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An integrated approach to
teaching and learning law: the
use of student peer mentor
groups to improve the quality of
student learning in Contracts

PJM MacFarlane and G Joughin

5 Legal Educ Rev 2, 1994, pp
153-172

Increasing student numbers and
decreasing educational funding in
Australian law schools s
perpetuating unproductive practices,
such as large class teaching, which
are causing first year law students
to feel alienated, thereby reducing
their level of interaction, self-
direction and cooperative learning.
The Contracts course at the
Queensland University of
Technology, Australia was
redesigned in the light of the
current educational literature, which
shows that teaching and learning
involve an interactive system which
takes account of student
characteristics, the context of
learning created by teachers, the
approaches to learning adopted by
students and the quality of learning
the outcomes.

The Contracis course is a year long
first-year program divided into 11
modules which run for two weeks
each. FEach module was split into
four stages: (1) a 2 hour lecture;
(2) 10 hours individual study; (3) a
2 hour student peer mentor group;
and (4) a 2 hour staff led seminar.
The lecture provided an overview
of the module and attempted to
give students a conceptual
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framework within which to study
the principles of law entailed.
Students were then guided through
the required reading of texts and
cases by the workbook for the
module which also called for
students to respond to a series of
questions.  These responses then
became the basis for the student
peer mentor group discussions in
week one of each module. In week
two of each module the student
peer mentor group was replaced by
a staff led seminar, which seeks to
ensure that students have a basic
understanding of the work done to
date. The assessment is a mixture
of assignments, examinations
(either written, oral or in moot
form), moots and seminar
participation/performance.

Each student peer mentor group
consisted of 12-15 students who
met for two hours in the first week
of every module.  The groups
reviewed the preceding lecture,
related the lecture topic to current
events and life experiences, tackled
any problems members of the
group may be having with contracts
or the study of law generally and
worked through the workbook
problems. The student peer mentor
is concerned more with the process
of learning rather than content.
The peer mentors were selected by
interview from those students who
had received a grade of credit or
better in the subject. The role of
the student peer mentor was to act
as a model of successful student
behaviour, to facilitate small group
learning activities, such as
encouraging participation, to foster
a sense of camaraderie so as to
promote cooperative learning and
to discuss the progress of the group
(not individuals) with academic
staff.
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that
students are adopting a deep
learning approach.  Student peer
mentors report that their groups are
characterised by active engagement
in problem-solving, seeking
connections between their study
and real life and arguing about the
nature and meaning of the law. In
addition the student satisfaction
with the mentor program is very
high. Extracts from diary notes of
mentors on the program clearly
show student enthusiasm for the
student peer mentor program and
the desire to have it integrated into
other subjects.  However, it is
emphasised that the program is
integral to the subject as a whole
and not an add-on.

Contextualising law: an attempt
to  operationalise theory by
teaching interviewing in the law
school

A Leaver
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The Pearce Report stated that the
three major goals of law schools
should be to serve the community,
to undertake research and to teach.
The last goal extended beyond just
imparting knowledge to include an
understanding of the law in
operation as well as in context, and
developing in students practical
legal skills and competencies that
were essential to all types of legal
work. Such goals could be met by
teaching specific practical legal
skills, such as interviewing.

At Flinders University in South
Australia, the Curriculum
Committee took the
recommendations of the Pearce
Report relating to the incorporation
of skills into the curriculum as far
as possible. For instance, drafting



