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experience of dual examination in Ireland

John Lombard

School of Law, University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the impact of the Solicitors Acts 1954 to 2011
(Apprenticeship and Education) (Amendment) Regulations 2019 on under-
graduate legal education in Ireland. The 2019 Regulations provided for
“accelerated access” to the Law Society of Ireland’s entrance examination
(FE-1) thereby permitting undergraduate students to sit the exam. This study
examines the experience and impact of sitting the FE-1 while simultaneously
completing an undergraduate degree. It concentrates on points such as
academic and career aspirations, workload management, and the alignment
of the undergraduate curriculum with the FE-1. Empirical research based on
a questionnaire completed by 121 participants reveals both benefits and
challenges. Key findings draw attention to improved study skills and legal
understanding but also stress and financial pressures experienced by parti-
cipants. The article considers the broader implications for legal education
and suggests a need for enhanced support and guidance from higher
education institutions as well as potential reforms to the FE-1 process to
better align with undergraduate programmes and reduce barriers to entry
into the legal profession.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 21 July 2025; Accepted 24 March 2026

KEYWORDS Legal education; undergraduate law degree; FE-1; solicitor; entrance exam

1. Introduction

The reform of legal education and training in Ireland was the subject of
multiple reports over the past decade. These were prompted by section 34
of the Legal Services Regulation Act 2015 which required the Legal
Services Regulatory Authority (LSRA) to prepare a report on “the education

and training ... arrangements in the State for legal practitioners”.

CONTACT John Lombard @ John.Lombard@ul.ie @ School of Law, University of Limerick, Limerick
V94 T9PX, Ireland
1Legal Services Regulation Act 2015, s 34(1)(a).

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered,
transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the
Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2201-5441
http://www.lawteacher.ac.uk/
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03069400.2026.2651604&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-06-03

2 (&) J.LOMBARD

Entrance to the Law Society of Ireland (LSI) professional training course for
solicitors was considered by the Maharg Report,2 the Peart Commission,®
the Hook Tangaza report® and the LSRA “Setting Standards” report.’
Various recommendations for change were advanced including the devel-
opment of a detailed competency framework for legal education and
training,® admission to professional legal training to be based on achieve-
ment of specified competencies,” a re-design of the purpose of the
entrance exam® and “accelerated access” to the entrance exam for third-
level students.’

The “accelerated access” option was provided for in The Solicitors
Acts 1954 to 2011 (Apprenticeship and Education) (Amendment)
Regulations 2019.'° These regulations came into effect on
1 January 2020 and permit students who have completed the
first year of a level 7 or higher qualification in any discipline,"' or
a degree from a UK university, to sit the LS| entrance examination
(FE-1 exam). Previously, students were required to complete their
undergraduate qualification before sitting this examination. The new
structure allows undergraduate students to achieve a provisional pass
mark in a FE-1 exam, which will crystallise once they have successfully
completed their course of study. The 2019 Regulations have created
a concurrency between third level education and the FE-1 exam pro-
cess. The student is at the centre of this revised system and their
experience must be considered.

This article aims to assess the experience and impact of sitting the FE-1
exam while completing an undergraduate law degree. It draws on empirical
research to explore how students perceive the regulations in terms of aca-
demic and career aspirations, degree alignment, workload and time manage-
ment, and the specific challenges faced. Finally, the article reflects on the
broader implications of the revised FE-1 structure for undergraduate legal
education in Ireland.

2Jane Ching, Jenny Crewe and Paul Maharg, “Solicitor Education in Ireland Review Report” (LSI 2018).

3peart Commission, “Submission to the Legal Services Regulatory Authority” (LSI 2018).

“Hook Tangaza, “Review of Legal Practitioner Education and Training” (2018).

SLegal Services Regulatory Authority, “Setting Standards: Legal Practitioner Education and Training”
(LSRA 2020).

SLegal Services Regulatory Authority (n 5).

"Hook Tangaza (n 4).

8Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2).

°Peart Commission (n 3).

The Solicitors Acts 1954 to 2011 (Apprenticeship and Education) (Amendment) Regulations 2019, SI
503/2019, reg 4.

"Quality and Qualifications Ireland, “National Framework of Qualifications” <www.qgi.ie/what-we-do
/the-qualifications-system/national-framework-of-qualifications> accessed 15 April 2025.


http://www.qqi.ie/what-we-do/the-qualifications-system/national-framework-of-qualifications
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2. The role and purpose of the Final Examination - First Part (FE-1)

The legal profession in Ireland is split into solicitors and barristers, each of
which is represented by a separate professional body.'” The education and
training of barristers in Ireland is a function of the Honourable Society of
King’s Inns. In respect of the solicitors’ profession, it is the LSI which exercises
the education function.

The qualification process for solicitors varies based on the applicant’s
education and professional background. Applicants without a degree or
a recognised degree are required to first sit the preliminary examination,'?
while applicants with or completing an appropriate degree and/or law clerks
proceed to sit the Final Examination — First Part (FE-1)."* The FE-1 is the
entrance examination for the LSI's Professional Practice Course (PPC) for
training to become a solicitor. The FE-1 exam is held twice per year (spring
and autumn) and consists of eight papers, namely: Company Law;
Constitutional Law; Contract Law; Criminal Law; Equity; European Union
Law; Property Law; and Torts."®

The Maharg Report identified several possible purposes for the entrance
examination including: aptitude and practicality; consistency, difference and
repetition in the FE-1; the currency of FE-1 content; the symbolic value of
common assessment; a route to qualification for non-law graduates; and the
prevention of nepotism.'® The aptitude function establishes how well an
applicant can apply academic knowledge to practical situations which arise
during the PPC. The common assessment addresses concerns of inconsis-
tency in standards across university law schools. On the role of currency, the
FE-1 may serve to refresh an applicant’s legal knowledge. The FE-1 may
contribute positively to professional identity and cohesion as it is
a common experience for solicitors in the jurisdiction. The exam provides
a way for non-law graduates to enter the profession. As to nepotism, it has
been suggested that the FE-1 has a “positive social mobility effect”.!”

A more critical perspective on the role of the FE-1 emerged during a mid-
2000s study of the legal profession undertaken by the Competition

"2Gabriel Brennan, “Irish Professional Legal Education” (2020) 54 The Law Teacher 149; John F Buckley,
“Legal Education: A Steep Curve of Learning” in Eamonn G Hall and Daire Hogan (eds), The Law Society
of Ireland 1852-2002: Portrait of a Profession (Four Courts Press 2002); Maeve Hosier, The Regulation of
the Legal Profession in Ireland (Quid Pro 2014).

3Law Society of Ireland, “Preliminary Examination” <https://www.lawsociety.ie/becoming-a-solicitor/
preliminary-examination/> accessed 9 April 2026.

