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Abstract 

This discussions in this paper are based on data that has been collected via online surveys for my 

PhD research. The data collected suggests that most stakeholders of the legal profession see COVID-

19 as the catalyst for (much needed) change to the legal profession regarding the use of legal 

technologies and technological innovations used in legal practice and education. For context, this 

paper briefly elaborates on my online survey methodology and sampling of participants, and 

introduces some of the data relevant to law professionals (legal educators and legal practitioners) 

experiences and opinions on increased use of technology, the immediate and long-term impacts of 

the increase in use of technology on the unique epistemology of the legal profession, skills required 

by law graduates of the future, and pedagogic approaches that prepare graduates for the online 

work environment.  In the concluding remarks, this paper reflects on how the pandemic has 

challenged legal educators and highlights some considerations for the future of legal education. 

 

Introduction  

(i) Online Survey Methodology and Sampling of Participants  

For this study, online questionnaires were designed using Typeform, an online survey platform. This 

platform did not require participants to provide email addresses or sign-in to participate. It was a 

single link that could be accessed on any mobile phone, tablet, laptop or desktop and it was 

circulated with a Call for Participants via Twitter, LinkedIn, various relevant mailing lists and 

newsletters. The questionnaire was split into 4 streams of questions – Legal Educator, Legal 

Practitioner, Both of the above, Other. The stream of questions that a participant responded to was 

based on what selection participants had identified as at the start of the questionnaire. This online 

questionnaire was designed to feature logic jumps which automatically skipped sections of questions 

depending on responses that participants had selected which resulted in participants responding to 

a range between 7 and 18 questions in total. The questions were a mixture of drop-down selections, 

multiple choice questions (single and multi-answers), ‘best statement’ option, yes/no option, short 

text, long text, 1-5 scales, and 1-5 star ratings. Whenever ‘Other’ was selected as the answer option, 

participants would be prompted to provide more details. The purpose of the study was to obtain 
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some views on Law Graduate 'Skills for Employment' and considered how legal education prepares 

Law Graduates for employment in either the legal or non-legal sector, with a particular focus on 

technological skills. The questionnaire had a section which specifically considered the effect of 

COVID-19 on legal education and legal practice. 

 

(ii) Limitations of study 

This study obtained 89 participants in total – Legal Educators (54%), Legal Practitioners (30%), Both 

of the above (8%) and Other (8%). There was significantly more Legal Educators who participated in 

the study in comparison to any of the other groups. From the practitioner group of participants, 

most were trainee solicitors (44%). In terms of demographic, most participants were from the North 

East (49%). This does not make the data collected any less credible or valuable. However, it is best 

practice to acknowledge that certain groups gained more representation than others in this study 

and therefore data may be skewered in certain ways.  

 

The impact of COVID-19 on Legal Education and Legal Practice  

Across all groups, 91% of participants found that the COVID-19 pandemic impacted or increased the 

use of technology in their role. Exploring this statistic in further detail, among the minority of 

participants who were unaffected by the COVID-19 pandemic, some had already been involved in 

practices such as remote working and/or teaching and assessments prior to the pandemic.  

 

(i) Legal Education  

With the sudden closure of university buildings, legal educators had to reinvent delivery of course 

content without much preparation or prior training. Most Law Schools in England and Wales have 

now adapted to full online delivery, with some exception. This has meant a change in methods of 

teaching, training, assessment, and study from traditional in-person classroom approaches moving 

completely online. Educators have named a variety of approaches that are being deployed to 

facilitate the change in delivery of teaching methods among them being online live lectures, pre-

recorded lectures, creating asynchronous content, and the use of platforms such as Zoom, 

Blackboard Collaborate and Microsoft Teams for interactive sessions with students. In terms of 

assessment, educators have named a variety of adaptations that have been made such as the 

introduction of online remote proctoring platforms such as Inspera being used for exams, the 

incorporation of more open-book exams, coursework in replacement of written-exams and live skills 

assessments via platforms such as Blackboard and Microsoft Teams. Educators have also noted some 

changes to student clinical work such as replacing live-client work with simulations and supervision 
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online. Another notable change to legal education is students’ lack of or limited access to libraries 

and physical study materials. This has meant an increase in online research and having to use online 

libraries to access textbooks, journals and study materials which were once accessible with more 

ease. 

