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Law Student Wellbeing:  The challenge to make a change.
In the context of a curriculum renewal process at the ANU College of Law, we undertook a pilot study in 2009-2010 to survey students at the College on various measures of wellbeing. The results were consistent with a growing body of research in the US and Australia indicating that legal education may have a negative impact on law students’ wellbeing.  These results challenged us: What in the law school curriculum could be changed to improve the student experience and support student wellbeing? To find answers, we conducted an off-campus dialogue retreat for staff and students in March 2011. 
A Dialogue Retreat.

Dialogue was chosen as a buffer against the adversarial ‘debate’ style that is stereotypic of law school discourse. We wanted to provide the opportunity for students not only to tell their stories, but to become creators of new stories; we thought a dialogue with faculty could empower students in the reform process and thus contribute to the wellbeing of current and future students.  

The dialogue’s first goal was to examine the law student experience and explore the ways that the pedagogy, substance, and context of legal education impact a student’s self concept, development of professional identity, and well-being. More importantly, the dialogue was designed to provide an opportunity for students and faculty to collaborate on curricular reform.

The Process 
Intimate, informal, yet serious.  
The evening introductory session program was designed to allow the 18 students and 10 faculty members to become acquainted and to establish the right ethos.    

Everyone on the same page 
In the morning, we introduced dialogue and explained the spirit of the endeavor.  Participants were invited – but not compelled - to tell their stories and engage in reflection and make suggestions on a range of topics related to law school experience and student wellbeing.  We explained the difference between dialogue and ‘debate’ and encouraged each person to engage with an open mind and an open heart.  We provided a set of ‘response sheets’ for each person to write ideas and reflections about each session.
Then the pilot study results were presented so all had basic information about law student wellbeing and the research that prompted the dialogue.  

Session one: Telling their stories.
Participants broke into small groups and were asked to take time for reflection; then to tell a story from their own law school experience; and finally to construct a group narrative from all of the stories, using paper, pens, crayons, cut and paste, etc.  These visual depictions of the group narratives were then shared in a large group session.

There was some brief hesitation in engaging in this narrative/dialogue task - a structure unfamiliar to highly rational law students. However, it quickly became natural as participants realised that similar stories emerged from others very different from themselves. The large group sharing session was lively; participants embraced the dialogue method and did not seem to feel a need to dispute or debate.
Session two: Rewriting the narrative.
Participants were encouraged to think about their story – and how they might like to re-write it.  In large group dialogue, participants re-imagined the law school experience how they would have liked it to be. Participants were also asked to name one thing they would most like to have changed. 
Session three:  Identifying all of the problems.
Dialogue/discussion allowed participants to raise any further concerns they had about the law school experience. 
Session four: Generating reform proposals. 
For the focus on curricular reform, we moved into a new space with a large whiteboard.  Each participant identified three reform proposals. Then these were presented one at a time, until all proposals were exhausted.  

Informal time: Time for fellowship, discussion and reflection.
Evening recreation provided time for socializing and reflection on ideas that emerged during the day.
Final session:  Feedback and next steps.
In the morning, we provided feedback and time for final input.  Participants were encouraged to reflect on the ideas that had emerged and to send further thoughts by email to the researchers. Each participant also spoke briefly, giving final thoughts and expressing appreciation.
The Outcome
The dialogue retreat met its objectives.  Although there is still work to do to process outcomes, we now have new insight into the law student experience and a powerful set of reform suggestions.

A preliminary review of the data shows that our students experience interior struggles and changes in their self-concept and sense of wellbeing that are related to identifiable aspects of the curriculum, including lecture styles, learning tasks, course material, and assessment practices.  

We have begun discussions with Dean of the College of Law and the Director of the LLB Program, who are both very supportive, on how this work will feed in to the LLB Curriculum Renewal process. 
A more detailed version of this report is available here.