Law Society of Ireland, “Becoming a Solicitor” <https://www.lawsociety.ie/becoming-a-solicitor/>
accessed 9 April 2026.

>The Solicitors Acts 1954 to 1994 (Apprenticeship and Education) Regulations 2001, SI 546/2001, reg 12.

'®Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2) 93-97.

17Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2) 97.
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Authority."® The resulting report highlighted a monopoly in legal education
and training such that the FE-1 served as a filter to entering the profession:

The Law Society requires graduates who hold recognised law degrees to pass its
Entrance Examinations before being permitted to commence training as
a solicitor despite their having already been examined in the subjects covered
as part of their law degree. This requirement is a direct result of the monopoly
enjoyed by the Law Society in professional training for solicitors. If it were to be
abolished, then theoretically all those holding recognised law degrees would be
entitled to pursue training as a solicitor, [...]. With most Irish universities
offering law degrees, clearly the Law Society could not cope with the potential
demand due to the limits on its capacity. As a consequence, they would be
forced to find some other means of selecting potential students.'®

The Competition Authority proposed abolishing the requirement for law
graduates to pass the FE-1.2° While this proposal was not implemented,
other recommendations set out by the Competition Authority were to
prove influential in wider reform of the Irish legal profession, eventually
resulting in changes to the FE-1 process.

3. Reform of legal practitioner education and training

The post-2008 financial crisis in Ireland placed a spotlight on all aspects of
legal services within the state.”’ The near collapse of the banking system led
the Irish government to enter into a Memorandum of Understanding with the
European Union, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary
Fund.?? The Memorandum required the reform of “sheltered sectors” such as
the legal profession. This involved the establishment of an independent
regulator for the legal profession, responding to the Legal Costs Working
Group recommendations, and addressing the remaining Competition
Authority recommendations aimed at reducing legal costs.?* As part of this,
the Legal Services Regulation Act 2015 was enacted, and the Legal Services
Regulatory Authority (LSRA) was established on 1 October 2016.*

'8Competition Authority, “Competition in Professional Services: Solicitors and Barristers” (2006);
Competition Authority, “Study of Competition in Legal Services: Preliminary Report” (2005).

"Competition Authority, “Competition in Professional Services: Solicitors and Barristers” (n 18) 53.

2Competition Authority, “Study of Competition in Legal Services: Preliminary Report” (n 18) xii. Proposal
35 Pending the introduction of Proposal 2, the Law Society, as an interim measure should abolish the
requirement for law graduates to pass the entrance examination.

2'"Maeve Hosier, “The Legal Profession in Troikaland: Before and after the Irish Bailout” (2015) 22
International Journal of the Legal Profession 193.

2|nternational Monetary Fund, “Ireland: Letter of Intent, Memorandum of Economic and Financial

23Policies, and Technical Memorandum of Understanding” (December 2010) 27.
ibid.

24Legal Services Regulation Act 2015 (Establishment Day) Order 2016, SI 507/2016.
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As noted in the Introduction, section 34 of the 2015 Act required the LSRA
to prepare a report on “the education and training ... arrangements in the
State for legal practitioners”.?> This placed a spotlight on the FE-1 exam as
evidenced by reports published by the LSRA and the LSI. However, it was the
work of the LSI which was to have the greatest practical influence in reshap-
ing the FE-1.

3.1. The LSRA recommendations for reform

The starting point for the LSRA was the commissioning of the Hook Tangaza
report titled “Review of Legal Practitioner Education and Training”.?® This
report was submitted to the LSRA in August 2018. Stakeholder engagement
highlighted concerns relating to the cost of the FE-1, lack of transparency in
the assessment, the time commitment for sitting the FE-1, duplication of
effort, an impact on diversity, and the impact on resource planning for law
firms. The report did note some support for the FE-1 in that it ensures
a standard level of knowledge in core areas of law, it eases concerns about
inconsistent standards across universities, and encourages applicants to learn
new areas of a legal subject. The report set out 14 recommendations for
change, of which proposals seven and eight are of greatest relevance to this
study. Proposal seven states that, “[aldmission to programmes of legal practi-
tioner education should be based on achievement of specified competencies
at defined standards”.?” Proposal eight provides that the Legal Practitioner
Education and Training Committee “should develop a common set of com-
petencies and standards for admission to the current PPC and barrister-at-law
degree programmes”.?®

Taken together, proposals seven and eight provide that once legal practi-
tioner competencies are developed, higher education institutions could
apply for programme accreditation from the LSRA to confirm that their
degree offerings satisfy the standards required for admission to the LSI PPC.
In effect, the completion of an accredited degree would evidence the neces-
sary competencies for admission to professional training. There appeared to
be broad support for reform among higher education institutions, law firms
and statutory bodies:

The submissions from the six largest law firms, the nine Heads of Irish Law
Schools (individually and collectively) and the CCPC, all recommended that
a system of recognition for undergraduate legal education should be

%L egal Services Regulation Act 2015, s 34(1)(a).
26Hook Tangaza (n 4).

*’Hook Tangaza (n 4) 144.

2Hook Tangaza (n 4) 144-45.
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introduced. This would have the effect of removing the requirement for law
graduates to sit the FE-1 on the grounds of unnecessary duplication of
learning.?®

In the alternative, the Dublin Solicitors Bar Association and the LSI suggested
allowing students to sit the FE-1 during their degree courses.*® In any case,
the LSRA noted that the proposals set out in the Hook Tangaza report would
bring about significant change, such that the Authority considered it neces-
sary to undertake further consultation prior to making its final
recommendations.’

In September 2020, the LSRA published the “Setting Standards” report.>? In
advance of publication, the LSI introduced regulations to provide for accel-
erated access to the FE-1 thereby changing the landscape of professional
education and training. This may have had implications for the work under-
taken by the LSRA and the recommendations for reform. The report went on
to recommend establishing clear definitions for the competence and profes-
sional standards required to practise as a solicitor or barrister. It also proposed
the creation of a statutory framework to accredit existing providers of legal
practitioner education and training and to enable new providers to become
accredited.

3.2. The LSI recommendations for reform

In 2017, the LSI commissioned an independent evaluation of solicitor educa-
tion and training, enlisting a group of legal education academics led by
Professor Paul Maharg.>* The review, known as the Maharg Report, provided
the LSI with an analysis of the system for solicitor education in the state and
outlined recommendations for improvement.

The report expressed concern about the “purpose and structure” of the
entrance examination and outlined a range of recommended actions.>* These
actions included: “[a]lign FE-1 content and standards closely with the PPC”;
“[clarry out periodic validation of the assessment”; and “[rleview communica-
tions regarding the FE-1".2® A review of communication was recommended as
the report identified confusion as to the purpose and structure of the FE-1. In
addition, the Maharg Report recommended that the LSI may consider long-

2Hook Tangaza (n 4) 112.

*Hook Tangaza (n 4) 113.