  

(ii) Legal Practice  

The most notable changes to Legal Practice noted by practitioners are the introduction of remote 

court hearings using platforms such as BT MeetMe and Cloud Video Platform, and the use of 

platforms such as Teams and Skype for Business for video conferencing with clients. These 

approaches that were once frowned upon in practice have now become the norm out of necessity. 

Most practitioners also find the shift to going completely paperless to be a notable change to legal 

practice. Practitioners have quickly had to adapt to the increased use of e-bundle systems, 

online/electronic document management and manipulation tools, as well as delivery of documents 

via email, cloud sharing and other online portals which may previously have been delivered by post 

or in-person.  

 

Considerations on the immediate effect of these changes 

(i) Online communication  

Both, educators and practitioners, have become accustomed to the new norm of communicating 

with colleagues, clients and students via email, Instant Messaging, phone calls, video conferencing 

platforms such as Skype, Zoom, Teams, and other industry-specific platforms such as these. There 

has also been a shift in attitude towards practices such as using social media apps as a means for 

professional communication. This practice, once steer-cleared of by most practitioners and 

academics, are now becoming normalised as a result of necessity.  

 

Some educators have expressed concerns that these modes of communication have made them less 

accessible to students as students can no longer ‘pop into the office’ when they have questions or 

just for brief discussions on course or non-course related matters. Changes such as this, although of 

slight significance immediately, may pose a big threat to the dynamic of student-teacher 

relationships over time. Some educators have expressed that communications with students have 

become less formal as students engage with them via social media platforms such as Twitter, 

whereas some have expressed that communication now feels more ‘down-to-business’. It is quite 

common for students to have cameras switched off during live sessions, this may be for reasons such 

as privacy, lack of resources (i.e. using phones instead of laptops where laptops in a household may 



4 
 

be shared, no webcam on laptop), being in shared spaces with others who are studying/working 

from home among many other reasons. Microphones are often muted while someone else is 

speaking to prevent background noises and interference. It is usual for students to only speak where 

really necessary. It is also common for students not to speak but use the chat function instead in a 

virtual classroom. Arguably, use of the chat function may enable more students to participate as 

more questions can be asked compared to when in-person settings. However, it also makes it more 

challenging for an educator to “read the room” and pick up non-verbal cues that demonstrate 

understanding or misunderstanding. Online interactions may also be particularly challenging for 

disabled students or foreign students of different cultures.1  As a result, interaction in virtual 

classrooms are not similar to that in physical classrooms, conversation is much less natural and 

candid and building organic relationships is much more challenging.2  

 

However, where these gaps are attempted to be filled by engaging with students outside the virtual 

classroom via social media, merging professional and private life may prove to be problematic over 

time where students may perceive their tutors to be ‘friends’ or part of their ‘friend circle’. On the 

other hand, where the only interaction between student-teacher is in the brief virtual classroom 

setting, students may find it difficult to approach tutors for guidance and support. Although these 

same discussions were not uncommon prior to COVID-19, organic relationships could be built in 

physical classrooms and setting appropriate boundaries were considerably more straightforward as 

there was online and offline interaction whereas now there is only online interaction. The dynamic 

of student-teacher relationships may potentially change over time where interactions are online 

only for majority or entirety of course duration. It may be prudent to reassess the role of teacher in 

these circumstances and whether there is a need to shape-shift to a new form of teacher role.   

 

In the practitioner sphere, similar concerns arise regarding the effect of online-only interactions with 

clients. Based on data that was collected, no practitioners made any reference to the use of social 

 
1 ‘Gravity Assist: Propelling Higher Education towards a Brighter Future’ (Office for Students 2021) 
<https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-
future/executive-summary/> accessed 7 April 2021 - Advance HE direct quotation in review, ‘Whilst everyone is getting 
more used to communicating in an online environment, it is more challenging for an educator to “read the room” and pick 
up non-verbal cues that demonstrate understanding or misunderstanding; this has many potential consequences but can 
be particularly challenging for disabled students or across different cultures.’ 
2 Francine Ryan, ‘A Virtual Law Clinic: A Realist Evaluation of What Works for Whom, Why, How and in What 
Circumstances?’ (2020) 54 The Law Teacher 237, 242 - Ryan interviewed students from the virtual law clinic at the Open 
University. She found that students had reported a mixed experience of collaborating online. Where it was successful the 
key outcome generated was teamwork enhancing students’ learning: “working with your colleagues, you are all there to 
help each other and learn from other each other” but for other students the challenges of online collaboration had a 
negative impact on their experiences of the clinic: “it, it was a little bit difficult, you know. And you arrange meetings and 
the one guy, particularly, didn’t turn up and so on and so forth, um, so I just found that a little bit sort of, um, a bit of a 
drag. You know, again, that, that, that, that’s just the nature of this distance learning stuff”. 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-future/executive-summary/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-future/executive-summary/
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media. However, there were practitioners who expressed concerns about clients being ‘clumsy’ with 

