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not always be compatible with their
own but which we need to try and ac-
commodate while not compromising
educational goals.

Ignoring the prospect of sweeping
reforms, a partial and tentative strat-
egy is to introduce more problem-solv-
ing exercises, which not only have a
place for DR alternatives as possible
procedures to be recommended to cli-
ents, but involve significant imagina-
tive effort on the part of students in
working out suggested paths for deal-
ing with complex and evolving situa-
tions. This can be fostered by group
discussion, commenting on videos de-
picting aspects of the situation in ques-
tion and some representative role play-
ing in front of the class.

Teaching criminology through in-
terview-based assignments

M Israel

8 Legal Educ Rev 2, 1997, pp 141-
159

Teaching students how to do some-
thing without allowing them to put it
into practice may be a poor way of
encouraging learning. For example, in
a conventional research methods topic
assessed by examination, students
may be tempted to smile nicely at lec-
turers, learn the 79 facts needed and
then promptly forget which researcher
did what in which book. This is a sur-
face as opposed to a deep strategy for
learning. As a consequence, it appears
that the further students go in their un-
dergraduate degrees, the better they
are at passing topics and the less in-
terested and enthusiastic they are about
what they are studying.

For each of the last five years, the
author has asked students to conduct
original research based on qualitative
interviews, a form of research where
people are permitted to answer ques-
tions for themselves and in their own
terms. The interview-based assess-
ment that required students to inter-

view someone who was involved or
who had been involved in crime or the
criminal justice system. Interviewees
were not necessarily seen as represent-
ing some part of the larger social
world. However, students were en-
couraged to contemplate the ambit of
the claims that they made for their
material and to consider to what ex-
tent the views of their interviewees
might represent a larger group. Stu-
dents wrote 3,500 word reports which
related their experience in the inter-
view to relevant criminological litera-
ture.

Students took the lead in choosing
and researching their subject area.
They had less choice about research
methodology. The interview-based
assignment required them to ask semi-
structured and open-ended questions
as they investigated the way their par-
ticular interviewees understood the
world. There were several advantages
in choosing a semi-structured ap-
proach. For example, the research tool
was more likely to encourage inter-
viewers to consider their relationship
with their interviewee and their sub-
ject material than a standardised ques-
tionnaire. The method also had the
potential to provoke an analysis of the
plausibility and credibility both of the
account provided by the interviewee
and the representation of that account
by the interviewer.

Of course, the interview has its lim-
its as a research method. Distortions
enter into the narratives provided by
an interviewee. Sometimes mistakes
of memory, deliberately misleading or
distorted recollection, or poor under-
standing can undermine the accuracy
of the account. In responding to these
difficulties, students were asked to as-
sess material in terms of internal con-
sistency, cross check it with other
sources and place it within a context
provided by other interviews, other

documentary evidence and a theoreti-
cal framework.

With greater autonomy came
greater opportunity to make mis-
takes and it was important that stu-
dents were able to construct a research
plan that was ethically defensible and
methodologically robust. Research
ethics were taught as an integral part
of research practice, rather than an
adjunct to a course on methodology.
While students began to develop a se-
ries of generic skills in interviewing
and research, they also had to apply
this understanding to a specific area
of interdisciplinary study, criminol-
ogy.

Over the last three years, the au-
thor has continued to change the way
in which he teaches criminology and
has used an assessed interview-based
assignment to try to support active
learning. Students have been encour-
aged to develop an understanding of
the tools and resources available to
them, apply this understanding to a
specific area and be self-motivated and
reflective.

Creating a corporations law case
study

B Dyer, M-A Hughson, J Duns & S
Ricketson

8 Legal Educ Rev 2, 1997, pp 161-
180

The study of corporations law is a
struggle for many students. The con-
cepts and structures addressed by the
subject are complex, artificial and ab-
stract. Moreover, students often lack
direct experience of the operation of
corporations and so have little con-
crete understanding of the phenomena
which the law seeks to regulate. The
main reason offered by the authors for
seeking to develop a case study based
on actual court proceedings for use in
teaching corporations law is that they
believe that such material has the po-
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