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Law Society Education Podcast - March 2021 

 

Chapter 1 – The future of legal education 

 
00:05 Eman Hassan: 

Hello listeners and welcome to our March edition of the Law Society Education podcast. My 

name is Eman Hassan and I’m a solicitor at Field Fisher. In our first chapter, we will be speaking 

with Catrina Denvir, the editor of the book “Modernising Legal Education”. In our second 

chapter, Tracey Alexander, the Learning and Career Development Coordinator at The Law 

Society, will be speaking to one of the Law Society’s social mobility ambassadors, Arun Birla, 

about his journey into law.  

Let’s kick start us off by introducing Catrina Denvir. Catrina, hello! It’s nice to meet you. 

00:43 Catrina Denvir: 

Thank you very much for having me. It's great to be here. 

00:46 Eman Hassan: 

Catrina is an associate professor in the Department of Business Law and Taxation at Monash 

University and has very recently edited a book on modernising legal education. Catrina, we're 

really excited to have you today and really honoured. Can I ask you to kick start off by telling our 

listeners a little bit about yourself, please? 

01:05 Catrina Denvir: 

Sure. So, I started my academic education in public policy and history with political science, and 

after that I undertook a Law degree. I suppose I was probably in the majority of students who 

was quite inclined at the start to think that I wanted a career in Law and then at the end… 

towards the end of my degree, I decided to reassess whether that was the case or not and that 

was in part due to the educational experience and what the focus was on during my studies. 

And I can touch about and that a little bit later. But after that I worked in government research 

for a period of time, principally looking at legal service delivery and access to justice. And after 

that, my works and shifted more into intersection between Law and technology. And it was at 

this point where I started to realise that the legal education curriculum wasn't really addressing 

the needs of the industry, and of clients, and of students - I think - into the future. And that was 

the initiative behind bringing together the edited collection to showcase what different initiatives 

were taking place around the world. 

02:22 Eman Hassan: 

Wow, that sounds really interesting. Thank you, Catrina. So, can you tell us what do you think 

are the main aspects to modernising legal education and training? 

02:33 Catrina Denvir: 

Yeah, I think this is a really hard question. I suppose the book focuses on a few key 

components. So, one of those is an understanding of the basics of artificial intelligence and data 
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analytics. That's really an effort to understand these technologies, in part because they become 

more and more integrated into our lives and responsibility of lawyers, at least in some areas of 

practice, [the effort] will be to understand the implications of this and the regular true response 

we should have.  

The other dimension of that is because they are increasingly used within legal practice. And so, 

it's quite important for graduates to have an understanding of their limitations and what they can 

and can't do - to understand the extent to which they are actually useful in legal practice.  

And the other dimension is teaching students that there's a business element to the delivery of 

Law, and this is something that's quite contentious within legal education because you have the 

continued debate between those who see Law as a liberal arts degree, and those who see it as 

vocational training. And, even when you can see that is vocational training, if you're intending to 

go into access to justice work or High Street lawyering, the idea of contaminating the delivery of 

legal advice with business acumen, it puts some people on the edge. But I think it’s increasingly 

important for students to have an understanding of the business dimension of delivery of legal 

advice. And that's both from the perspective of the client, but also from the perspective of the 

firm. So, if projects aren't managed properly, it's impossible to keep control of costs. If clients 

aren't given a range of options as to how they engage a law firm, then they'll take their business 

elsewhere. So, I think that AI and business acumen kind of two key components that are 

missing in legal education to date. 

04:29 Eman Hassan: 

Yeah, absolutely, that's very interesting. And then you do acknowledge that the legal 

profession… legal professionals are not just expected to know the Law, but they are also there 

to present as innovators design thinkers and entrepreneurs. I mean, I fully agree with that as 

well, but what do you see as the biggest barriers to adopting this mashup approach? 

04:49 Catrina Denvir: 

Well, I suppose I set the bar quite high when I said that they need to be all of those things 

[laughs]. And – yeah - there's a risk in saying that they have to be all things to all people. I don't 

think that they have to be experts in each of these domains, but I think they need to have an 

awareness of how these different perspectives can contribute to how it is that they do their work. 