their use of Instant Messaging. Some practitioners expressed the sudden shift to online practice 

being difficult to accommodate as they lack the facilities to work productively, resulting in tasks 

taking more time to complete at home than in the office. A point of consideration here would be the 

extent to which clients have been adversely affected where they do not have access to facilities to 

participate in online meetings and remote court hearings. This raises the question of accessibility to 

justice. Where clients are not computer literate or have no access to technology or the internet, this 

digital divide excludes an entire group of people who may need legal help.  

 

(ii) Working remotely 

Educators and practitioners have now also become familiar with working from the comfort of one’s 

own home. Perhaps some have taken a liking to this new norm more than others, and perhaps this 

way of working may suit some better than others for reasons such as personal preference and 

accommodation arrangements. However, this way of working is no longer a novelty for any educator 

or practitioner in England and Wales. Many educators opine that this new way of teaching is here to 

stay, and that there will be an increased move towards online and blended learning even when 

restrictions are lifted. Some educators have expressed that this is because staff have invested huge 

amounts of time to respond to the demand to adapt during this time and will therefore be reluctant 

not to make effective use of the results.  

 

Another reason for this is that this approach reduces pressure on physical space both for student 

teaching sessions and staff offices.  Where there is push-back against a decision to move to hot 

desking, increased home working would potentially resolve that issue. Educators and students may 

also may well get used to this approach of course delivery and may cease to see point of travelling to 

sit in classrooms. It is a very likely possibility that universities will ultimately continue to develop 

their online offering as being a cost-effective mode of learning for students near and far. However, 

educators are also wary that this shift might reduce the quality of education as institutions gain the 

ability to pack students into virtual classrooms with no limits on physical space. Another point of 

concern with regard to the quality of education is the decrease in utilisation of casualised staff who 

are often more familiar with using technology in teaching settings. This extra workload adds to the 

burden of permanent/tenured staff who are already at breaking point.3 

 
3Jennifer Musial, ‘Engaged Pedagogy in the Feminist Classroom and Yoga Studio’ (2011) 21 Feminist Teacher 212 - 
contemporary neo-liberal academia features insecure and contingent teacher-laborers, growing class sizes, impersonal 
contact between teacher and learner, overcommitted educators who do not have time or energy to mentor students, and 
overworked students who seem to live in a constant state of stress and anxiety. Everyone is trying to “do more with less.” 
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Practitioners have similarly expressed that their practices have had to substantially reconfigure the 

systems of the business to accommodate the requirement of remote working. Many practitioners 

opine that the newer systems are more efficient and see no point in reverting back to previous 

modes of working when restrictions cease. Many noted that this shift to remote working is pivotal to 

legal practice as these are practice that were not allowed by many law firms, chambers, and courts 

for reasons such as privacy, security, professionalism, and productivity. However, out of necessity, 

most firms, chambers and courts have had to invest in costly legal technology and innovations in 

order to continue providing legal services of acceptable standards. This has allowed practitioners to 

work more efficiently and productively whilst maintaining a better work-life balance by having 

“more sleep, more exercise, happier sat home with pets, limited change to productivity, more 

flexible working hours and arrangements”. In addition to this, the ability to work remotely has 

allowed for reduced costs incurred for travelling for work and it has resulted in a maximisation of 

workable or billable hours.  

 

Further considerations on the longer-lasting effect of these changes 

(i) Access to work opportunities 

On a wider scale, the absence of the requirement to travel for work has also allowed law schools and 

law practitioners to recruit staff from further afield who never have to attend work at a fixed 

location on a daily basis. This widens the pool of professionals who may be best suited for a job. This 

changes the nature of competition in the job market. Competition for job opportunities are no 

longer limited geographically. This extends beyond job opportunities and applies to law students 

seeking work experience too. Student opportunities for work experience such as placements, 

vacation schemes, shadowing, mini-pupillages and so on are no longer restricted by regions which 

they are physically located in. However, the diminishing of geographical barriers comes at the price 

of a demand for increased connectivity. These opportunities are only accessible to those who are 

able to create suitable environments for working in their own homes.4 Employers and universities 

may provide devices and furniture for work at home, but this is may not be sufficient where an 

employee has living arrangements which make it difficult to adhere to the requirements expected of 

