey, 1990); students coming onto campus solely for classes have greater difficulty forming peer and study groups; and information overload during Orientation sessions increases the sense of disassociation and alienation. 

Students have always sought personal interaction with their teachers and generally wish to be supported, encouraged and guided. To a certain extent this can be facilitated within the formal in-class time (eg, through routine use of ice-breakers; breaking students up into small groups in tutorials; embedding opportunities for cooperative group tasks early in the semester, etc), but the exhortations have been to work towards seamless in-class and out-of-class learning (Kul et al, 1991; McInnis, 2001). 

In an attempt to manage student connectedness with staff and other students along these lines, the QUT Law School has recently introduced a package of academic and support strategies to further enhance first year transition: extra drop-in tutorials have been scheduled for all first year units, together with a general first year drop-in time; email aliases have been established for all first year units for general unit enquiries, as has a general first year email alias; and an academic first year advisor has been appointed as an initial liaison for all first year students. All of these points of contact have worked well for both students and staff: as one staff member noted, “Once the tedium of general queries is removed, it is easier and more rewarding to re-engage with the academic advising role.” 

Another very successful initiative this year has been to send out a weekly email to all first year students from the Assistant Dean, Teaching and Learning. Modelled on the staged delivery of information implemented by Deakin University’s “Infoflow Program” (Emmitt et al, 2002), for the first six weeks of the semester, students have received a Faculty tailored email dealing with issues such as: where to go and who to contact for Law School Information; getting connected to IT and Online facilities; employment opportunities; counselling services; plagiarism; Law Library and general study skills workshops; drop-in tutorial details; how to go about your tutorial presentation in Law Society and Justice; a weekly study hint, advertising the Mature Students Study Group, etc. While anecdotal feedback is that the many of the younger, Generation Y, students may not have found this strategy all that useful (approximately 35% of our intake), the mature age, part-time and external students have responded extremely positively:

As a part-time student in full-time employment I actually look forward to receiving the weekly email.

  

While the email contains a lot of information on various services available at QUT and from the Law Faculty directly, it also serves (in my view anyway) as a motivational tool.  While you obviously do not know all students and all students do not know you, it does have an impact in so far as there is a display of effort on your part to ensure that there is a link between the faculty and the students, apart from the obvious lecture/tutorial link.

I think your emails are helpful because it’s easy to feel swamped and it’s good to know that it’s normal.

I am a first year law student and life at uni had been a little bit harsh for me.  I am struggling to finish all my reading and in the first week I must say that I thought of giving up no less than 50 times.  Your weekly e-mails had been a great support and I am gradually adapting to the way of life at uni.  I still can't finish all my work in one week and I am trying my best to finish as much as possible.  Thank you once again!

Hi there..., I’ve really appreciated your weekly emails, as I’m sure many others have. They have made me feel like a real student - in contact with Uni. If you have time, I’m sure it would be of benefit to all of us first years, to continue these emails through out the semester. Thank you for the motivation.
I continue to reflect on your inspirational words from O Week, because I have found it "tough" right from week 1.
Another strategy that the Faculty has adopted to enhance the first year experience is to embark on a dedicated program of casual staff training. All new casual academic staff are now required to attend a training workshop prior to the commencement of their first teaching semester, for which they are paid $110. From the Faculty’s perspective, the training is time and money well spent. Casual academics are now expected to teach to and assess for the attainment a range of content, skills and dispositions outside anything they themselves may have experienced in their undergraduate education. The increased expectations on them in this regard are onerous. If casual teachers are not acquainted with this new discourse of student engagement, there is the potential for them unwittingly to undermine course objectives and to send mixed (at best) or conflicting (at worst) messages about the aims and expected outcomes of students’ study. That these mixed messages might come in the first year of student experience of course content could prove fatal to the achievement of ultimate course objectives. Front-end training alleviates these concerns. 

The Faculty program attempts to address the staff development needs of first time casual academics - including: 

· the contemporary legal and justice education environment; 

· the teaching and learning philosophy of the Faculty;

· assessment and feedback expectations of tutors (with examples of good practice feedback provided);

· introduction to the use of formal teaching evaluation tools;

· a resource booklet of material;

· how to facilitate an effective tutorial; and

· a workshop simulation of tutorial best practice and strategies.  

The Faculty program has been very well received. Participants comment that, what they liked most included: 

The practical exercise – watching how to deal with problem students and teaching strategies

[I] left with a feeling of confidence and motivation: It answered the many, many questions I had about tutoring law at QUT”; Detailed information and handouts; 
Variance in presentation styles; Opportunities to ask questions and meet other staff.
Conclusion

McInnis has said (2001, 11) that – 

The curriculum is the glue that holds knowledge and the broader student experience together and enables the knowledge to be used effectively by the student

This paper has sought to demonstrate that it is possible to move to a new paradigm of curriculum design and management that can both engage first year students and ultimately produce a better quality graduate. In my Faculty this has been done by engaging in curriculum renewal based on sound pedagogical principles and a realistic appreciation of the contemporary discipline dynamic as set against the contemporary higher education context. What cannot be feasibly achieved in the formal curriculum is sought to be addressed through the informal curriculum; in out-of-class contact that seeks to compensate for that which traditionally occurred between students and staff under now superseded patterns of engagement. As Professor David Weisbrot cogently argues in the legal context (2001, 29) – 

…I don’t believe that we can afford not to move purposefully in this direction: the choice for law schools is either to continue to prepare lawyers for the 1950s, or to prepare them for the challenges of operating successfully in the modern profession and the global economy. 

For the tertiary sector the choice is equally as stark: perpetuate a first year experience that positively disengages and ignores the reality of student diversity, or move to take back the agenda and show leadership in articulating a new vision for student engagement into the 21st century. 
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� QUT’s Large Grants program provides assistance of up to $150,000 over two years for major educational improvement projects. The project proposals are assessed by a panel (of internal and external experts) not only on matters of feasibility and sustainability, but also on the match between institutional priorities and proposed projects.  


� Professor Weisbrot, President of the Australian Law Reform Commission, has commented that “The level of thinking and research which supports the integrationist reforms at QUT is probably the most advanced in Australia” (Weisbrot, 2001, 27).


� Unit outlines for each of these units setting out their aims, learning objectives, basic content, teaching and learning approaches, assessment as it relates to the learning objectives and resource materials are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.law.qut.edu.au/courses/ugrad/lsunits.jsp" ��http://www.law.qut.edu.au/courses/ugrad/lsunits.jsp�  Full time students also undertake Contracts and Torts.





PAGE  
1