So, there's a need to go beyond the narrowness of the current curriculum and to have an 

awareness of how legal problems are solved in a particular professional context, and how they 

might be solved more efficiently or effectively, and even preemptive before they emerge. And I 

think that's where aspects of innovation and design thinking and an entrepreneurial approach 

can be really effective and informative. And that requires more than just knowing the Law. So, it 

requires creativity and the ability to see structural organisational systemic issues that give rise to 

particularly big problems. So, some of the barriers... Well, I suppose one barrier - and it's a 

pretty crucial one - is the lack of opportunity within the traditional training pathway to acquire 

knowledge of this nature, or for students to be assessed on more than just their ability to 

regurgitate knowledge or to apply particular legal facts and rules to certain scenarios. I guess 

we see more opportunity for this outside of the core legal subjects. A number of chapters in the 

book go into detail about the different…. what are principally elective subjects and how they can 

be developed to enable students to implement design-thinking approaches or flex their 

entrepreneurial muscles. But I suppose that's not the only approach. You know, there is ways in 
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which the core legal units could be delivered differently so that students have the opportunity to 

engage with some of these concepts rather than just relegating it to elective study. 

06:44 Eman Hassan: 

Yeah, I know, absolutely. I completely agree with that. But that brings us on to our next 

question. Do you think that legal education and training can innovate fast enough to keep pace 

with clients and even trainees’ expectations? So, do you think that we should be able to 

implement that and still get those skills taught to our trainees now? Do you think that's 

something we could do? 

07:09 Catrina Denvir: 

Yeah, it's really difficult. I mean I would…. In general, I would say at the university level, 

educators do tend to be on the back foot. That's in part because a lot of universities don't 

effectively engage with the industry, so they don't gather the kind of insight that's required to 

understand what it is that graduates need when they're going into the world of work. But there's 

also the added complexity of the University sector moves quite slowly, getting approvals to 

course amendment and proposing new units is quite a slow process, and it also depends on 

educators having the time and the willingness and the knowledge to actually implement some of 

these more novel or innovative units or approaches to teaching existing units. So, I think it's 

probably easier in professional training because there's an ability to be more adaptive and more 

responsive in a way that universities can't be. But I would say in general… so, every law firm is 

going to want something different, and the key is to figure out what knowledge is universally 

required and then to allow students to apply that knowledge in the context to their own working 

environment, at least at the professional training level. So, I would say we don't need to revise 

the whole curriculum, we just need to provide opportunities for students to acquire knowledge 

and skills that haven't traditionally been part of the curriculum. So, I suppose the short answer to 

the question is: no, it's a struggle to innovate fast enough, but as long as you safeguard space 

within our legal education to provide those skills, then updating them regularly is not so 

problematic. The problem is when we have to keep on reinventing the entire legal education 

curriculum. 

08:57 Eman Hassan: 

Yeah. So, do you see any resistance to making education and training more scenario or real-

world practice-based training at all? 

09:09 Catrina Denvir: 

I think it's difficult at the undergraduate level because the challenge for educators is having the 

time and space to investigate what forms of teaching might take, and what other approaches 

might be appropriate, and then to actually implement these different approaches. So, there's 

quite a few examples in the book of people that are doing innovative things, but… as well as the 

fact that they’re innovative, one of the key issues that comes across is the amount of time and 

effort and goodwill that you often need to leverage to make these things possible. And I think 

that that's challenging because the academics who finished one semester and then have to go 

straight into teaching another semester, there's often not a lot of breathing space to actually 

reflect on their practices and think about what could be done differently. And it also depends on 

how traditional a particular institution is as to the extent to which they’re inclined to move away 
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from tried and tested approaches. I suppose the simplest solution here - maybe not necessarily 

the best, but I think we’d have to see - is to give course convenors paid time to reassess their 

teaching approaches and make provisions to reflect on how they've taught courses in the past 

and how it might be appropriate to change direction. And I think some of the authors in the book 

discuss how receptive students are to these different approaches and these more engaging 

ways of teaching students. So, I think that there is benefit in the long run, it's just often difficult to 

get these initiatives off the ground. 

10:43 Eman Hassan: 

Yeah, I agree. I mean, the Law Society curriculum is hybrid and it makes this traditional focus 

when merging field requirements. How do you think it should change to ensure that it remains 

as authentic and reflective of practice? 