*Legal Services Regulatory Authority, “Report on the Education and Training of Legal Practitioners:
Report to the Minister for Justice and Equality, Mr. Charles Flanagan TD under section 34(1)(a) of the
Legal Services Regulation Act, 2015" (LSRA 2018) 4.

32| egal Services Regulatory Authority, “Setting Standards: Legal Practitioner Education and Training”
(LSRA 2020).

$Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2). Published in January 2018.

34Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2) 20.

*ibid.
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term reforms to the FE-1 exam, such as adopting models like those used by
the Law Society of Northern Ireland or the General Medical Council, licensing
undergraduate degrees, or requiring the FE-1 only for non-law graduates.*®

The Peart Commission was subsequently convened by the LS| to develop
specific actions based on the Maharg Report.>” This group set out 30 recom-
mendations aimed at improving access to the profession, innovation in legal
education, and streamlining the professional training model. Under Proposals
seven and eight of the Peart Commission the FE-1 was to remain in place but
access would be expanded.

Proposal seven of the Peart Commission set out:

The Final Examination First Part will continue to be a requirement for admit-
tance to the Law School in that it ensures a common standard of competence in
the core areas of law.*®

The entrance examination was described as providing “an assurance of
prior knowledge of academic law”,** and acting as a “leveller” for the
professional training course that creates cohesion among all entrants.*°
The report also identified a “compelling public interest” in continuing the
FE-1 exam as it ensures that all entrants have a minimum level of under-
standing of academic law.*' Moreover, by maintaining the FE-1 it did not
require the PPC to adapt to “variances in the knowledge of the academic
law”.*2

Proposal eight prompted the subsequent reform of the FE-1 process, as it
stated:

Accelerated access to taking the Final Examination First Part will be accorded to
any candidate in the second year of a law or mixed law degree course in an Irish
university or HEA approved third level institution rendering such a candidate
eligible to sit this examination.*®

The implementation of proposal eight required an amendment to the
Education Regulations. The resulting change applied to a broader range of
programmes rather than being restricted to a law or mixed law degree
course.** In effect, any person who has completed the first year of
a programme at level 7 or higher is entitled to sit the LSI entrance
examination.

*ibid.

37peart Commission (n 3). Published June 2018.

38peart Commission (n 3) 32.

*ibid.

“Oibid.

“Tpeart Commission (n 3) 34.

“ibid.

“3peart Commission (n 3) 37.

“The Solicitors Acts 1954 to 2011 (Apprenticeship and Education) (Amendment) Regulations 2019, SI
503/2019, reg 4.
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There was some disquiet expressed about the manner in which these
regulations were introduced. In a submission to the LSRA, a leading Irish
law firm stated, “[w]e do not believe that there was adequate engagement or
consultation in this regard before the LSI sought to adopt the Regulations”.**
Similarly, until this point no study had been undertaken to examine the
experience and impact of the revised FE-1 structure on the undergraduate
student and to consider the broader implications for undergraduate legal

education in the state.

4. Research methodology

The study collected quantitative and qualitative data through the use of
a questionnaire. This instrument was developed for the study based on
a review of the literature. Comments and feedback on the questionnaire
were provided by three colleagues in my university. This process focused
on face and content validity, clarity, and the suitability of the questionnaire.
Once all questions were agreed, the questionnaire was uploaded to the
online survey platform, Qualtrics.

The questionnaire was composed of 34 questions across 8 sections, spe-
cifically: qualifying questions (questions 1-2), demographic and degree
details (questions 3-11), academic and career aspirations (questions 12-14),
Law Society of Ireland Entrance Examination (FE-1) (questions 15-20), align-
ment with undergraduate degree (questions 21-26), workload and time
management (questions 27-30) and financial considerations (questions
31-33). Question 34 was an open-ended question which provided partici-
pants with an opportunity to include further comments on the topic.

An information letter along with the hyperlink for the online questionnaire
was circulated to undergraduate and postgraduate law students in the
author’s university. The call for participants was also shared through personal
and School of Law social media channels including X, BlueSky and LinkedIn.
Survey details were shared on two Reddit subreddits which focus on the FE-1
exam.*® Furthermore, the research project came to the attention of an Irish
legal news website which posted details of the study online and included it in
the daily email newsletter for law students and legal professionals across
Ireland. This ensured an opportunity for people across Ireland to engage with
the study, thereby reducing selection bias.

Data collection took place from 17 February 2025 to 10 March 2025 during
which time 121 eligible participants completed the questionnaire. Survey

“SLegal Services Regulatory Authority (n 5) 57. “The LSI's rushed adoption of such Regulations could be
judged as an attempt to pre-empt the Authority’s own review.”

“®Reddit, “r/FE1_Exams” <www.reddit.com/r/FE1_Exams/> accessed 15 April 2025; Reddit, “r/FE1_Exams_"
<https://www.reddit.com/r/FE1_Exams_/> accessed 15 April 2025.


http://www.reddit.com/r/FE1_Exams/
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data was analysed in SPSS and qualitative data was examined utilising the-
matic analysis.*” Missing data was excluded from statistical analysis.

4.1. Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the University of Limerick
Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee
(reference 2024-11-19-AHSS). Participants were recruited after receiving all
relevant information which included an explanation of the study’s purpose
and process. Participants were aware of the study’s risks and benefits and
could end the survey at any time. Informed consent was recorded for all
participants on the survey landing page. Responses to the questionnaire were
anonymous and unfinished surveys were not recorded by Qualtrics.

5. Results

A total of 211 people sought to participate in the study; however this was
reduced to 121 due to the screening questions at the start of the survey.
These questions asked whether the participant’s undergraduate degree was
in law/legal studies and whether the participant had sat a Law Society of
Ireland entrance examination (FE-1) paper during their undergraduate
degree.

5.1. Demographic and student characteristics

Sixty-two per cent (n = 75) of participants were women, 36% (n = 44) men and
2% (n = 2) preferred not to respond. Forty-three per cent (n = 52) of

Table 1. Institution where you completed or are completing your
undergraduate degree.

Institution Count Percentage
Dublin City University 14 12%
Maynooth University 6 5%
Trinity College Dublin 18 15%
University College Cork 17 14%
University College Dublin 22 18%
University of Galway 16 13%
University of Limerick 15 12%
Atlantic Technological University 2 2%

1%
2%
2%
4%

South East Technological University
Technological University Dublin
Technological University of the Shannon
Other

U W=

47Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Reflecting on Reflexive Thematic Analysis” (2019) 11 Qualitative
Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 589.
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participants were in the 18-22 age category; 47% (n = 57) were in the 23-27
age category and 10% (n = 12) were 28 or older. All Irish universities and four
technological universities were represented in the data (Table 1).

