November 17, 2008

To:  Students and Faculty Participating in Thursday’s Aardvark, November 20, 2008

From:  Carin Clauss, Chair of the Curriculum Committee

First, let me say I am most pleased that the students are hosting a second meeting with the student body, to continue to get input from the students on the various curriculum changes that we a re going to need to make or may want to make.  The meeting with the students last Spring was extremely useful to the Committee, and I am sure that Thursday’s discussion will be too.  I regret that I have a first year class that meets from 12:05 to 1:00 on Thursday, so I will probably get to the meeting as it has pretty much wrapped up.

Since your student representatives on the Committee have shared with you two of the proposals submitted by individual committee members, that are currently being discussed, and since you will be hearing from Professor David Schwartz, concerning some of his ideas for curriculum reform, I thought it important to emphasize that the Committee has not yet agreed on any proposal and has not yet submitted any proposal/s to the faculty for discussion.  Of course, when that happens, your representatives will be meeting with you again, and you will be given further opportunities for input.  It is extremely useful to the Committee, however, to get your early input, before we invest too much time on ideas and proposals that may miss the mark of desired reform.

Let me say, too, that some changes have already been made, and some changes will have to be made in the second year curriculum by March 2009, in order to satisfy certain ABA requirements.  So let me summarize what has been done, and what minimum additional changes must be made this year.

When we began our discussions last year, the Committee was focused on four concerns:

1. The student’s unhappiness with 17 credits in the first semester of the first year  (composed of four 4-credit courses) and one credit of legal writing.  One quick fix would have been to drop a formal legal writing component from the first semester, and increase the number of legal writing credits in the second semester of the first year and in the first semester of the second year.  However, when the Committee met with the students last spring, their almost unanimous view was that the school should offer more credits of legal writing in the first semester of the first year, not less.  We therefore decided to keep 1 credit of writing in the first year, and to continue our efforts to upgrade the writing program.  

2. The students also wanted to rework the credits for Property, so that they would not have two 3-credit courses (Crim Pro and an Elective) and one 5-credit course (Property).  The students also had 2 credits of Legal Writing, for a total of 13 credits.  Under the proposal that was adopted by the faculty last May, Property was reduced to 4-credits (which has required faculty to modify the material that will be covered in the new Property course), and Constitutional Law was added, making for a total of 15 credits in the Spring Semester.

3. Our first objective for change this year, then, is to reduce the number of credits in the first semester of the first year.  You have two proposals that do that.  Both of these proposals would require significant changes in what faculty would have to do between now and next year, so I again want to emphasize that nothing has even been agreed up by the Committee.  The easiest fix, for example, would be a third proposal that the Committee is considering, namely, moving Torts to the second semester (since there is no Torts II and all of the other first semester courses have a II); this would reduce the number of credits for required course work in the Fall semester  to 12.  We would then add an additional credit to legal writing (giving us two credits and thereby respond to the wishes expressed by the students last year, to increase the writing offered in the first semester of the first year), for a total of 14 credits.  If we did this, we would have to drop either Constitutional law (as of this spring a required course, but only on an experimental basis) or the Elective course.  Input on this very simple question – whether it is important for the students to have an elective – will help us finalize as one of our options a “status quo” option, limited to redistributing the First year’s credits over the two semesters, dropping either the newly introduced requirement that all first-year students take Con Law I or permitting an Elective (which could be Con Law I among others) or any Elective for the First Year, and keeping the two credits of Legal Writing in the Spring Semester.

4. The other change we must  implement by Fall 2009 is the ABA’s requirement  that                  

we require the one credit of advanced legal writing for upper level students to be part    

of one of the courses satisfying the 60-credit rule, and not part of a clinical experience.   One idea the Committee has discussed is allowing faculty willing to supervise the advanced legal writing requirement to add an additional credit to any one of their 3-credit courses that satisfies the 60-credit rule.  The other ABA requirement is that all upper level law students have some form of skill training, over and above the writing requirement.  Currently, this could be met by listing courses that already have a “skill” element attached to them (mandatory direct and cross-examinations in Evidence, or contract drafting in Labor Relations, or the presentation of a grievance in the course on Arbitration Law, etc.).  

I apologize for the length of this memo, and I regret that I cannot attend the Aardvark session.  Please be assured, however, that the Committee will continue to consult with both faculty and students as its deliberations move forward, and we will be scheduling several more opportunities for input, criticism and positive suggestions.