11:00 Catrina Denvir: 

Yeah, so I think it requires a really good understanding of what those in practice need. And it's 

quite obvious already from the introduction of the Law Society Learning platform that the Law 

Society already took time to engage with their profession and industry and to understand what is 

needed from learning that they provide and what it is that professionals actually want, which is 

fantastic. I suppose the kind of flipside of engaging with what it is that professionals would want 

is that often they want the most efficient path to obtaining knowledge. And often they want it 

delivered in an online format, and that's fantastic, in so many different ways. I think COVID-19 

has evidenced the fact that we can do so much more online than we thought was possible and 

there are real benefits doing so. But one of the key difficulties with online learning, particularly 

that which takes place asynchronously, is that it's very difficult to get over the passivity hump. 

So, to provide online training that really requires students to engage rather than just passively 

ingest material. And that really requires built-in opportunities for knowledge checks and quizzes, 

and short answer questions and discussion boards and maybe even some synchronous 

sessions, where students can get together and discuss different things. So, I think ensuring it 

remains authentic and reflective of practice is in part an aspect of delivery, but it's also an 

aspect of content; and engaging with the profession is the best way to gauge those particular 

needs. 

12:38 Eman Hassan 

That's brilliant, thank you. I mean, it's really. You've been amazing, I have to say, really 

insightful and you've got such a great knowledge on this topic. It's really great to have you here. 

I want you to… can you finish off by telling our listeners more about the book because - I for one 

really want to read it now. I think it's going to be interesting to read, and I think it would be quite 

nice for our listeners to just learn a little bit more about that if possible. 

13:07 Catrina Denvir 

Sure, so the book basically involved me reaching out to people who I knew were doing 

innovative things in different jurisdictions. There are three different parts to it, I suppose.  

So, one part is trying to define what skills people actually need in the future, if they're going into 

the legal profession and that's undertaken by Alexander Smith and Nigel Spencer's chapters, 

who were formally at Reed Smith. They undertook a lot of innovative work with universities in 

the education sector to develop business and law hybrid education offering; and they also 
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undertook business intelligence projects, which enabled students to work with the legal industry 

and undertake sort of business orientated projects.  

So, part of it is defining what it is that we want from lawyers, the other part is looking at how 

technology is integral to the future delivery of Law and how we can implement better technology 

skills within the curriculum. That's kind of two-fold: so, one dimension is using technology to 

deliver traditional units or elective units within the curriculum; and it's also technology is a kind of 

standalone unit itself and looking at what aspects of technology we need to teach students. And 

then a lot of the rest of the book is kind of drawing on examples from whether it's Stanford 

University or from other universities in the US and two of my colleagues from Monash have 

written chapters about initiatives that are happening in the Law School in Monash. So one of 

those is the “clinical guarantee”: so, how can we offer more opportunities for clinical work 

experience to students who might not have the networks or existing connections so as to obtain 

those in placements themselves. Then there's some interesting contributions that look at 

regulating legal education, and to what extent should we have more closed regulation that's 

more stringent in terms of what we demand of legal professionals, in terms of these new skills, 

or to what extent should it be up the market to bring to the fore options that student positively 

select to undertake, because they think that those particular forms of study will be useful to 

them. So that's a roundup of the book. 

15:41 Eman Hassan 

Yeah, that's brilliant. I definitely will be reading that. I think is that it sounds really really good 

and you've been incredible, Catrina. You said some really insightful things, and you I'm sure a 

lot of our listeners will really appreciate hearing from you. Is there, anything you'd like to [say to] 

finish off with at all, or have we covered everything that you would like to…? 

16:05 Catrina Denvir 

I suppose as someone who was told in their in their undergraduate education, when I had a 

particular opinion about  particular area of law that “Catrina, no one cares what you think”, and 

as someone who was also told that my background in public policy and political science 

wouldn't really appeal to law firms because they would be confused as just my trajectory, I'm 

really pleased to see that there's been a bit of a change in an acknowledgment that bringing 

understanding and knowledge from other backgrounds to the practice of law can have a great 

deal of value. And that, within legal education, having opinions and challenging the status quo is 

something that is probably more welcomed now than it would have been in the past. So, I think 

all of these factors are going to very much enrich the delivery of legal education and training in 

the profession and enrich the attributes and qualities that new graduates bring to the practice of 

law, and I think that's a really positive step forward. 