 
She quotes bell hooks’s call to think critically, develop one’s analytical voice, realize talent, and live up to one’s potential as 
revolutionary.  
4 The Office for Students, 2020, ‘‘Digital poverty’ risks leaving students behind’ 
<https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/digital-poverty-risks-leaving-students-
behind/> accessed 7 April 2021 - OfS found students impacted by unreliable internet connections, lack of access to 
appropriate hardware and software, and unsuitable home study spaces (around 30% of the students polled lacked good 
enough internet access, and 30% did not have access to an adequate study space). Universities responded in a range of 
ways. Some delivered 4G dongles to students and expanded existing laptop loan schemes for students in need. The shift to 
remote teaching meant students needed to work in family homes or shared accommodation, worsening issues around 
access to the equipment, infrastructure and space needed to engage in their studies. 
 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/digital-poverty-risks-leaving-students-behind/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/digital-poverty-risks-leaving-students-behind/


7 
 

the job role such as client/student privacy and confidentiality. This makes some candidates stronger 

than others for reasons beyond their control and unrelated to their abilities. The diminishing of 

geographical barriers does not necessarily mean an increase in access to opportunities for all.  

 

(ii) Limitations of technology 

Educators and practitioners have both identified the limitations of technology in carrying out tasks 

fundamental to legal education and practice. The challenges in building organic relationships 

through email, phone calls and video conferences extend beyond feelings of discontent or 

awkwardness discussed in the above section. Building confidence, trustworthiness and credibility are 

vital in both student-teacher and lawyer-client relationships. Where building an appropriate 

professional relationship fails, it is likely that confidence of students and clients are undermined. 

Clients may also have concerns about sharing private information over online methods of 

communication. IT hacks and cybersecurity incidents such as ‘Zoom-bombing’ legitimise such 

concerns and may make it impossible for clients to be transparent and honest while communicating 

with their lawyers remotely. Students may be hesitant to actively participate in online classrooms for 

similar reasons. In the past year of online education, universities and university students in the UK 

have already experienced a mass IT hack which affected access to online libraries, assessment, 

course content, online classrooms, communications, among various other factors central to 

education.5 Whilst university online systems were down, no teaching or learning was possible. The 

inability to work-around when technology fails is a significant limitation. 

 

(iii) Consumer demand 

Educators and practitioners have highlighted the advantages and disadvantages of the technologies 

and innovations that have been deployed during this period. Although many have expressed that 

they see these changes being more than just a momentary solution, many have also opined that the 

continued use of these technologies in legal education and legal practice depend largely on 

consumer demand. Many practitioners have opined that the future use of legal technologies and 

innovations will depend on client expectations, and that the amount of technology integrated into 

practice may differ between clients. Similarly, many educators have expressed that the extent of use 

of technology integrated into the curriculum once restrictions have lifted will depend on student 

 
5 BBC, Blackbaud hack: More UK universities confirm breach <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-53528329> 
accessed 7 April 2021. 
BBC, Cyber threat to disrupt start of university term <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-54182398> accessed 7 April 
2021. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-53528329
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-54182398
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feedback.6 I and many other academics do not believe students should be viewed as customers but 

there has been an undeniable shift in recent times towards treating students as consumers and  it is 

evident that educators have become more wary of this. Although customer satisfaction might be a 

point for consideration on extent of continue incorporation and use of technology in practice and 

education, it is unlikely that this decision will solely be based on customer demand or satisfaction. 

Using 'satisfaction' as a means for value is a crude measurement of hedonic value which is an 

intricate concept.7 

 

Skills for Law Graduates of the future 

From data that was collected, it is apparent that some ‘soft skills’ or attributes are becoming more 

prominent requirements to survive and thrive in this new digital environment of working. The two 

most notable soft skills that were highlighted are independence and innovation.  

 

(i) Independence  

Both, educators and practitioners, have noted that remote working has required increased levels 

of working independently. Although supervision and guidance can be sought after through 

online communications, the nature of working now has become very individual even where tasks 

are collaborative. The absence of mid-day coffee breaks with other colleagues, popping by a 

colleague’s workspace, and informal chats about work in progress has developed a newfound 

sense of independent and individual working. This has also resulted in an increased development 

of research skills as elaborated by a participant ‘we all improved our knowledge because instead 

of asking questions and being told the answer, we had to find it on our own’. The expectation to 

self-manage one’s own tasks in a manner that works best for them individually also requires 

more independence than previously required.  