Forty per cent (n = 49) of participants were current undergraduate
students, of which 2% (n = 1) were in second year, 20% (n = 10) in
third year and 78% (n = 38) were in fourth year. The majority, 65.3%
(n = 32) did not intend on completing a postgraduate degree, 18.4%
(n = 9) didn't know and 16.3% (n = 8) answered in the positive.
Participants who had completed their undergraduate studies were asked
which of a range of options best described their current circumstances and
they could select all relevant responses: 11% (n = 8) were pursuing a post-
graduate qualification (eg LLM, MA, PhD), 14% (n = 10) were completing
the LSI PPC, 18% (n = 13) were completing in-office training to become
a solicitor, 50% (n = 36) were preparing for FE-1 exams, 39% (n = 28) were
employed in a legal role, 8% (n = 6) were employed in a non-legal role,
and 1% (n = 1) were not employed.

On academic and career aspirations, 95% (n = 110) wished to pursue
a career as a solicitor, 2% (n = 2) wished to practise as a barrister and 3%
(n = 4) selected “other”. For 43% (n = 52) of participants the option of
completing the FE-1 exam during their undergraduate degree influenced
their primary career goal. These participants were asked to provide detail
on the nature of this influence. Positive and negative comments centred
around themes of faster career progression, workload management, influ-
ence on career decision-making, financial and practical considerations, as well
as perceived barriers and challenges. On faster career progression, partici-
pants stated:

| realised | could qualify quicker if | “doubled up” on work and sat as many
FE-1s as possible during my undergraduate degree. If | can qualify in my mid
20's as a solicitor and | hate it, | can move on to something else as I'm still
young.

Knowing | have a traineeship lined up | can start straight away. | completed all
eight exams during my degree. | am a mature student however, so | know what
| want and don’t want to wait around.

| saw this as an opportunity to kick-start my career earlier. This option heavily
influenced my career choice as | felt that while studying in college, | would be
able to kill two birds with the one stone and study for these professional exams
also.

On the theme of workload management, participants stated:

The opportunity to progress faster and do exams at my own pace during my
degree (by doing one exam per sitting) appealed to me as | could devote more
to one exam and focus on my studies alongside this, rather than trying to do
multiple FE-1s while working.
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| appreciated having the opportunity to sit the exams while still in the study
mindset and while able to avail of university resources. | also found it helpful to
experience the workload of the FE-1s early on so that | could formulate a plan
for when | wished to sit the remaining exams and how long to allocate between
completion of my undergraduate and beginning a training contract.

| suppose if you can get the majority of FE-1s done during your undergrad and
that can allow you to start a training contract there is less pressure to complete
a master’s degree.

The revised FE-1 had an influence on career decision-making for some
participants:

| suppose it made me make a firm decision towards my primary career goal
earlier than | would have and commit myself.

The opportunity to sit an FE-1 exam during my undergraduate degree pres-
sured me into selecting a career path sooner than | was perhaps ready to select
this. | felt that | had to get a head-start on my career.

Several comments related to financial and practical considerations:

It will enable me to be able to seek working opportunities/training contracts
soon after graduation which better suits my career goals and financial situation

Off putting, feels like a barrier, huge toll to plan to sit these exams as well as
saving money, paying rent, living in your early 20s ...

The fifth theme related to perceived barriers and challenges:

I sat four FE-1's and failed all of them. Nearly walked away from law completely.
Very deflating.

It made me rethink it massively, as the exam was the toughest hurdle | had
experienced. Despite my academic success prior to it, | felt myself wavering on
whether the career would be worth the incredibly stressful experience.

The questionnaire proceeded to focus on the LSI Entrance Examination.
Table 2 sets out the subjects completed by participants during their under-
graduate degree. Seventy-three per cent (n = 87) passed all exams taken

Table 2. Which FE-1 paper(s) did you sit during your under-
graduate degree (select all that apply)?

Subject Count Percentage
Criminal Law 66 55%
Law of Property 54 45%
Law of Torts 37 31%
Law of Contract 35 29%
Law of the European Union 27 23%
Company Law 25 21%
Constitutional Law 21 18%

Equity 22 18%
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during their undergraduate degree. Eighty-six per cent (n = 103) of partici-
pants always completed the corresponding law module before sitting the FE-
1 exam, 11% (n = 13) answered “sometimes” and 3% (n = 4) selected “never”.

Participants were asked what motivated them to sit the FE-1s during their
undergraduate degree. Seven per cent (n = 8) indicated it was required as
a condition of their training contract; 43% (n = 52) to improve chances of
securing a training contract; 23% (n = 27) to stay competitive with classmates
sitting the FE-1; 53% (n = 63) to use knowledge from the undergraduate
degree while fresh in their mind; 69% (n = 83) to reduce workload after
graduation; 66% (n = 79) to accelerate entry into the profession; 10%
(n = 12) to gain a deeper understanding of the FE-1 subjects; 39% (n = 47)
to enhance their CV; and 6% (n = 7) selected “other”.

A FE-1 preparation course was completed by 28% (n = 33) of participants.
Reasons for doing so related to insufficient university preparation, a need for
exam-specific guidance, a refresh of prior knowledge, and maximising the
potential for exam and career success.

Subsequent questions concentrated on the alignment of the FE-1 with the
undergraduate degree. Eighty-nine per cent (n = 103) reported that their
third level institution provided no specific guidance or resources to support
them when preparing for the FE-1 exam. The following question asked
participants to what extent their undergraduate degree prepared them for
the entrance exam. “Completely prepared” was selected by 3% (n = 3) of
participants, 26% (n = 31) selected “mostly prepared”, 48% (n = 57) selected
“somewhat prepared”, 16% (n = 19) selected “slightly prepared” and 8%
(n = 10) selected “not at all prepared”.

Forty-eight per cent (n = 57) considered that the FE-1 exam covered the
same areas of law as the undergraduate degree but in greater depth or with
a different focus (Table 3).

A majority, 55% (n = 66), considered all FE-1 exams to be more difficult and
just 8% (n = 10) reported that none of the FE-1s were more difficult.

Table 3. To what extent did the legal knowledge assessed in the FE-1 exam(s) align with
the content covered in your undergraduate programme?

Response Count Percentage

The FE-1 exam(s) covered areas of law that were not part of my undergraduate 5 4%
degree (not aligned)

The FE-1 exam(s) covered mostly different areas of law than my undergraduate 9 8%
degree (minimally aligned)

The FE-1 exam(s) included some areas of law that were not covered in my 38 32%
undergraduate degree (partially aligned)

The FE-1 exam(s) covered the same areas of law as my undergraduate degree 57 48%
but in greater depth or with a different focus (mostly aligned)

The FE-1 exam(s) covered the same material as my undergraduate degree (fully 7 6%
aligned)

Other 4 3%
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Sixty-one per cent (n = 71) of participants indicated that sitting the FE-1
exam changed their approach to studying law for their undergraduate
degree. Many responses highlighted broader changes relating to study tech-
nique, greater depth and breadth of knowledge, exam-focused preparation,
and time management. In relation to study technique, participants stated:

| developed a greater understanding of what method of studying works for me,
as well it helped me improve my study planning skills as the exams required
more preparation.

| took the approach of taking comprehensive notes in order to make life easier
when | was preparing for the corresponding FE-1. This meant that | wasn’t just
preparing for the exam in college but also assessments thereafter.

| developed a more efficient process for making concise summary notes and
case banks. Also developed exam technique (although the format of FE-1 and
undergrad exams is very different) and memorisation techniques (i.e. learning
cases and legislation).