17:13 Eman Hassan 

Absolutely. I completely agree with you on that point. It's been so nice having you on here, 

Catrina, thank you so much and we'd love to hear from you again, I'm sure. So, you know, it 

would be great to have you back on here if you are happy to. But yeah, thank you. Thank you so 

much. You've been great, and we look forward to hearing from you soon. 

17:42 Catrina Denvir 

Thank you very much for having me. It's been a pleasure. 



 

6 
 

Chapter 2 – Arun Birla: My journey into law 

 

17:47 Tracey Alexander 

Hello, I'm Tracey Alexander and I'm the Learning and Career Development Coordinator at The 

Law Society. Today I'll be speaking to one of our social mobility ambassadors, Arun Birla, about 

his journey into law. Hi Arun, can you tell us a bit about yourself, your company and how long 

you've been working there for? 

18:00 Arun Birla 

Hi Tracey, thank you for the introduction and thank you again for inviting me on this podcast. 

So, I’m a partner at Paul Hastings and let me tell you about my journey. I joined over 10 years 

ago, I think I'm probably the third longest serving member of the office now. One of my team is 

the second longest serving and our managing partner is the longest serving, so I know the firm 

well. 

I've sort of worked my way through various roles in the office. I joined as a partner and I've 

continued to progress through the firm, the firm embraces a meritocratic approach, so now I 

hold the position of managing partner of London. I've held various other positions within the firm, 

including being vice chair of the office. Looking after the trainees, looking after associate and 

trainee development, being in charge of pro bono and being in charge of our Diversity 

Committee in London. 

I’ve enjoyed myself immensely while I’ve been here because the firm encourages you to think 

about the people, your clients, as well as the people internally and encourages you to adopt an 

inclusive approach. So it's been a great journey so far, and hopefully many more years to come 

here. 

19:36 Tracey Alexander 

Fantastic, it sounds highly commendable. I'm just going to ask you about what you do in your 

role, what a typical day is like for you. 

19:39 Arun Birla 

Yeah, so it does vary, but I would say I have my day job which is being a tax lawyer, so I advise 

largely corporates and funds on their tax positions and on their transactions on a day-to-day 

basis. I am still a fee earner even though I'm in charge of the office and I wouldn't have it any 

other way because I love what I do. I love tax. 

The reason I like tax is it encourages you to be involved in various deals, so you're jumping 

around from deal to deal and it's never a boring day. But apart from my day job, I'm also looking 

after the office and one of the key things that's been very important to me and the firm 

leadership, particularly during the pandemic, has been the health of our staff and our people.  

I try on a daily basis to ensure that the communication between teams is kept up. The partners 

in particular are checking in with their teams and the manager of the office is checking in with all 

the support staff. I try and check in with my team on a daily basis because it's been said that 

remoteness sort of begets remoteness, and it's quite easy to become isolated in this 

environment, so I think an important part of my typical day these days is to ensure we don't lose 
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sight of the people within the firm and our clients, so keeping in touch. It's all about 

communication. 

21:41 Tracey Alexander 

Why did you choose a career in law? 

21:45 Arun Birla 

Without giving my age away, that goes back over 30 years I would say. Both my sisters did law 

degrees at what was then Coventry Polytechnic and while they were doing their law degrees, I 

obviously had an opportunity to discuss what they were doing, looking at the research in essays 

they were producing, and it triggered my interest. My A levels were in the sciences and so I 

don't think my teachers at my school thought that I would end up doing law, but I did end up 

picking it and it was a I think for them an unusual decision, but I had the family history and I had 

been doing the reading around it and it just felt right for me at the time. I don't regret it, but it 

was an unusual decision. At least it was at the school where I was studying. 

22:41 Tracey Alexander 

Fantastic. What was your experience of applying for training contracts or getting experience in 

your chosen field? 

22:53 Arun Birla 

Yeah, for me it was pretty tough, I have to admit. I made lots of applications. I had lots of 

interviews and I got one offer out of all of them, so I had a tough time and with hindsight part of 

that may have been down to the fact that I was pretending to be someone that I thought the 

people interviewing me, the partners and other members of the relevant firms wanted to see, 

rather than being myself and I put an unnecessary amount of pressure on myself during those 

interviews.  

