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A BACKGROUND NOTE FROM ACADEMIC OFFICE 
 
The Academic Planning Sub-Committee, at its meeting on 22 November 2013, 
agreed to recommend to the Academic Development and Enhancement Committee 
that the above course proposal proceed (without a validation event) to planning with 
a view to entry in September 2014. 
 
The CA1 indicated that the LLM would build on student learning in the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Professional Legal Practice and would involve a 60 point dissertation. 
 
The Faculty now intend to re-structure the Master’s component of the LLM to 
comprise a 15 point Dissertation Research Methods module and a 45 point 
Dissertation module. 
 
It would appear that the proposal is presented as a Linked Postgraduate Diploma/ 
LLM. 
 
The Faculty is seeking approval for two departures. 
 
1 The award of the Postgraduate Diploma qualification to students proceeding to 

the LLM stage. 
 

The University’s policy (1997) is that candidates proceeding directly in linked 
postgraduate course do not have the interim award conferred.  Only one award 
is conferred, at the highest level.  An exception has been made, where the 
qualification is required as evidence of eligibility to practise, for the 
Postgraduate Certificate of Education (Further Education) within the linked 
Postgraduate Certificate/Diploma. 
 

2 To extend the period of full-time study for the final 60 credit points. 
 
 The Faculty proposes that full-time students take the period September – April 

to complete 60 credit points and submit the dissertation (its word length is 
15,000 - the University maximum is 20,000).  The expectation in all other full-
time Master’s degrees is that the dissertation is completed in one semester.  
The proposed pattern is effectively part-time study. 

 
For part-time students, the Faculty proposes that 60 credits be completed in a 
period of up to 20 months.  The normal duration for part-time students who 
have completed the postgraduate diploma stage by June is that the dissertation 
is submitted by Easter of the following year, ie eight to nine months, (with 
informal use of the summer semester). 



B REQUEST TO LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE (26 MARCH 2014) FOR 
DEVIATION FROM STANDARD REGULATIONS  
 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF PROFESSIONAL LEGAL EDUCATION (GSPLE) 
 
PGD / LLM Professional Legal Practice:   
 

• Award of parchment on completion of PGD element  
• Study Loads 

  
INTRODUCTION 
 

1 The Postgraduate Diploma in Professional Legal Practice (“PGD”), which is the last 
of the academic stepping stones towards professional practice as a solicitor, seeks 
to build on prior learning of law as an academic discipline and to equip students with 
the range of practical skills that they will require to enter practice.  The PGD is 
delivered through the Graduate School of Professional Legal Education (“the 
Graduate School”) on the Magee Campus.  There is a focus on the development of 
skills which solicitor students will require in practice rather than simply seeking to 
develop a large knowledge base, thereby providing the students with a solid 
foundation of professional skills for practice.   Self-appraisal plays a significant role 
with the use of reflective diary during the year spent at the Graduate School, and 
students are encouraged to continue their reflective practice in the professional life 
which follows graduation.    
 

2 The PGD now having been established for over five years, the Graduate School 
proposes to deliver a linked PGD / LLM in Professional Legal Practice as part of the 
development of professional legal education at the University.  
 
ORIGINS OF THE PGD PROFESSIONAL LEGAL EDUCATION  
 

3 The University had for some time been interested in the concept of the provision of 
vocational legal education and entered into discussions with the Law Society which 
led to the establishment of the Graduate School in June 2008.   
 

4 The provision of vocational legal education at the University complements the range 
of undergraduate and postgraduate courses already firmly embedded in the 
University and permits us thus to provide the entire range of legal education ranging 
from academic to professional education.   
 