More focus on rote learning, past papers and flashcards, trying to gain
a shallower understanding of the whole syllabus. During my undergraduate
exams | would've read more academic commentary and had a deeper under-
standing of a fewer areas of interest.

While studying for the FE-1 exams | learned how | best studied for law exams -
this had tremendous carryover to my undergraduate exams. My study patterns
changed to more rote learning styles; such is needed for the FE-1 exams.

Participants noted that the FE-1 exam required a wider scope of legal knowl-
edge than undergraduate legal exams, covering significantly more topics
with less depth.

At university level, exams felt easier, and the content needed for a passing
grade was a general understanding of the area.

| found it easier to study for undergrad exams as the depth of knowledge is not
as much as needed for FE-1s. My memory of cases was also greatly enhanced,
and | created a new method of knowledge retainment.

Participants adjusted their approach to writing problem and essay questions,
preferring clarity and application over theoretical discussion:

My structure to answers changed for the better. | was able to find and use more
relevant law. Focusing more on the effect and reasoning of judgements rather
than the facts of a case. | felt a lot more comfortable in taking exams.

| have definitely shifted my focus more towards applying case law directly to the
facts in an essay/problem question. Before FE-1s | was more focused on aca-
demic articles and discursive style writing. The way | write law essays for college
is definitely now more formulaic than it was before.
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Time management arose due to the need to balance undergraduate course-
work with FE-1 preparation:

Sitting the FE-1 hasn't really changed my approach to studying the law itself,
but it taught me better time management, and | have become better at
prioritising what is most important.

Due to the wide array of topics and workload required to study for the FE-Ts,
| felt like | needed to decide on my priorities and for a while devoted less time to
my undergraduate studies and skipped some lectures/did less independent
study around the time of the FE-1s.

The next section in the questionnaire specifically addressed workload and
time management. Forty-five per cent (n = 54) of participants spent more
than 16 hours per week preparing for FE-1 exams; 27.5% (n = 33) spent
11-15 hours, 20.83% (n = 25) spent 5-10 hours and 6.67% (n = 8) spent less
than 5 hours preparing per week.

Question 27 asked how studying for the FE-1 exam affected the partici-
pant’s undergraduate studies. Forty per cent (n = 48) of participants indicated
that it sometimes distracted from coursework. Twenty-five per cent (n = 30)
were of the opinion that it enhanced their understanding of legal subjects
and improved academic performance. For 13% (n = 15) it helped to reinforce
some concepts but had little overall impact, and for 13% (n = 16) it had no
effect. Seven per cent (n = 8) believed that the FE-1 exams had a significant
negative impact on their ability to focus on and perform well in their under-
graduate studies. Thirteen per cent (n = 15) of participants had sought an
extension or special accommodation for an undergraduate assessment due
to the FE-1.

The final question in this section focused on the stress experienced by the
participant in balancing the FE-1 exam and degree coursework. Three
per cent (n = 4) did not consider it stressful at all, 15% (n = 18) slightly
stressful, 39% (n = 47) moderately stressful, 28% (n = 33) very stressful and
15% (n = 18) reported that it was extremely stressful.

Thirty-six per cent (n = 43) of participants experienced financial challenges
in preparing for or sitting the FE-1 exam. The most common funding sources
were family support and part-time work, followed by personal savings.
Several responses highlighted the financial burden of the exams:

Despite maintaining at least one job, but usually two, | had to rely on family
support to afford the FE-1s, without which | would not have been able to sit
them.

Working but hard when you have to complete degree, support family, and
pressure to pass from training contract dates.

Financial constraints limited the number of FE-1 exams attempted during the
undergraduate degree for 28% (n = 33) of participants.



THE LAW TEACHER 15

The final question was an open-text response which asked the participant
whether there was anything they would like to add on the topic of sitting the
FE-1 exam while completing an undergraduate degree. Responses (n = 60)
related to the themes of pressure and stress, benefits of sitting FE-1s during
undergraduate studies, financial barriers and inequality, the alignment
between undergraduate law degrees and the FE-1 exam, lack of institutional
support, the importance of the undergraduate degree, the influence of train-
ing contracts, and recommendations for reform. In relation to additional
pressure and stress, participants stated:

It adds unnecessary pressure to what is already a difficult feat. | have advised
multiple people against pursuing this.

Massively stressful, confidence shredding.

Ultimately, it's a fairly big commitment, and you will most likely have to sacrifice
in the short term re: your undergraduate degree. If you feel this would put
undue pressure and negatively impact your grades significantly, | wouldn’t
recommend it. ... If you can afford to sit all of them and not have to work,
maybe it'd be better to wait until after graduation and focus on your under-
graduate studies.

| think students are increasingly feeling the pressure to sit FE-1s while complet-
ing an undergraduate degree. It is hard enough to finish a degree, never mind
with the added pressure of FE-1s. Also, students must remember that ultimately
their grades in college matter a lot more than completing their FE-1s slightly
earlier.

While it can be a good experience as it demystifies the process and gives you an
idea of what to expect post college - | would only advise doing one or two
during college and to focus on enjoying what's on offer in college life more.
Having a negative experience of FE-1s in college can affect your confidence
going forward or it can give you a greater understanding of the FE-1 exams -
therefore it depends on the type of person sitting them, personal choice.

A selection of responses noted the benefits of sitting FE-1s during under-
graduate studies as it allowed them to manage the workload:

It is absolutely the best thing to do - | found the two exams | sat during college
were the easiest FE-1s to sit as | was covering the same material in final year, so
it was essentially extra study for my final exams.

It's already a long process so it made sense to get a head start. Now | feel like
I've more time between finishing college and starting my training contract to
travel and pick up new hobbies rather than in a rush to finish the exams.

| did not find it particularly stressful and helped me gain a training contract as
early as possible, allowing me to obtain multiple internships too as it demon-
strated motivation and commitment to the career.
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| think it is far more feasible (in my experience) to sit FE-1 exams during full-time
study than it is when working full time. The nature of a law degree means
lectures usually only take up 12-16 hours per week, whereas when on place-
ment in a law firm in third year | was working minimum 40 hours a week and
rarely had time in the evenings to study. | think there is also a point of being in
study/academic mode while in college. [...] Doing these exams while in under-
grad also means | will be ready to start my training contract in April 2026,
accelerating my entry to the profession.