 

(ii) Innovation 

This shift to remote working also requires educators and practitioners to be more innovative in 

their job roles. In addition to carrying out tasks central to their roles, educations and 

practitioners have both found that carrying out these tasks now require some degree of 

 
6 Javier Paricio, ‘Students as Customers: A Paradigm Shift in Higher Education’ (2017) 131 Journal on Culture, Power and 
Society 137, p.139 - From the academic point of view, this new student– customer and university–provider scenario, which 
is especially typical in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia (whose higher education systems have been 
transformed into a competitive market with high enrolment rates), raises very relevant issues, to the extent that it can 
mean a profound transformation of the relationships between students, faculty, and institutions, which has redefined 
academic culture. 
 
7 Alex Nicholson, ‘The Value of a Law Degree’ (2019) 54 The Law Teacher 194. 
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flexibility and innovation in their methods. Having to troubleshoot communication and 

technological issues whilst teaching or meeting with a client, having to find alternative methods 

to get a task completed, and having alternative ways of carrying out one task is no longer a 

foreign concept to law professionals a year into remote working. An example of this is shared  by 

Jenny Coyle, Programme Leader of HNC and HND Acting and Musical Theatre, The City of 

Liverpool College University Centre where she stated that ‘One case I experienced this year was 

with a BA student who didn't have access to a laptop nor wi-fi. She has a young daughter and 

could only really work after she had gone to bed. I worked with her using WhatsApp voice notes, 

which she performed some evaluative assessment on but also doing tutorials via phone […] Our 

final assessed tutorial was on a video call via WhatsApp, which was recorded audio and video. 

This student was close to giving up at the start of lockdown but has walked away with a 1st Class 

BA Hons Degree.’  

 

Independence and innovation are soft skills that are seldom valued in the current structure of law 

curricula. Much of the legal curricula places great emphasis on the importance of law students being 

analytical, objective, impartial and applying legal reasoning to justify legal decisions but many of 

these attributes encouraged in law students, may encourage an aversion to risk and a reluctance to 

change, which can stifle and strangle creativity.8  

 

As legal education and legal practice see an increased use of technology for similar purposes, this 

online learning environment provides law students with a new pedagogic framework. Although this 

may not have been part of an institution’s curriculum design a year ago, many Law Schools are 

fostering technological skills in their law students today.9 The shift online for both, legal practice and 

legal education, has provided is a wider opportunity to align law student skills with those that 

graduates might be expected to have in work. By regularly using digital technologies, students are 

already building skills that are likely to be useful in the jobs they have after graduating.10  

 

With regard to technologies relevant to legal education and legal practice, it is important to note 

that the terms ‘legal technologies’ and ‘legal innovations’ are often used interchangeably although 

 
8 Lief H Carter and Thomas F Burke, Reason in Law (6th edn, Longman Publishing Group 2002). 
9 ‘Gravity Assist: Propelling Higher Education towards a Brighter Future’ (Office for Students 2021) 
<https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-
future/executive-summary/> accessed 7 April 2021 - The OfS found that 58% of students and 47% of teaching staff polled 
had no experience of digital teaching and learning before the pandemic. By December 2020, 92% of students surveyed 
were learning either fully or mostly online.  
10 ibid 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-future/executive-summary/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/gravity-assist-propelling-higher-education-towards-a-brighter-future/executive-summary/
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both terms have distinct characteristics. As discussed by Balajawahar,11 ‘legal technologies’ are law-

specific technologies that have been designed for use in legal practice such as in-house Case 

Management systems, e-bundle software, Legal Aid portal, Cloud Video Platform, legal research 

databases such as LexisNexis and so on. ‘Legal innovations’ refer to technological innovations that 

have been adopted for use by the legal profession. These innovations are not law-specific but are 

widely used in legal practice such as Microsoft Teams, Skype for business, PDF manipulation 

software, e-contract platforms and so on. The ambit of these terminologies is a grey area and these 

discussions are beyond the scope of this paper. For clarity in this paper, I draw your attention to the 

starting point of this discussion which is the presence of a distinction between technologies that 

have been designed specifically for legal practice and technological innovations adopted by legal 

practice.  

