Reading Law at Cambridge

- an undergraduate guide to mastering law at Peterhouse -

Word of caution considering the following information

The following is only one view of how to go about studying law at Cambridge.  It is no maxim, tutors and Directors of Studies might or will offer you other valuable approaches.  Its purpose is to give you an introduction to the subject and some information which undergraduates before you would have valued as helpful, so please take it with a pinch of salt.    

Law at Cambridge


Law at Cambridge is a challenging and labour intensive course.  However, you would not be reading this if Peterhouse did not think that you were capable of meeting the challenge.  According to University the undergraduate law course is aimed at providing a more academic foundation, rather than vocational, the emphasis therefore primarily being on the principles of law and technique, reasoning and explanation.  Therefore the course also provides an excellent broad education for those who do not wish to practise law later on.  

The undergraduate study of law at Cambridge culminates in receiving the degree Bachelor of Arts with Honours, if successful, and lasts three years.  Alternatively, under the Erasmus-Socrates scheme, there is the option, after your second year, of spending an additional year abroad in one of four partner universities (Universities of Poitiers (France), Regensburg (Germany), Utrecht (the Netherlands) and Universidad Autonoma de Madrid (Spain)).  Only 10 to 15 students, who have started their studies at Cambridge when applying, may participate in the scheme.  In either case the courses are divided into two parts of which Part I lasts two years and Part II is the last year.  Apart from this, Cambridge University, together with Paris II, offers a double degree programme called the Double Maîtrise (“DM”) which enables students to attain qualifying law degrees from both Cambridge and Paris II in the space of four years, i.e. undergraduates spending two years in Cambridge and two years in Paris.    

The rough skeleton of the Law Tripos

In the first year of Part I, Part IA, students are required to take four subjects: Civil Law I (French Law in the case of “DM” students), Constitutional Law, Criminal Law and Law of Tort.  In Part IB, the second year of Part I, five papers have to be taken: both Contract Law and Land Law are compulsory, whereas the other three subjects can be chosen from a list of courses (e.g. International Law, Civil Law II, Administrative Law, Family Law, Legal History, Sentencing and the Penal System, Criminal Procedure and Evidence).  In Part II of the Law Tripos you either take five papers from a longer list of subjects offered, or only four papers and additionally participate in a seminar course where you have to submit an essay of 12,000 words on a subject prescribed by the university.  Instead of taking one paper, you may take two half-papers which vary from year to year and are published on the Faculty website, but note that this means you taking two exams instead of one at the end of the year.  Some of the papers offered are Equity, European Union Law, Commercial Law, Labour Law, Intellectual Property, Company Law, Aspects of Obligations, Conflict of Laws, Comparative Law, Jurisprudence.  If it is your aim to become a solicitor or barrister you will also have to complete the Freshfields Legal IT Research Skills Course which is a course grounding in research and the use of IT in the law.  To pass the course, you attend a hard-copy research skills seminar in the Michaelmas Term, and IT-based teaching in the Lent term of your first year.  In case you miss them or do not pass there are always catch-up sessions, even enabling you to take the course in your second or third year.  Ideally, however, you aim at having completed it in your first year, as you will not want to waste your time on this course during your “busier” higher years.

Lectures and supervisions


Your teaching is conducted in lectures and supervisions.  Lectures are organised and held by the University whereas supervisions are matters for the colleges to organise.  In law, lectures are not compulsory.  However, it’s advisable to go, since not only do they often clarify things, but also are the lecturers you hear in charge of setting the exams at the end of the year.  You can find the lecture timetable online on the Faculty website on http://www.law. cam.ac.uk/docs/.  It also lists in which room the lectures are held.  In your first year most of your lectures will take place in the rooms in the basement of the Law Faculty.  Although you may choose not to visit some of your lectures, supervisions should not be missed.  


Supervisions are an excellent way of getting to grips with your subject.  If you have the feeling that what you are reading is too complicated to understand, this is your opportunity to ask an expert (often even a leading expert) on issues you are struggling with or you find particularly interesting.  Supervisors set you your work, i.e. the reading you should do to a certain subject and any written work they want you to do.  On average you will be required to write two essays a term for each subject totalling eight essays a term.  Ideally, in your first year, your four supervisions will be spread evenly over a period of two weeks.  If you do end up with three or four supervisions in one week, don’t hesitate to ask your supervisors for an alternative date.  If their own timetable permits them, they are generally willing to adjust the times to fit everyone.  With Peterhouse presently only accommodating two law fellows you will often find yourself going to other colleges for your supervisions – to guarantee an education of the best possible standard.

The marks you obtain for your coursework in your supervisions during the year do not count towards your end mark.  During Easter term you will be tested by taking four exams on the papers you have taken.  Exams consist of at least nine questions of which you have to answer four and last three hours.  This means that you have 40 to 45 minutes per essay.  They are set on the syllabus which is generally published on the website of the Faculty of Law.  You might think that your first year exams are irrelevant.  Bear in mind that you might be applying for vacation schemes in law firms with those grades in the following year which, again, can be relevant for your further career.  However, don’t go crazy over exams.  If you are interested and conscientious about your subject, you will have no difficulties.  Although the grades you obtain in supervisions are merely an indication for college to see how well you are doing and to monitor your studies, supervisions are there for you to use them wisely and for you to get to grips with the subject.  It cannot be emphasised enough: they are an excellent opportunity for you to ask experts about their views on different issues.  Often it is only in supervisions that the law becomes clear.  This also means that the better you are prepared, the more you will gain and the more interesting your subjects will be.  