Comments highlighted how the cost of sitting the FE-1 exam is a significant
concern:

It really is a money game. If you can afford to play (grinds, prep courses, even
past papers) you win. If you can't keep up it takes you longer and people
associate such with shame.

| think that the new rules surrounding sitting FE-1s in college has in ways
unfairly skewed the system. Some students have the advantage of family
support/never having to work part time during university and so can sit the
exams with little repercussions if they fail/on their college experience alto-
gether, as they likely have time in their schedule to get that extra bit of study
done. Other students balance many other jobs/responsibilities and will not get
the chance to fit in their FE-1s. Also, | think many students are using this as
a way to accelerate their career and it creates a culture of peer pressure to do so,
when really being a solicitor is an incredibly demanding career and the year or
two of sitting FE-1s after college should be taken as breathing space (outside of
the study) before getting stuck in to such a tough career.

A common frustration was the poor alignment between undergraduate law
programmes and the FE-1 exam in terms of both content and scheduling:

Generally, there isn't an onus on law lecturers to look at the FE-1 syllabus and
say this is what they're going to teach, but | feel if it was implemented such that
exams had a similar difficulty to the FE-1s, it would make a law degree more
rewarding.

The FE-1s are not like undergraduate exams, that is the biggest naivety. Your
undergrad hardly covers any of the detail needed for FE-1 level and in fact
having the module done ahead of the exam is irrelevant.

Running FE-1 exams in March is not practical for people doing an undergrad-
uate as it's a busy time in college. Would be much more manageable if FE-
1's were either available each month which would allow people to take one at
a time or alternatively run them at the end of the summer so people could
dedicate the summer to studying them while not having college commitments.

... the October sitting allows for a better balance unlike the March sitting, as the
October sitting aligns with the beginning of the academic year. However, the
March sitting is too close to the exam period to manage the workload.

The timing of FE-1 sittings was often less than ideal, lining up with “busy weeks”
for when assessments were due for modules.
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Several participants reported that third level institutions did not provide
sufficient guidance or support for students undertaking the FE-1 exam:

| wish there was more support from college to support students to try at least
one FE-1 exam to get an experience and understanding.

Having more support from college. No lectures discuss the topic of FE-1s. It was
quite a lonely process but all the same manageable.

| didn’t think we were given enough information from our college. The exams
are extremely isolating unless you know others doing them.

Several participants highlighted a need to focus primarily on completing the
undergraduate degree:

You should focus on your degree first you have plenty of time to do your FE-
1's after and most firms require 2.1 or higher so that should be your main aim.

It was distracting during my undergraduate degree, caused me to miss lectures,
my own choosing of course, but it wasn’t of any real practical benefit, other
than getting the exams done faster but I've been sitting them two at a time
since while working full time so it wouldn't have affected when | could possibly
start a training contract if | hadn't done it.

For some, the training contract was influential in sitting the FE-1 exam during
their undergraduate degree:

The new “fused” model of the PPC courses means that FE-1s now take two years
after graduating because some law firms are now requiring people to do a pre-
seat before they start in Blackhall in September. The pre-seat starts in May
normally, meaning you do not have your FE-1 results from the March sitting yet,
so you cannot sit FE-1s in that March sitting. This means that you have to have
all FE-1s done by the September sitting before your training contract starts. If
you didn't spread this over two years, it would require sitting eight FE-1s in the
September sitting after graduation.

I'm happy | did my first FE-1 while still in college. It gave me a good idea of what
to expect. It also gave me more breathing space after graduation to pass the
rest of them (as I've secured a training contract with a firm that has a three-
sitting rule). That said, it was a huge time commitment and very stressful. Had
| not passed | don't think it would have been worth it. | generally wouldn’t
recommend doing it unless you've got great time management skills and are
prepared to suffer for a while.*®

| would not have done it if not for the three-sitting rule.

Participants proposed several ways in which the FE-1 process could be
improved:

The FE-1s should be integrated as part of an undergraduate law degree.

“*8The three-sitting rule requires that all eight FE-1 subjects are passed in three sittings.
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It doesn't make sense to have people sit the same exam twice. England and
Wales would give me credit if | applied for training contract there, but the Law
Society of Ireland does not take a practical approach. Ask the universities to
confirm that each subject is taught to a certain level and covers agreed points
and use the external examiner system within universities to ensure standards
are met. Charge the universities a fee for doing this. This would increase
participants from a poor background and aid diversity and inclusion.

| do believe that having these eight exams is outdated and unnecessary if you
have studied law in college. Most of the content being studied for the FE-1's are
not exactly used while practicing. | do think the eight FE-1 exams should be
removed and a different method brought in such as a longer trainee/internship/
longer time in Blackhall.

Students who have completed an LLB, BCL or similar should not be required to
sit FE-1 examinations either during or after undergraduate degree.

It is a significant disadvantage for law students when compared with account-
ing who have their exemptions! It should possibly be integrated into training
contracts so that proper study leave is given as in accounting firms (even if this
means a lower wage for the first year) you would have support from your peers
doing the exams with you rather than the current situation of tackling the FE-
1's alone it is a very stressful and isolating time in the journey to qualifying.

| think there needs to be harder law modules to properly prepare people who
might go down the path of the FE-1s.

In my opinion undergraduate law degrees should align as close to the FE-1
exams as possible. By passing a law exam during an undergraduate with a 60+,
| believe you shouldn't have to do the FE-1. This incentivises better results and
accelerates a career in law.

6. Discussion

The revised regulations created an overlap between the undergraduate
degree and the professional entrance examination, thereby encroaching on
time and space traditionally devoted to the achievement of foundational
learning outcomes in law. This change has resulted in challenges and benefits
which offer insights into the evolving relationship between academic legal
education and the pathway to professional qualification. Among the points
emerging from the data are the development of the student’s academic
skillset, financial and time pressures, the levels of stress experienced, and
the potential for higher education institutions to take a more proactive role in
responding to The Solicitors Acts 1954 to 2011 (Apprenticeship and
Education) (Amendment) Regulations 2019.

Sixty-one per cent (n = 71) of participants indicated that sitting the FE-1
exam changed their approach to studying law for their undergraduate
degree. Participants reported an improvement in study skills and legal
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understanding. This included enhanced note taking, study planning and time
management skills, an improvement in writing style, and an improved under-
standing of the common law system. These are skills which students should
ideally attain as part of their law degree.*® Students who do not proceed to sit
the FE-1 exam may potentially be missing out on the development of an
important skillset. This suggests that there is a need to reflect on whether
further steps are required to effectively integrate these skills into the law
school curriculum in each higher education institution.>® The opportunity to
develop these skills exists throughout the undergraduate degree ranging
from first year to final year capstone projects.”’