5 The PGD fits within the two-year educational model presented within the context of 
the Solicitors’ Admission and Training Regulations 19881 (“the Regulations”).  These 
prescribe a two-year period of apprenticeship which begins on 1 September in the 
year of admission.2  Training is carried out in the solicitor Master’s3 office until 

1 as amended, made pursuant to the Solicitors (Northern Ireland) Order 1976                                                                                                      
2 see Appendix 1 for Process Diagram and Course Progression Table for 2014/15 entrants 
3 A ‘Master’ is a solicitor of at least three year’s Post Qualification Experience who has been approved by the Law Society of 
Northern Ireland to supervise the trainee solicitor for the whole of the training period  
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December, following which students complete the full-time PGD4 at the Graduate 
School four days per week and attend their Master’s office one day per week and 
during the University vacations.  The final eight months are also spent in the 
Master’s office. Students are not able to gain admission to the PGD without having 
secured a qualifying law degree, sat the Admissions Test, secured an apprenticeship 
with a Master, and registered with the Law Society.5  Applicants for the course take 
the Admissions Test in December of the year prior to admission to the course.  
Successful applicants must comply with the Regulations and Law Society 
requirements in relation to having secured a Master before they can take up a place 
on the PGD.    
 
DEVELOPMENT OF PROFESSIONAL LEGAL EDUCATION 
 

6 The PGD underwent Revalidation in 2012.  The Panel commended the Course 
Team on an innovative product which featured the practical, ‘hands on’ nature of the 
student learning experience, the enthusiasm of students as well as the 
professionalism of the Course Team.  Also notable in the comments made by the 
Panel was the use by students of the reflective diary which the Panel felt could form 
the basis of a Master’s dissertation.   As a result the Course team investigated 
whether there was demand for the provision of the Master’s programme as well as 
considering whether the proposal met with the University’s objectives and strategic 
aims in the Corporate Plan as well as other relevant strategies, the most germane of 
which is the Learning and Teaching Strategy.   The proposed linked PGD / LLM 
takes its ethos from the Learning and Teaching Strategy, one of whose aims is to 
promote employability through the integration of academic theory and relevant and 
professional and vocational practice.  Given that the legal services industry has been 
undergoing significant changes as a result of liberalisation and globalisation of the 
market, it is the firmly held view of the Course Team that the provision of an LLM will 
address the growing necessity for specialist practitioners with the ability to provide 
novel methods of addressing increasingly complex legal issues.   
 

7 The LLM will be accessible as a linked progression route to those who undertake the 
PGD but graduates from equivalent courses6 will also be able to enrol, there being 
no restriction set by the PSRB in relation to what is, essentially, an academic 
programme.  Significantly this means that those who have undertaken professional 
legal qualifications in other jurisdictions will be able to enrol (by way of APL) on the 
LLM, thus providing for an enriched learning environment.         
 
COURSE STRUCTURE AND REQUIREMENTS FOR THE AWARDS of PGD and 
LLM 
 

8 The PGD is modular in design.  For the PGD award, there are ten modules (listed in 
the table below), some of which are divided into individual short courses.  Each of 
the ten modules represents 10 or 20 credit points providing a total of 140 credit 
points.  In order to successfully complete the PGD, students need to complete and 

4 Note that the PGD is offered on a full-time basis only, the Law Society not yet having permitted the provision of part-time 
delivery within this jurisdiction  
5 The model will require some adjustment in order to accommodate a part-time Course   
6 For example, holders of the Certificate in Professional Legal Studies, (QUB); Legal Practice Certificate; Bar Vocational 
Course; Bar Professional Training Course. 
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pass all ten modules, thereby attaining a total of 140 credit points. There is no choice 
in modules.  A number of the modules straddle both semesters and, for 
administrative purposes, may receive the suffix 1 and 2. 
 
LINKED PGD / LLM PROFESSIONAL LEGAL PRACTICE  
 
PGD STRUCTURE  
 
MODULE TITLE CREDIT 

LEVEL 
CREDIT 
POINTS 

STATUS AWARD 

Conveyancing  7 20 Compulsory   
Wills and Probate  7 20 Compulsory   
Civil Litigation 1 7 20 Compulsory   
Civil Litigation 2 7 10 Compulsory   
Criminal Procedure  7 20 Compulsory   
Business and 
Commercial Practice and 
Procedure  

7 10 Compulsory   

Financial Management  7 10 Compulsory   
Skills  7 10 Compulsory   
Practice Management  7 10 Compulsory   
Professional Ethics and 
Conduct  

