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Foreword

This book is primarily aimed at law students, including aspirant ones. It

takes the highly original form of letters written by a law teacher to Sam,

an A-Level student who goes on to become an undergraduate law student.

Some of the letters or parts of them will also be invaluable to non-law stu-

dents. There is shrewd guidance on how to go about one’s studies; devel-

oping and applying an exam technique; planning and writing an essay;

making and storing notes so as to maximise their value and to justify the

time spent accumulating them; and, of course, revising for the inevitable

exam. The guidance and advice in the letters should be followed: they will

enable the student to realise her or his full potential.

As an undergraduate law student, one of my first year courses was called

‘English Legal System’. The textbooks were ‘black letter’ and, frankly, a bit

tedious. As I read through Nick McBride’s book, I became more and more

convinced that this was the ideal educational tool and a ‘must have’ for

every student of the law. The letters are stuffed with common sense and

the wisdom and experience of an outstanding law teacher.

Time and again, the letters identify and elaborate upon some great legal

issue: What is the rule of law? What is the relationship between law and

morality? What should be the test of intention in the law of murder? There

is an incisive essay on this subject which bravely, and rightly on the partic-

ular point, includes the sentence ‘Glanville Williams is wrong’. The reader

must understand that the late Professor Williams was one of the most out-

standing legal scholars of the 20th century. Nick McBride’s observation

brings home to the student the critical importance of challenging funda-

mental assumptions (including those which may have been set down by

distinguished commentators) with rational and logical analysis, concisely

expressed.
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At all times the reader is encouraged in the learning process to think

about issues in a sensible, flexible and intelligent way: to apply reasoning

and common sense rather than mechanically to invoke the principle

enunciated in some recent well-known case which may only have some

general relevance to the subject. Occasionally, you get a crisp incontro-

vertible proposition of law such as ‘You cannot deceive a machine:

Goodwin’. The reader will never forget this point but it is made as an illus-

tration of how to make use of decided cases. The purpose of all the letters

is to teach the student how to think for him or herself, how to get to the

heart of the problem and how to solve it.

This is a splendid book. It is well written, readable and wholly absorbing.

The problem examples littered throughout are modern and realistic. The

student will swiftly come to realise that the study and practice of law is an

exciting and living thing which enables solutions to be found to what, at

first sight, may seem to be quite intractable and brand new problems.

My only regret is that this book of letters was not available to me when I

was a student.

Lord Grabiner QC
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Preface

This book has been written for anyone who is doing, or thinking about

doing, a law degree at university. The book comprises a series of letters to

a law student, Sam. The first letter is sent to Sam while Sam is doing A-

Levels and thinking about doing a law degree at university. The final let-

ter finds Sam studying law at university. It gives Sam some advice as to

what legal career Sam might pursue after leaving university. The 18 letters

in between track Sam’s progress from school to university, giving advice

to Sam on various issues such as how to study law, how to write legal

essays, and how to revise for exams.

Sam does not exist, and no one who is thinking about studying law or is

currently studying law will share all of the concerns that prompt the let-

ters to Sam set out in this book. Some letters will be of more relevance to

you than others. If you are thinking about whether law is the ‘right’ choice

for you as a degree subject, you should definitely read Part I of this book.

You may also find it useful to read letters 9, 11, 12, 13 and 14 to get some

idea of what you’d actually be doing if you studied law at university. I’ve

made a start at doing this in the first letter in this book, but the later let-

ters will give you a much better idea of what is involved in studying law at

university.

If, on the other hand, you’ve already secured a place to study law at uni-

versity, then Part I of this book will be of limited relevance to you –

though you may find some parts of the second and third letters useful. If

you’ve yet to take up your place at university, you should start reading this

book at letter 7 and not stop until you’ve finished letter 17. The final three

letters can be left to a later stage. If you’ve already started studying law at

university, start at letter 8 and keep on reading until you have finished let-

ter 19. You can leave the job of reading letter 7 to just before your next

summer holiday.
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Letter 5 will obviously be relevant to you if you’re in the process of apply-

ing for a place to study law at university; and letter 6 will be relevant to

you if one of the universities you are applying to requires you to sit the

LNAT (the new national legal aptitude test). If you’ve applied for a place

to study law at Oxford or Cambridge and are preparing to go for inter-

view there, you might find it helpful to read letters 3, 8 and the final sec-

tion of letter 12.

Because Sam doesn’t exist, it was necessary to give Sam an identity – to

make certain assumptions about Sam. I’ve assumed that Sam is doing a

normal three-year law degree. So Sam is not doing a mixed law degree,

such as a degree in Law & Politics or Law & Criminology; and Sam is not

doing a degree that involves going somewhere on the Continent for one

or two years to find out what the law says over there. I’ve also assumed

that Sam is studying law at an English or Welsh university, and not a uni-

versity in Northern Ireland or Scotland. Finally, I’ve assumed that Sam

takes exams and that how Sam does in those exams will determine what

class of law degree Sam will get. So Sam’s law degree does not involve

doing coursework or a dissertation.

Making these assumptions has, of course, made the focus of this book a

little narrower that some might like. For example, there is no advice in

this book for students as to how best to approach the job of doing course-

work or how best to write a dissertation. But I’m not unduly concerned

by this. One of the themes of the later letters in this book is the need for

students to stop being so passive in the way they study law and adopt a

much more active approach to their studies. Those who are capable of ris-

ing to this challenge will be more than capable of adapting the lessons

taught in this book to their individual circumstances.

Another criticism that might be made of this book in some quarters is

that it is too ‘prescriptive’ – it gives law students detailed guidance as to

how they should study law instead of leaving it up to them to decide for

themselves how best to approach the job of ‘learning the law’. Not sur-

prisingly, I would reject this criticism. In theory, the idea of allowing

everyone to find their own way of studying law and letting ‘a thousand

flowers bloom’ sounds very appealing. But in practice, giving law students

little or no guidance as to how they should approach their studies leaves
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them in a wasteland, feeling confused, upset and very lonely. It is better,

surely, to provide students with a model for studying law that they can all

adopt and then allow them to make improvements to that model in the

light of their own individual circumstances. That is what I have tried to

do in this book, among other things.

There are only a handful of books in this world that are incapable of being

improved and this book is definitely not one of them. Students or teach-

ers who have read this book and have constructive suggestions as to how

it might be changed for the better shouldn’t hesitate to get in touch with

me at njm33@cam.ac.uk. I would very much welcome hearing from you.

Nick McBride
Pembroke College, Cambridge

1 February 2006
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