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1.

Introduction and Aim of the Project

Curriculum is described as the “‘heart’ of any learning institution” and “a dynamic
process due to the changes that occur in our society”.1 Young states that “there is no
more critical educational issue today than the curriculum”.2 There are numerous
definitions of ‘curriculum’ ranging from narrow interpretations such as the instructional
plan or the disciplinary content to be learned, to broader interpretations such as
psychological processes of learners as they acquire educational experiences.3 These
broader philosophical debates do not form part of this project and can be taken up
elsewhere. For the purposes of this project, the focus is on curriculum redesign as a
contextualised and collaborative intellectual endeavour.

This project is a curriculum-analysis project aimed at determining whether a newly
redesigned LLB curriculum addresses the gaps as identified in the current LLB
curriculum that relate to the development of writing skills of law students.
The four-year undergraduate LLB degree was introduced in 1997.4 In 2002, the
Standards Generating Body for Legal Education and Training determined a set of exit
level outcomes for the LLB degree (which were promulgated by SAQA) integrating
skills and values into the degree outcomes.5

Exit level outcomes that relate

specifically to writing skills provide inter alia that “learners who register for this
qualification must … possess or have sufficient potential to develop good
communication skills, both orally and in writing” and that the “learner is able to
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demonstrate adequate legal writing skills to operate in a wide variety of legal
environments”.6 A decade later, the legal professions and the Law Society of South
Africa (“LSSA”) raised concerns regarding the quality of the LLB and the lack of basic
skills of law graduates.7

In 2012, the CHE and the South African Law Deans

Association (SALDA) extensively deliberated the matter of whether the CHE should
undertake a national review of the Bachelor of Laws (LLB) qualification. At the LLB
Summit held in May 2013, SALDA and the legal professions resolved that a threshold
standard, that would serve as a national benchmark against which all LLB
programmes are measured, should precede the start of the review. The LLB Standard
was finalised in 2015 and the LLB national review was initiated in April 2015.8

The National Review of the LLB programme commenced in 2016. The LLB offered at
the Nelson Mandela University was initially9 granted conditional re-accreditation
subject to meeting specified conditions. These conditions included, inter alia:
“The Faculty must report on a review of the curriculum that ensures adequate
sequencing, and horizontal and vertical progression, in the modules of the
programme. The review should include attention to the development of adequate
reading, writing and research skills.” 10

A press statement released by the CHE on 23 November 2017 regarding the
outcomes and findings of the national review of the LLB, indicated that a selection of
the issues identified during the review process related to curriculum design and the
compendium of skills and capabilities intended to be developed in the LLB programme,
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which did not measure up to the LLB Standard.11 It was, therefore, evident that there
was a need for the LLB curriculum offered at Nelson Mandela University and other
Higher Education Institutions to be redesigned in order for it to pay significant attention
to the development of writing skills of law students.

The central research question of this project can therefore be formulated as:
How can the redesigning of the curriculum help to enhance the writing skills of
law students?
The project aims to analyse the current curriculum by comparing it against the relevant
graduate attributes, namely knowledge, skills and applied competence, as set out in
the Qualification Standard for Bachelor of Laws (LLB)12 (“LLB Standard”), and the
specified conditions as required by the CHE that relate to the development of writing
skills of law students.

2. Processes and methods
Analysis and evaluation of a curriculum requires the use of a system for evaluating the
effectiveness and quality, and identifying the strengths and weaknesses of the
curriculum.13 Analysis and evaluation of curriculum effectiveness cannot be done
haphazardly. Curriculum analysis is done to assess the curriculum in order to improve
it, identify problems and recommend solutions, determine future support required for
the curriculum, establish whether the goals of the curriculum have been met, identify
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strengths and successes and to build on them, ascertain whether the underlying
assumptions of the curriculum are valid, identify any weaknesses or failings, and to
show the value of the curriculum to various stakeholders. The curriculum should be
unpacked in order to understand it, evaluate the coherence of its component parts,
check the underlying assumptions and beliefs, and seek justification of curriculum
choices.14

For the purposes of this project, a qualitative analysis of relevant

documentation was done by comparing the current curriculum against the relevant
graduate attributes of the LLB Standard and the CHE specified conditions with
emphasis on how the redesigned curriculum can help to enhance the writing skills of
law students.