It may however be suggested that not all changes in study skills fully align
with the aims of undergraduate legal education. The skillset developed by
some participants was exam driven with a focus on memorisation and rote
learning:

... developed exam technique (although the format of FE-1 and undergrad
exams is very different) and memorisation techniques (i.e. learning cases and
legislation).

While studying for the FE-1 exams | learned how | best studied for law exams -
this had tremendous carryover to my undergraduate exams. My study patterns
changed to more rote learning styles; such is needed for the FE-1 exams.

The undergraduate law degree has traditionally sought to encourage the
student to “think like a lawyer”.>> The law degree seeks to embed deeper
critical thinking goals and legal reasoning throughout the course.®® As the
legal framework evolves over time, the graduate is therefore equipped with
the skills to understand and interpret what changes mean in practice. The
value of rote-learning represents a point of conflict which the student is
forced to navigate.

The promotion of critical engagement and contextual understanding of
the law among students is present across a range of legal pedagogies.
Educators adopting a liberal education approach to the law degree

“9Christine P Bartholomew, “Time: An Empirical Analysis of Law Student Time Management Deficiencies”
(2013) 81 University of Cincinnati Law Review 897; Sandra Noakes, “Implementing Good Practice
Pedagogy to Support Law Students’ Writing Skills” (2020) 30(1) Legal Education Review 1; Alex Steel,
“Succeed, Question, Repeat: Threshold Concepts and Variation Theory in Understanding How Law
Students Build Competency” (2019) 53 The Law Teacher 231.

*0Leah M Christensen, “The Power of Skills: An Empirical Study of Lawyering Skills Grades as the
Strongest Predictor of Law School Success” (2009) 83 St John's Law Review 795.

*THélene Tyrrell and Joshua Jowitt, “Let Them Eat Cases! Bridging the Gap between School and Degree
Level Learning” (2022) 56 The Law Teacher 271; Lydia Bracken, “A Case Study on the Impact of
a Capstone Street Law Teaching Project” (2022) 56 The Law Teacher 206.

>2Stephen Wizner, “Is Learning to ‘Think Like a Lawyer’ Enough?” (1998) 17 Yale Law & Policy Review 583;
Jaakko Husa, “Comparative Law in Legal Education — Building a Legal Mind for a Transnational World”
(2018) 52 The Law Teacher 201.

53Anne Haarala-Muhonen and others, “Law Students’ Descriptions of Legal Reasoning” (2022) 56 The
Law Teacher 471.
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emphasise the development of analytical reasoning, moral judgement, and
an appreciation of equality and fairness.>* This aligns with active learning
methods such as problem-based learning, blended learning and flipped
classrooms which encourage students to engage closely with the law rather
than focusing primarily on memorisation of rules.>® Experiential learning
methods such as mock trials and law clinics focus on the attainment of
practical skills through action and reflection.”® Furthermore, contextual
legal pedagogy situates law within the social, political, cultural and economic
environment thereby challenging and moving beyond the detachment of
rote-learning.>” In sum, these approaches demonstrate a shift from simple
knowledge transfer to the development of critically aware and ethically
grounded law graduates.

Skills development can occur as part of extra- and co-curricular activities.”®
As such, while students may develop skills as part of FE-1 preparation, they
may be missing out on other opportunities for skills development during
their undergraduate degree. For example, participants reported financial and
time pressures arising from the FE-1. Many participants funded their FE-1
preparation through part-time work and devoted considerable time to their
FE-1 studies. Forty-five per cent (n = 54) of participants spent more than
16 hours per week preparing for the FE-1 exam. The combination of work and
additional studies inevitably leaves less time for participation in extra- and co-
curricular activities. These offer valuable opportunities for students to
enhance their legal and employability skills. Further research is required to
accurately determine the impact of FE-1 completion on participation in extra-
and co-curricular activities among this cohort.

The impact of completing the FE-1 for many participants was described in
more negative terms as participants reported reduced engagement with their
undergraduate coursework, high levels of stress, and a need for special
accommodations for university assessments. Forty-three per cent (n = 51) of
participants considered sitting the FE-1 exam to be very or extremely stressful
with one participant describing the process as, “[mlassively stressful, confi-
dence shredding”. The FE-1 may exacerbate the pressures experienced by

54Eli Wald, “A Liberal Theory of Legal Education” (2024) 75 Alabama Law Review 563.

%%Jayden Houghton, “Learning Modules: Problem-Based Learning, Blending Learning and Flipping the
Classroom” (2023) 57 The Law Teacher 271.

*5Shai Farber, “Back to the Roots: Rethinking Legal Education in the Age of Artificial Intelligence” (2025)
The Law Teacher (forthcoming).

*’Kenneth A Armstrong, Maksymilian Del Mar and Sally Sheldon, “Contextual Legal Pedagogy: Still
Radical?” (2022) 18 International Journal of Law in Context 365.

*8Dan Berger and Charles Wild, “Enhancing Student Performance and Employability through the Use of
Authentic Assessment Techniques in Extra and Co-Curricular Activities (ECCAs)” (2017) 51 The Law
Teacher 428; Donald Nicolson, “Legal Education or Community Service? The Extra-Curricular Student
Law Clinic” [2006] 3 Web Journal of Current Legal Issues <www.bailii.org/uk/other/journals/WebJCLI/
2006/issue3/nicolson3.html> accessed 15 April 2025; Matthew | Hall and Matt Theeke, “Cocurricular
Learning in Management Education: Lessons from Legal Education’s Use of Student-Edited Journals”
(2022) 46 Journal of Management Education 558.
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undergraduate law students. As a group, law students have been recognised
as being subject to low levels of wellbeing.”® Low wellbeing may be brought
about by challenges responding to “stressors and life events, or low
resilience”.°® This underlines the importance of adequately addressing well-
being within the law school and the wider university. The sitting of these
additional exams cannot be controlled by the law school, but lecturers can
examine the interventions and supports available to ensure the student is
supported within the higher education institution.®’ As one participant wrote
in response to the final open-ended question:

I didn’t think we were given enough information from our college. The exams
are extremely isolating unless you know others doing them.

It follows that potential interventions may include the delivery of information
sessions, so students are fully briefed on the experience of undertaking the
entrance examination during their undergraduate degree. Law schools may
also act to facilitate peer support networks for students sitting the FE-1 in an
attempt to reduce the sense of isolation experienced by some participants.®?