7 10 Compulsory   

TOTAL   140  PGD 
Professional 
Legal Practice  

 
LLM STRUCTURE 
 
MODULE TITLE CREDIT 

LEVEL 
CREDIT 
POINTS 

STATUS AWARD 

Dissertation Research 
Methods  

7 15 Compulsory  

Dissertation  7 45 Compulsory  
TOTAL   60 (200 

overall 
including 
PGD) 

 LLM 
Professional 
Legal Education  

 
 

9 Given that the LLM is accessible to those who have been in practice for some time 
and are thus able, because of their professional qualifications, to claim APL, the 
Course Team considered that the option of a Legal Research Methods module (at 
Level 7) should be available to those practitioners who may not have been involved 
in Higher Education for some time or who may not have undertaken any legal 
research methods at level 6.  We feel that this module should be available outside of 
the LLM to ensure that there is not unnecessary repetition for those who have 
already undertaken legal research methods at undergraduate level.    
 

4 
 



POINTS FOR CONSIDERATION BY LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE 
 

10 The Learning and Teaching Committee is asked to consider the following aspects 
which may appear to be outside the standard parameters and guidance set by the 
University: 
 
AWARD OF PARCHMENT ON COMPLETION OF PGD LEVEL  
 

11 The Graduate School would request that the award of the PGD be made at the end 
of the PGD stage of the linked PGD/LLM programme in order to meet the 
requirements of the Law Society of Northern Ireland.  In order for a student solicitor 
to be admitted to the Roll of Solicitors and in order to obtain a practising certificate as 
well as meet other regulatory requirements such as obtaining professional indemnity 
insurance, he or she will need to provide evidence of the PGD qualification.  We 
would therefore ask that the Learning and Teaching Committee accede to this 
application given that the PSRB demands compliance with this requirement.  
  
STUDY LOADS: LLM ELEMENT IN FT MODE 
 

12 The Learning and Teaching Committee will have recognised features of the PGD 
which fall outside the standard University structures, most notably that the course is 
taught from January to December every year, as opposed to the academic year; that 
the course attracts a total of 140 credit points, as opposed to the normal 120 credit 
points for a PGD award; that the course can be provided on a full-time basis only, 
with no scope (currently at least) for part-time provision.  Furthermore, modules are 
taught in blocks as opposed to weekly contact patterns, and assessment takes place 
almost immediately after each module is taught (as opposed to twice-yearly).  These 
features are, to a great extent, as a result of what has been prescribed by the Law 
Society: non-compliance on the part of the Graduate School could have significant 
repercussions for the continuing accreditation of the PGD.  
 

13 With this in mind and with a focus on the specific elements which comprise the LLM 
element of the linked programme, we would ask the Learning and Teaching 
Committee to consider our request to lengthen the period for submission of the 
Dissertation for full-time students.   We are aware that, for full-time programmes, 
normally 60 credit points are undertaken each semester.   Bearing in mind the profile 
of the student who will be attracted to the LLM and given the University’s attitudes to 
Widening Access and Participation, we feel that an extension of semester 1 to April 
(as opposed to January) for full-time students would better meet the needs of the 
full-time LLM student, who may be undertaking para-legal work or legal internship in 
order to gain valuable experience in order to address employability aspects (and this 
type of work may well inform the individual’s writing).   
 

14 We have raised the issue of study loads with the external validator, Ms Sheree 
Peaple, Head of the School of Law at De Montfort, who has stated that some 
universities allow 14 months for submission by full-time students.  The “half-way 
house” proposed by the Graduate School would mean that successful candidates 
could graduate in July (within a calendar year of undertaking the LLM elements) and 
would not fall significantly outside the parameters set by the University.     
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15 The attached flowchart (Appendix A) and table setting out, as an example, 
progression through the PGD/LLM as from September 2014 (Appendix B) provide 
course progression and duration details. 
 