Some tips as to what to do as a fresher


There is no set plan of how to go about studying law.  Yet, there are some helpful suggestions provided by students which can be considered.  Bear in mind that your supervisor, your Director of Studies and the college you study at influence your experience and the experience of other undergraduates.  You might find that what others feel to be important is either self-evident or not suitable to you, so feel free to ignore these proposals.  

General points

· The Law Faculty, incorporating the Squire Law Library, is on the Sidgwick site together with many other faculties.  You might find this map helpful: http://www.cam.ac.uk/map/v3/drawmap.cgi?mp=sidg;xx=100;yy=100;mt=c;mx=373;my=225;ms=45;mw=4;tl=Faculty%20Of%20Law.  If all fails, find some nice second or third years – without a doubt they will be willing to show you the way!  
· Before your actual lectures to your course start, you will have the opportunity to attend three days of introductory lectures.  They are highly advisable, since they are an extensive introduction to law and lecturers will part with important advice.  
· The Law Society often arranges cocktail parties and dinners.  Test them – they are definitely worth going to.  
· Every Wednesday the Law Faculty holds lunch talks on interesting, current issues where they invite experts from other universities or organisations to present their views on certain topics.  Don’t be afraid to go, you are not required to say anything, but it is open for you to do so if you care to.  

Reading 

· Libraries:

Your subject involves tons of reading.  You can either do this in the Ward Library or the Squire Law Library.  The Ward Library is the college library.  In term-time, you can borrow five books for up to two weeks at a time.  Photocopying costs five pence per A4 sheet, and you can put it on your college bill or pay in cash. During holidays, you can borrow up to ten books for the entire duration of the vacation.  On average, however, there is only one copy of most books.  It is therefore only fair to inform your fellow first year lawyers when you have borrowed a book, and in case more than one of you needs the book at a time, to share the book between each other.  It saves a lot of hassle.  


The Squire Law Library maintains one of the largest legal collections (both printed and electronic) in the United Kingdom and thus covers the three top floors of the building of the Law Faculty.  Virtually anything considering legal issues may be found there!  It is mainly a reference library only, which means that you cannot borrow any books.  This disadvantage proves to be an advantage, since this means that, unless no other person is using a certain book, the book you are looking for must be present.  


Although you can choose to do all of your reading in either of the two libraries, it is advisable that you acquire your own books for the basic reading.  At the beginning of your first term each supervisor will tell you the books from which he or she will be setting the general reading throughout the year.  As law books can be costly, try and buy them second hand.  Most of the time second years will offer you to buy their books from them, often for about half of the original price.  If you do not get the chance to do so, look out for second hand books in bookshops such as Heffer’s or if all fails you will have to buy new copies which you might be able to sell in the following year.  

· Types of literature

There are three types of texts which have to be read by lawyers: books, cases and

articles.  As mentioned above you will be told by your supervisors which law books to read.  If you do not like the way a book, your supervisor has told you to read, has been written, don’t hesitate to find an alternative book which is more to your liking.  There is no good you reading a book which you find difficult or boring.  Just make sure you do read the relevant passages in the other equivalent book.  

You will also be asked to read cases.  These can often be long and tiresome.  At the beginning it is difficult to distinguish what is important and what can be omitted.  If you feel this is the case, discuss this with your supervisor and ask him or her to help you find the parts relevant to that particular topic you are studying.  However, you will have to get used to cases, so really there is no way around reading them at some point.  

If you do find yourself having time to read even more than your supervisors give you to read – note that they normally give you more to read than you can humanly and physically manage – you can always read up on issues in articles.  Often these hold interesting arguments for why the law is the way it is.  Most of the cases and articles can be found online on the Faculty website, http://www.law.cam.ac.uk/resources.php.  The Faculty has subscribed to certain legal databases which are very useful if you want the text directly on your computer rather than having to go to the library to read texts in hard copy.


Make sure that when you are reading that you connect the different ideas and issues of the different parts of the law to each other and try and find an overall picture.  This will be very difficult at the beginning.  Many students only grasp this picture once they are revising and preparing for their exams, so don’t worry if it all seems overwhelming and complicated at the beginning.  

· Noting

As to noting you will have to find your own way in case you have not found it yet.

Some people take notes from books or lectures on their computers, others find it essential to see their own writing.  It’s helpful for exams later in the year that you note cases with short and precise keywords.  Often cases are so bizarr that you will remember them if you hear just one keyword.  

· Writing essays
As to writing essays you will get two types of questions to answer: either a problem

question or an essay question.  Problem questions describe certain situations which you have to explain and solve using your legal knowledge.  Essay questions leave you more leeway: here you have the chance to demonstrate your knowledge by arguing an answer to a set question.  Whether you choose to do an essay plan before you start writing is essentially down to you: it helps some students to structure their ideas, others it inhibits.  For both questions it is essential to state an argument coherently and then support it with case law.  


Since you only have about 40 to 45 minutes in your exam to produce one essay, supervisors generally expect you to limit your thoughts to about 2,000 words.  It is therefore also essential that you use clear and precise language.  Lawyers are no storytellers.  In the end you have to find your own way and style of writing.  There is no absolute method to deliver an excellent essay.  

Good luck! 
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