 

Noting this distinction is relevant to this paper because based on the data collected, the most 

prominent technological skills required for legal practice were skills applicable to the use of legal 

innovations, not legal technologies. The data suggests that use of legal technologies is not a skill of 

utmost prominence or significance in practice and that the ability to use legal innovations efficiently 

has more prominence in legal practice. This is valuable insight for legal educators as the law school is 

good ground to foster the use of these skills in law students. The use of legal innovations are not 

law-specific skills, these are skills that are useful in any employment or field of work. Law schools 

have been successful by not tying themselves to any particular employment sector, and this is 

therefore a unique epistemological characteristic of legal education. Turning law degrees into a 

preparatory course for practice or any specific post-graduate course such as the SQE would be 

detrimental to the unique epistemology of legal education12 and legal practice13 in the UK. Building 

 
11 Swaathi Balajawahar in panel discussion on ‘The reality of LegalTech in operation: tales from the inside’. Kings College 
London, 23 February 2021 <https://www.kcl.ac.uk/events/the-reality-of-legaltech-in-operation-tales-from-the-inside> 
accessed 7 April 2021.  
 
12 Paul Maharg, ‘On the Edge: ICT and the Transformation of Professional Legal Education’ (2006) 3 Web Journal of Current 
Legal Issues <https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/3355/1/strathprints003355.pdf> accessed 7 April 2021 - Some legal 
education academics such as Maharg opine that teaching and standards of professionalism will suffer because of the 
commercialisation and commodification of legal education. 
13 Anthony T Kronman, ‘Professionalism’ (1999) 2 Journal of the Institute for the Study of Legal Ethics 89 - Kronman 
identifies 4 characteristics in his view which make the profession of law unique, characteristic 2 is relevant to these 
discussions on legal education: 
(1) the law is a public calling which entails a duty to serve the good of the community as a whole and not just one's own 
good or that of one's own clients,  
(2) The legal profession remains a generalist's craft whose possessor can move with relative ease from one field to 
another… The law is not a form of technical expertise but a loose ensemble of methods and habits easily transported 
across doctrinal lines, and a lawyer is not a technician trained to do one thing well but a Jack or Jill of all trades, 
(3) Practicing in the legal profession requires more than intellectual skill. It also requires the development of perceptual 
and emotional powers,  

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/events/the-reality-of-legaltech-in-operation-tales-from-the-inside
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/3355/1/strathprints003355.pdf
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transferrable technological skills as part of the law degree could be a way to strengthen this unique 

characteristic of law degrees. The development of transferrable technological skills at undergraduate 

level would also be beneficial to law graduates as they seek employment in this online work 

environment. As most forms of work have shifted online, law schools are now placed in a prime 

position to provide law students with experiences similar to that in a work environment. 

 

When data was collected between the months of May to November 2020, the general sentiment of 

legal educators and legal practitioners was that Law School equips law graduates with some 

technological skills required for practice but law graduates still have to learn on the job. A significant 

proportion of participants also opined that Law School does not equip law graduates with any 

technological skills that are required for employment. The bar chart below shows the overall statistic 

of responses for the question posed from all streams of participants.  

 

 

It is logical and reasonable for an undergraduate course to equip graduates with some technological 

skills required for employment, and for graduates to have to learn on the job whatever that job may 

be. Every form of employment will have some specialist skills which can only be developed through 

experience. However, to say graduates have not at all been equipped with any technological skills 

 
(4)  the law has a special relation to the past. The law's past is not only something that can be observed from the outside. It 
also possesses value and prestige within the law itself.  precedent is a value in the law-not always the final or weightiest 
value, but a value that must always be taken into account and given its due. 
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required for employment after completing a three (or four) year undergraduate course is quite 

worrying. Legal education in England and Wales is undergoing a period of transformation with the 

Solicitors Qualifying Exam rolling out in September, Brexit, COVID-19 restrictions on international 

travel resulting in reduced numbers of international student enrolment, in addition to the pressure 

law schools have already faced with having to shift online. Many law schools are reconsidering the 

purpose of their law degrees and are redesigning their curriculum accordingly. It is a practical 

aspiration for law schools to work towards diminishing this statistic. The shift online has already 

aligned and facilitated building technological skills that graduates require in employment. The 

challenge for re-designers of the curriculum is maintaining reasonable balance between developing 

transferrable technological skills for employment and enriching students with the fundamental legal 

knowledge that the law degree is known for. As Birks argues, although not many law graduates go 

on to practice,14 it is an education in law that engages a student’s intellect whilst making them useful 

in the world after university. Re-designers of the curriculum should cautiously bear in mind that it is 

both patronizing and mistaken to suppose that when a student puts law down on their university 

application, they mean ‘a dog’s dinner of law with minced bits of other things’.15  

 

From data that was gathered, when asked what technological skills will be important for legal 

practice in future, most responses were not related to law-specific technologies. Six main skills 

emerged from the responses of this question: law-specific technologies, Microsoft, communication, 

document management, research, artificial intelligence/coding. For the purpose of brief discussion 

in this paper, I have grouped transferrable technological skills which should be fostered through the 

law curriculum into wider themes.  