Before conducting a curriculum analysis, consideration should be given to various
factors by answering the “who, what and how” questions such as what need is the
curriculum responding to, for whom is the curriculum designed, what content areas
does it focus on, who teaches the curriculum, what exposure time is allocated to the
curriculum, how will the success of the curriculum be considered, and what resources
does the curriculum need.15 This was done by considering the current LLB curriculum
of Nelson Mandela University in light of university’s curriculum framework, known as
the ‘Humanising Curriculum Framework’, which encapsulates the fundamental and
deep questions to be asked when engaging in curriculum redesign.16 The current LLB
curriculum was also viewed against the backdrop of the university’s ten curriculum
statements. Central to these ten statements is the notion that a curriculum is more
than the content being taught, as it extends to the purpose, environment, pedagogy
and applications of knowledge. The ten statements offer guiding principles, linked to
the university’s vision, mission, purpose and goals. The statements speak directly to
the Humanising Curriculum Framework and provide context and guidance for
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understanding what issues curriculum (re)designers should be cognisant of, namely,
the issues of context, transformation, knowledge(s), curriculum, innovation, ulwimi –
language – taal, the voice of role players, relationships, the importance of space, and
process.17

The Faculty of Law (the Faculty) embarked on an iterative, inclusionary and
collaborative process of preparation / (re)design, development, implementation, and
evaluation, through extensive document analysis, discussion and deliberation at
departmental workshops. Numerous workshops18 were arranged for department
members (academic and administrative staff), Postgraduate Associates (PgAs, who
are masters students assisting with teaching- and learning-related tasks) and
students.

The PgAs held additional workshops with undergraduate student

representatives and interested students to obtain their input. The current LLB
curriculum was scrutinised at the various workshops by analyzing the following
documents (See Appendix I):


The LLB Standard which provides the purpose and level of the LLB qualification will
have been achieved when the attributes are evident. These attributes include
knowledge, skills (namely, critical thinking skills and research skills) and applied
competence.19



The Self-Evaluation Report (SER) template used by the CHE for the LLB review
process. The SER template required institutions to assess their programme(s)
against the benchmark of the qualification standard as well as the criteria referred
for programme accreditation.



The CHE report highlighting the specified conditions for Nelson Mandela University.

Through the redesign process, the Faculty (staff and students) identified seven
themes, namely, (i) sequencing of modules, (ii) research, reading and writing skills,
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(iii) Africanisation and decolonisation of the curriculum, (iv) language modules, (v) nonlaw modules, (vi) the mix of elective modules, and (vii) semester- vs year-modules.
For the purpose of this project, attention has only been given to the themes having a
direct impact on the development of writing skills of law students across the curriculum,
namely (i), (ii), and (vii). Some of the questions posed included, for example:
o Where is the ideal place for this module (in which year should the module be
taught)?
o Do the modules build on each other / any modules hosted by other departments
within the Faculty (are the modules required to follow on from each other / build on
complexity and is this achieved with the present curriculum)?
o Should the modules remain as semester modules or are there modules that would
be better suited as year modules?
o Should a module be combined with another module to make it a year module?
o Are modules pitched at the appropriate level?

Department members and students were requested to consider any changes to
teaching and learning methodologies and practices, such as flipped classroom, online
learning and specific tutorials related to drafting, and assessment frequency and
methodology, such as the number of tests, mini tests and assignments, when
answering the questions with particular emphasis on the improvement of the writing
skills of our law students.

3. Outcomes
A redesigned LLB curriculum, incorporating the input from staff, PgAs and students,
was developed.

Faculty workshops (at a plenary level) were held where the

redesigned LLB curriculum was presented to and deliberated on by all members of
the Faculty, including academic staff, administrative staff, PgAs and students. The
redesigned LLB curriculum was co-crafted through an inclusionary and collaborative
decision-making process based on the findings of the document analysis.

Specific outcomes relating to the enhancement of writing skills of law students saw
various improvement areas incorporated into the redesigned LLB curriculum (see
Appendix II paragraphs 1(a), (b), and (g)), such as:



the resequencing of modules to ensure sensible progression of the modules from
semester to semester and year to year which also allows for the sensible
progression of complexity of assessments (writing assignments),



the introduction of tutorials for skills-based as well as substantive content modules
to assist students in preparing / drafting assignments, and provide extra
opportunity for students to engage with the material presented during lecture
periods, and



changing the presentation / offering of certain modules from semester modules to
year modules, whereby some of the year modules would generally retain the same
credit value while extending the same notional hours over a longer duration of time
allowing more time for students to attend to the drafting of assignments, and
providing further opportunities for writing skills to be integrated into the curriculum.

The redesigned curriculum has been approved by the university internal structures
and will be offered as from 2020. The redesigned LLB curriculum will be monitored
and evaluated in order to determine if the gaps in relation to the development of writing
skills of law students identified in the current curriculum (see Appendix I) have been
closed by the redesigned curriculum. Regular (re-)evaluation of the redesigned
curriculum will occur after implementation in 2020.
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