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In Academic Learning in Law, Netherlands academics Bart van Klink and 
Ubaldus de Vries bring together a bold and challenging collection of 14 
theoretical and practical perspectives on legal education. Their contribution 
is timely. In Australia, interest in legal education is significant and review 
is ongoing.1 The issue is also topical globally, following for example the 
United States Carnegie Report2 and the United Kingdom Legal Education 
and Training Review.3  

The book is a valuable addition to the literature, particularly for readers in 
Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States. In these countries, 
scholarship on legal education is often country-specific.4 Further, authors 
who do take a comparative approach typically focus on common law 
countries.5 Academic Learning in Law contains a wider range of 
perspectives. Its contributors include academics from the Netherlands, 
Germany and Turkey. Additionally, the contributions are all designed to be 
capable of broad application. Consequently, the book is invigorating as it 
provides new and occasionally radical insights.  

The book’s overarching thesis is that tertiary legal education requires 
reform. The editors consider that, as a result of neoliberal policy, tertiary 
education is becoming excessively ‘instrumental and specialised’.6 Legal 
education is not immune from this development.7 Law schools should 
therefore take measures to reinforce the academic character of legal 
education. This involves encouraging students to engage with legal theory, 
and to develop a critical perspective.8 The contributors share this view. In 
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particular, they all agree that nurturing students’ critical faculties should be 
fundamental to legal education.9 

The 14 contributions are accessible and engaging. This is particularly true 
of the chapters in which contributors vividly describe their own innovative 
teaching programs. However, the final two chapters are especially 
important. The penultimate chapter provides a critical overview of the 
book.10 In this chapter Bleeker summarises each of the contributions, 
contextualises them within the wider debate on legal education and 
examines the connections and tensions between them.11 This will be useful 
for academics researching legal pedagogy. The final chapter is more 
pragmatic. It is designed to assist teachers who, after reading, are ‘tempted’ 
to revise their own courses.12 Each contributor provides a half-page 
summary of their thesis for use as a ‘stepping-stone’ in course 
development.13 The inclusion of these two chapters makes the book 
accessible to a wide audience.  

Academic Learning in Law is not without flaws. Two features of the book 
are problematic. The first issue is that the contributors often fail to 
acknowledge or analyse counter-arguments. As Bleeker hints in the 
penultimate chapter, this uncritical approach is incongruous given the 
thesis of the book.14 Furthermore, it leaves unaddressed the issue of why 
law schools have not adopted the contributors’ preferred teaching 
methods.15 Assessing the feasibility of their proposals is therefore 
difficult.16 For readers with a critical mindset, this aspect of the book will 
be disappointing.   

Despite this weakness, there is diversity among the contributions.17 As 
Bleeker notes, some contributors consider that legal education should have 
the instrumental goal of creating better citizens.18 Others emphasise the 
intrinsic importance of education.19 Others fall somewhere ‘in between’.20 
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Consequently, reading several of the contributions does stimulate a degree 
of critical analysis. 

The second issue is the book’s indifference towards Clinical Legal 
Education (‘CLE’). CLE has a vocational focus. The editors of Academic 
Learning in Law consider that although vocational legal education may 
produce effective legal practitioners, it will not produce critical legal 
minds.21 Indeed, van Klink (quoting Nussbaum) characterises the ‘skilful 
legal reasoning’ of practitioners as more ‘sophistry’ than ‘philosophy’.22 In 
his view, the ‘clever’ arguments employed in adversarial legal practice are 
often unsound.23 In this way, the editors establish a dichotomy between the 
academic and the practical. Only theory-based ‘academic’ legal education 
can develop students’ analytical abilities.24  

In common law countries, this suspicion towards CLE is not the prevailing 
view. In Australia for example, the mainstream opinion is that participation 
in CLE stimulates critical analysis.25 There are two reasons for this. First, 
CLE allows students to observe the impact of the law in the real world.26 
Secondly, in the common law tradition the work of legal practitioners is 
not viewed as ‘sophistry’. On the contrary, it is a fundamental premise of 
the adversarial system that this work is intellectually sound.27 In civil law 
countries with inquisitorial legal systems, legal practice and legal 
education are viewed differently.28 Consequently, whether readers find this 
aspect of the book challenging will depend on their perspective.  

However, the book makes some salient points regarding CLE. Despite its 
benefits, CLE may reinforce unjust traditions and practices.29 
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Consequently, the book is a timely reminder of the need to ensure that CLE 
programs give significant attention to the critical analysis of ‘justice, power 
and disadvantage’ in the legal system.30  

In conclusion, this book is recommended to two audiences. First, for 
teachers it provides a thought provoking insight into legal pedagogy. It will 
also assist with course development. Secondly, for academics researching 
legal education it offers a stimulating new perspective. Catering to both 
these audiences is a significant achievement. Academic Learning in Law is 
therefore a useful contribution to scholarship on legal education. 
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