(i) Basic IT skills  

Data collected made reference to various features of the Microsoft Office package which are 

important to legal practice in future. Word, PowerPoint, Excel, Outlook and Teams were the 

most common. Although these are basic skills, most graduates do not have satisfactory 

proficiency of these features if they have not had to make use of it.  In theory, these are simple 

features to use but these are not skills that can be taught by reading a book or watching a 

tutorial video. Proficiency comes with exploration and practice. It may also be beneficial for 

educators to provide students with feedback on their use of emails and instant messaging – 

 
14 Steven Vaughan, “The Lies We Tell Ourselves: Problematising the (S)Hallow Foundations of the Core of Legal Education” 
(Society of Legal Scholars Annual Conference, UCLAN, Preston, September 2019) - Figures published by the Law Society of 
England and Wales reveal that undergraduate law students outstrip available training contracts alone by 3:1, whilst overall 
students entering practice are in the region of 20–25%. 
 
15Peter Birks, ‘Editor’s Preface’, Pressing Problems in the Law: What are Law Schools for?, vol 2 (Oxford University Press 
1996), p.xv 
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format of writing, tone, address, sign off, CC, BCC, format of attachments, as well as 

appropriateness of method that has been used for the relevant communication. Feedback on 

these little things are normal in a work environment, but much less common in a university 

setting. This shift online may be a good opportunity for a shift in pedagogic approaches too. The 

value in formative feedback on communications via email, IM, video conferencing and so on 

helps students develop their online communication skills and prepares students to navigate 

through the work environment more confidently and professionally.16   

 

(ii) Document management & Research  

Most law students have a substantial experience with academic legal research. However, less 

emphasis is placed on practical research. Students who carry out clinical modules may have 

some experience of practical legal research, but this is quite uncommon in most undergraduate 

law degrees. The ability to find credible, practical, and efficient solutions to a problem is a very 

useful skill to foster. Although the internet is a resource available at our fingertips, tapping into 

this resource is a skill that needs to be developed. It is easy to find answers, but not all answers 

are reliable. Ciphering through the fake-news, clickbait articles, and unreliable sources of 

information requires a sense of digital awareness. The ability to determine credibility of 

resources that are not from academic sources is an essential skill to possess outside the 

classroom environment.  

 

(iii) Artificial Intelligence/coding 

From data that was collected, some participants made reference to artificial intelligence and 

coding. Very few of these references were about possessing the ability to code. Instead, most 

references were about having an awareness and understanding as to how artificial intelligence 

and coding works. This is a reasonable expectation to have considering the increased use of 

automated processes and virtual assistants that are being used in practice.17 However, from a 

point of practicality, to foster this awareness and understanding through the law curriculum, 

legal educators would first have to understand how coding works themselves. Similar to the 

point made about Microsoft, this is not something that can be learnt by reading a book or 

 
16 Marcus Smith, “Integrating Technology into Contemporary Legal Education” (2020) 54 The Law Teacher 209,216 - Smith 
discusses how law firms are increasingly adopting collaboration technology to support the needs of modern legal practice 
and the importance of being able to collaborate with technology. Students with strong collaboration skills and a 
familiarisation with technology may gain competitive advantage as those skills become increasingly more valuable. 
17 The Law Society, “Lawtech Adoption Research” (2019) 8 <www.lawsociety.org.uk/support-
services/researchtrends/lawtech-adoption-report/>  accessed 17 April 2019 - The Law Society suggests that artificial 
intelligence and machine learning will not only have an impact on the legal profession, but significantly influence a number 
of areas of legal activity. 

http://www.lawsociety.org.uk/support-services/researchtrends/lawtech-adoption-report/
http://www.lawsociety.org.uk/support-services/researchtrends/lawtech-adoption-report/


14 
 

watching a tutorial video. Immersive and experiential methods are required to grasp an 

understanding of coding.  This skill could possibly be fostered more effectively through 

collaborative tasks with students from other departments in a university,18 or through taking up 

a module from a more tech-focused course.19 The potential of these courses is to move students 

beyond using technology to designing and building technology solutions whilst building skills 

that are transferable and applicable to navigate the unpredictable nature of the changing 

workplace.20 Although possible for some institutions, this is not a practical suggestion for all 

institutions for reasons such as cost, logistics, accessibility, structure of curriculum, among other 

reasons that are beyond the scope of this paper. This is a point for consideration and there is 

room for further exploration on more practical and accessible pedagogic approaches to meet 

this learning outcome through the law curriculum.  