I would say, we can talk about my tips as part of this because this is sort of neat segue, but one 

thing I do say to on students applying for training contracts these days is be yourself. Don't try to 

pretend to be someone you're not, because now that I'm on the other side of the table, it's pretty 

easy to spot someone who is trying too hard or trying to be something they expect me as an 

interviewer to be sitting across the table from them and it doesn't come across well, so that 

that's one of my tips for anyone looking to come into the lobby yourself. 

The other tips, make sure you're well read, research the particular firms or chambers that you 

might be applying to. Ensure that you're up to date on legal developments in the news. Ensure 

that you've read the papers, be commercially aware, and be ready for the questions you are 

going to get asked, particularly similar to the ones I'm getting asked today, why law? Why this 

particular firm? You may get asked to discuss a specific legal topic that's of relevance in the 

news. So, it's just being yourself, showing enthusiasm for the legal career and being confident 

without being too over the top. 

25:07 Tracey Alexander 

Brilliant, thank you so much that is really helpful. What inspired you to become a social mobility 

ambassador? 
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25:12 Arun Birla 

Social mobility is a topic I've been very much interested in from day one. I helped form our 

Diversity Committee here at Paul Hastings over 10 years ago, and it's been part and parcel of 

the whole topic of inclusion. I think the two topics of inclusion and social mobility work hand in 

hand. You can't have one without the other. And obviously I'd heard about the prestigious social 

mobility ambassador role for many years. I just felt I've got to the stage in my career where I'm 

managing partner of the London office of one of the elite global law firms in the world. I can help 

others. I've got to the stage where I have the requisite experience and knowledge that I can 

pass on to others.  

I'm hopeful, and this may sound a bit cliched, but I'm hopeful that I can inspire others and I don't 

want to sound as if I'm going through some sort of beauty parade, but that's so true. It's one of 

the key points for me to make a difference and encourage others to be confident in themselves, 

don't give up. Don't despair, don't lose hope. It's a tough environment, but it's very rewarding 

and you've just got to work hard. Get your head down, work hard, have no sense of entitlement, 

but I'm hoping that given my experiences and the position I'm in at the moment makes the most 

of that prestigious role, because I didn't want to be applying for it at a stage where I couldn't give 

it my 120%, and now is the stage where I can influence and give 120% to the role, because it 

deserves it. 

27:21 Tracey Alexander 

And following on from that, what do you love the most about your current role and job that 

you're doing? 

27:27 Arun Birla 

The people, it's as simple as that. For me, it's the daily interaction with clients. The daily 

interaction with the people in the firm. Talking to you for example on this podcast. The 

discussions I'm going to be having with you, Christina and others about social mobility over the 

coming year. It's getting to know people, helping people and assisting them, be it from a 

technical tax perspective or more broadly about their future careers. To me it's all about the 

future, the history is all well and good, but you have to leave a legacy and it's important that you 

leave a legacy that you're proud of. I know I’m just one person and The Law Society's a very 

prestigious group of individuals, but you're never going to leave behind the perfect scenario, but 

at least you can have no regrets and say “I've tried”. Particularly the area of inclusion and social 

mobility, it's important that we all try and ensure that we leave behind a legacy that you can look 

back and say I did try. I'm sorry if it sounds cliched, but I do genuinely mean what I'm saying. 

28:51 Tracey Alexander 

Not at all. And finally, what do you wish that you knew when you were a student that you know 

now? 

29:00 Arun Birla 

So, it's an interesting question. I put it in two ways. Work and play. 

On the playing side, I would just say that don't get too carried away with the partying and the 

lifestyle. Do enjoy yourself. Don't put too much pressure on yourself. Enjoy yourself, but do 

focus on the reason why you are studying, because it's a long-term goal. 
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And then secondly, just from a work perspective. Looking back, I think it's very important that 

you keep connected with your friends and people you meet throughout your studies and in the 

future throughout your careers because you never know where a friend or a connection may 

end up, and they may be able to help your career advancement in the future. 

I think in the world of technology, keeping in touch and keeping connected is much easier and 

you should make the most of the tools you have to do it. LinkedIn is a prime example and 

you've got various other mediums. The other thing I would say as well is, when you're using 

these mediums assume that everything you produce, be it in writing, communications, will be 

available publicly, so you should treat people with respect and you'll get back the respect that 

you undoubtedly deserve. 

30:31 Tracey Alexander 

Thanks, Arun, for those tips and thank you all for listening to this podcast. We wish you the best 

of luck with your journey into law. 

 

 

 

 

 