As part of the experience of sitting the FE-1 exam, participants highlighted
financial pressures which raise concerns about barriers to qualification. The
FE-1 exam imposes financial burdens on students, many of whom rely on
family support, part-time work or personal savings to fund the preparation
and sitting of the exam. Financial constraints limited the number of exams
some could attempt. This pathway into the profession therefore risks reinfor-
cing economic inequality and disproportionately affects students from dis-
advantaged backgrounds. The Hook Tangaza report recognised the FE-1 as
a barrier which could have a negative impact on diversity in the profession
and noted that, “[flor the solicitors’ profession, the FE-1s are a concern
because of the cost and delay they create for law graduates.”®® The revised
regulations create a system whereby students with resources for preparation
courses, travel expenses and exam-related materials can complete the FE-1
during their undergraduate degree and can quickly progress into professional
life. This may not be an option for students facing financial pressures and, in

59Graham Ferris, “Law-Students Wellbeing and Vulnerability” (2022) 56 The Law Teacher 5; Elisa G Lewis
and Jacqueline M Cardwell, “A Comparative Study of Mental Health and Wellbeing among UK Students
on Professional Degree Programmes” (2019) 43 Journal of Further and Higher Education 1226. See also,
Emma Jones and Caroline Strevens, “Legal Education for Wellbeing: Design, Delivery and Evaluation”
(2022) 56 The Law Teacher 1.

OFerris (n 59) 5.

®"The FE-1 exam may be viewed as a point of transition. Eilidh Cage and others, “Student Mental Health
and Transitions into, through and out of University: Student and Staff Perspectives” (2021) 45 Journal
of Further and Higher Education 1076.

®2Cage and others (n 61) 1080. Encourage and enable a stable support network: “This theme centred on
requests for a support network that spanned all transitions. There was an emphasis on the benefits of
student-led support networks, such as mentoring or buddying schemes, that could provide students
with an informal opportunity to learn from peers.”

%3Hook Tangaza (n 4) 128.
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turn, delays their entry into the profession. As a discipline, this barrier to entry
requires greater attention particularly given the earlier claim that the FE-1
exam has a role in facilitating “positive social mobility”.*

An undergraduate law degree can provide a route into a range of careers
including roles as solicitors, barristers, civil servants, and positions in non-
governmental organisations among others. However, the influence of the
revised FE-1 process may be narrowing students’ perceived career pathways.
It is notable that 43% (n = 52) of participants reported that the revised FE-1
structure influenced their primary career goal. The desire to secure a training
contract and a drive for early career progression prompted many to sit the FE-
1 exam. Participants also reported feeling under pressure to make a definitive
career choice earlier than they might have otherwise intended, for instance:

The opportunity to sit an FE-1 exam during my undergraduate degree pres-
sured me into selecting a career path sooner than | was perhaps ready to select
this. | felt that | had to get a head-start on my career.

This suggests a need for structured, student-centred career guidance
embedded from an early point in the undergraduate degree.

Career guidance may take a variety of forms including guest lectures,
careers events, career mentoring and experiential learning opportunities.®®
A broad understanding of career guidance can facilitate exposure to a range
of legal and non-legal careers and support students in navigating shifting
professional landscapes.®® In this way students can better understand the
long-term implications of early career decisions, including those related to
sitting the FE-1. This guidance can assist in reframing the undergraduate law
degree as not simply a precursor to professional training such as the LSI PPC,
but an opportunity for developing a broad and flexible skillset suited to
multiple career pathways. The provision of career-related information may
also serve to further clarify the relationship between the undergraduate
degree and the FE-1 for participants, particularly those who called for greater
alignment between the two.

®4Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2) 97.

%Dennis Gabriel Pepple and others, “Using Guest Lectures to Enhance Student Employability:
Pedagogical Considerations” (2025) 12(1) Cogent Education, Article: 2452076; Kate Tubridy,
“Facilitating and Supporting Employability in Law: Reflections on the Need for Agile
Communication” (2024) 15(2) Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability 72; Jill
Alexander, “Modelling Employability through Clinical Legal Education: Building Confidence and
Professional Identity” (2023) 57 The Law Teacher 135.

6Emma Jones and others, Digital Lawyering: Technology and Legal Practice in the 21st Century (Routledge
2021); James Faulconbridge, “Trajectories of Legal Work in the Context of Machine Learning Al:
Conceptualising Mediated Evolution” (2025) 32 International Journal of the Legal Profession 97.
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6.1. Limitations

This study is the first to explore the experiences and impact of sitting the FE-1
while completing an undergraduate degree. While this empirical research
addresses a gap in the literature, several limitations of this study must be
acknowledged. First, the questionnaire responses may lack depth in parts.
The use of qualitative research methods such as semi-structured interviews or
focus groups could provide deeper insight into the student experience.
Second, the claims related to improvements in study skills and understanding
are self-reported and it is not clear how these reports correlate with university
assessment outcomes before and after sitting the FE-1. Third, the study is
limited to examining the student perspective. The study could have been
strengthened by capturing the perspective of lecturers, particularly those
who teach a FE-1 subject. Fourth, the sample was restricted to persons who
sat the FE-1 while undertaking an undergraduate law degree. Further
research may expand this to consider the perspective of postgraduate stu-
dents and non-law students thereby providing opportunities to compare and
contrast the data.

7. Conclusion

The Solicitors Acts 1954 to 2011 (Apprenticeship and Education)
(Amendment) Regulations 2019 brought about a concurrency between the
undergraduate law degree and the FE-1 exam. As a result, the undergraduate
law student who sits the FE-1 now inhabits a unique and often ambiguous
position on the boundary between the academic and professional. While law
schools oversee the undergraduate degree, the LSI retains control over the
FE-1. This places the student in a liminal space that raises questions about
structure, coherence and support within the pathway to qualification.

In the Maharg Report from January 2018, the views on the FE-1 were
described as “some of the most strongly polarised”.®” The Report captured
a diversity of opinion ranging from the positive to those who perceived the
entrance exam as a “redundant ‘resit’ of academic law examinations”.°® The
reality is that the role of FE-1 continues to be contested. Questionnaire data
illustrates the extent to which these tensions have had an impact on the
student. It follows that participants have called for substantial reforms includ-
ing closely aligning FE-1 content with law curricula, granting exemptions
based on degree award classification, and adopting models such as those
found in accountancy to facilitate a clearer and more supportive pathway to
professional qualification. The extent of the recommendations reflects a level

®7Ching, Crewe and Maharg (n 2) 93.
Bibid 94.
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of dissatisfaction and a desire for a more student-centred approach to legal
education.

The experience of section 34 of the Legal Services Regulation Act
2015 is such that further systemic reform is unlikely to occur in the
short term. In this context, there is a pressing need for law schools to
evaluate the guidance, resources and support systems available to
undergraduate students navigating this hybrid space. Students need
to be fully informed of the academic, personal and professional impli-
cations of sitting the FE-1 during their undergraduate studies. In addi-
tion, the LS| is not absolved of the need to consider further reform
following the introduction of the system of accelerated access.
Participant responses suggest that the timing of the current FE-1 sit-
tings is not ideal and that a third annual sitting could provide greater
flexibility. This would be a small step in the short term but would be
a meaningful change for those undergraduate students who wish to
engage with the FE-1 process as early as possible.
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