   
 
 

 
 
Diane Nixon  
Acting Director 
Graduate School of Professional Legal Education 
21 March 2014 
 
 
 

 
Professor Paul Carmichael  
Dean  
Faculty of Social Sciences  
21 March 2014       
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       APPENDIX A 
 
PGD/LLM PROFESSIONAL LEGAL PRACTICE FLOWCHART 
 
 
Deadline for submission of applications 
15th November 
 
 
Admissions Test 
Monday before Christmas 
  
 
 
Offers made 
Late March 
 
 
 
Final Offers made 
Early July 
 
  
 
Closing date for registration with Law Society 
Mid – late August 
 
 
 
YEAR 1 
Induction at Graduate School (PGD) 
Late September (one day) 
 
 
 
01 September - 31 December  
Training in Master’s Office 
 
 
January - mid June 
Continue training in Master’s Office one day per week 
Attend Graduate School remaining 4 days per week  
 
 
Mid June – mid September 
Training in Master’s Office full time 
 
 
YEAR 2 
Mid September – mid December  
Continue training in Master’s Office one day per week 
Attend Graduate School remaining 4 days per week 
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Mid December – late August                              
Complete training in Master’s Office full time 
   

July 
PG Dip in Professional  
Legal Practice 

 
 
 
          
 September 
 Enrolled as Solicitor 
 
 
 
YEAR 3 
September 
Induction LLM (F/T and P/T) 
 
 
  
Semester 1 
Dissertation Research Methods Module (F/T and P/T) 
       
   Full time route       Part time route 
 
 
Dissertation (F/T)        Dissertation (P/T) 
[Extended semester 1 to April, submit in April] 
 
July 
LLM in Professional Legal Practice 
 
 
 
          
 

YEAR 4  
Dissertation (P/T) contd. 
[Submit in April] 

 
 
       
       July (year following F/T completion) 
       LLM in Professional Legal Practice 
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PGD/LLM COURSE PROGRESSION EXAMPLE FOR SEPTEMBER 2014 START       APPENDIX  
 

 

DATE  ACTION  COMMENTS  
15 November 2014 Deadline for submission of applications for PGD/LLM Applications are for the linked course only and not just for the PGD.  

APL claims will form a significant route for LLM 
22 December 2014 Admissions Test (“AT”) Joint admissions test for GSPLE and IPLS 
End March 2015 First round Offers made (through Council of Legal 

Education) 
Candidates are ranked according to degree/projected degree result 
along with AT result. Waiting list also created. 

Early July 2015 Final Offers made  
Mid – late August 2015 Closing date for registration with the Law Society Students must have a Master in order to register with Law Society 

and take place on PGD 
Year 1 of PGD element (FT only) of PGD / LLM   
Late September 2015 One-day induction  At GSPLE 
1 September 2015 – 31 December 2015 Training in Master’s Office full-time Part of Law Society’s integrated Professional training model  
January 2016 – mid-June 2016  Training in Master’s Office one day per week 

Attend Graduate School remaining 4 days per week 
 

Mid-June 2016 – mid-September 2016  Training in Master’s Office full-time  
Year 2 of PGD element (FT only) of PGD / LLM   
Mid-September 2016 – mid-December 
2016 

Training in Master’s Office one day per week 
Attend Graduate School remaining 4 days per week 

 

Mid-December 2016 – late August 2017  Complete training in Master’s Office full-time  
July 2017  Award of PGD in Professional Legal Practice  Candidates receive PGD parchments at this stage as proof of 

professional qualification 
September 2017 Admitted to Roll of Solicitors  
Year 3 of PGD / LLM  (LLM element) FT and PT 
September 2017 Induction (LLM) At GSPLE 

Semester 1 Sept 2017 to Jan 2018 Dissertation Research Methods module  FT and PT 
 

Full-time route only of LLM  
Extended Semester 1 Sept 2017 to April 
2018 

Drafting of Dissertation  Submission date: end of April 2018 

July 2018 Award of LLM in Professional Legal Practice  Candidates receive LLM parchment and retain PGD parchment  
Part-time route only of LLM 
January 2018 to  April 2019 Drafting of Dissertation Submission date: end of April 2019 
July 2019 Award of LLM in Professional Legal Practice Candidates receive LLM parchment and retain PGD parchment 
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