 

Concluding remarks 

As noted by a participant, ‘[the use of legal technologies] is the logical and inevitable way forward. 

The pandemic has simply drastically expedited the process.’ This is true, and the reluctance of 

lawyers to change and adapt to the impact of technology on legal practice has been noted by many 

academics such as Susskind.21 Despite the fraught circumstances of the pandemic, there is a 

consensus that innovation forced through lockdown may lead to lasting and positive change. 

Widespread digital teaching and learning is just not an emergency stopgap but will have an 

important role in the future.22  

 

At present, universities are coming up with short-term fixes to immediately remedy problems which 

students and educators may face, or by making exceptions on case-by-case basis. However, this is 

not a sustainable structure and universities will have to come up with better strategies to effectively 

 
18 Ulster University, Legal Innovation Centre website <www.ulster.ac.uk/legalinnovation/about>   accessed 7 April 2021 – 
University of Ulster established the Legal Innovation Centre which is a collaboration between the law and computing 
schools bringing together innovation and research in legal technologies. 
Oxford University, Law and Technology Education <www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-and-subject-groups/ai-english-law-work-
package-five>  accessed 7 April 2021 - The University of Oxford has a number of work packages that address the 
intersection between law and technology and convene the Law and Technology Education Network. 
19 <www.lsbu.ac.uk/courses/course-finder/lawllb-hons#course_tab_modules>  accessed 2 December 2018 - London South 
Bank University “Law and Technology” module where law students work with computer science students to create a piece 
of legal technology. 
20 The Law Society, “Horizon Scanning, Digital Futures” (June 2020) <www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-
futures> accessed 1 July 2020. 
 
21 Richard Susskind, Tomorrow’s Lawyers (Oxford University Press 2017) 40. 
22 Times Higher Education, 2020, ’THE leaders survey: will Covid-19 leave universities in intensive care?’ 
<https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/leaders-survey-will-covid-19-leave-universities-intensive-care> 
accessed 7 April 2021 - Survey of international university leaders in May 2020 found 55% agreed that the experience of 
mass online teaching and the realisation of its possibilities will increase the use of fully online degrees at their institutions 
over the next five years. 

http://www.ulster.ac.uk/legalinnovation/about
http://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-and-subject-groups/ai-english-law-work-package-five
http://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-and-subject-groups/ai-english-law-work-package-five
http://www.lsbu.ac.uk/courses/course-finder/lawllb-hons#course_tab_modules
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/leaders-survey-will-covid-19-leave-universities-intensive-care%3e
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address issues that have been discussed above, such as digital poverty, accessibility for foreign or 

disabled students, privacy and security, and flexibility. As part of enrolment/onboarding, it may be 

necessary for universities to engage with each student and educator individually to ensure the best 

possible online learning environment for everyone. Where necessary, practical solutions will have to 

be catered to each individual. With a sustainable model of online/blended learning, the nature and 

purpose of Law School will change drastically as access to Higher Education increases.  

 

This pandemic has already begun to re-shape legal education and legal practice. Legal educators 

have been resilient through the challenges of this pandemic and have grown accustomed to 

delivering teaching during these unprecedented times through innovation and online collaboration. 

The shift from on-campus to online delivery was achieved by Law Schools around the world largely in 

a matter of days is extraordinary, and tells its own story of technologies, investment, and the ethos 

of Law Teachers.23 The difficulties and challenges faced at present are only transitory. Legal 

educators in England and Wales have been having these conversations about transforming legal 

education for decades and have received push back from institutions and other external and internal 

influencers. This pandemic has been a catalyst for change, and it has set in motion the future of legal 

education that legal educators have envisioned for some time.  

 
23 Chris Ashford, ‘Law Teaching and the Coronavirus Pandemic’ (2020) 54 The Law Teacher 167. 

 


