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1. Method of Assessment

The team of experts reviewed the self-analysis prepared by the faculty in advance of the on site visit.  While on site the team met with the Vice Rector and other administrative staff to obtain an overview of the Vytautas Magnus University law programmes.  The team then met with a group of about 15 local law lecturers and one foreign lecturer.  After lunch with the Dean, the Vice Rector and others the team met with a group of alumni, and two separate groups of students, with about 35 students at the two meetings.

During these meetings the team asked questions about the development of the self-analysis, type of curriculum, quality of instruction,  and adequacy of resources to support the program.  The teams also examined various documents, including class syllabi, record of class attendance books, and copies of master’s theses.  The team also visited classrooms, offices, the library, and computer facilities for students.

In all of the various meetings, the team described the purpose of the visit and the general nature of the report that would be written at the conclusion of the visit.  The team also sought both descriptive information and impressions of strengths and weaknesses of the program, and comments regarding possible improvements.

After the on site visit the team discussed impressions obtained as a result of the self-analysis and meetings, and then drafted its report with appropriate conclusions and recommendations.

2. Aims of the Program(s) under Review

The Law programme at the Law Institute (Law School) of Vytautas Magnus University aims to train students in general principles of law and legal policy. The Law programme puts a heavy emphasis on teaching analytical thinking skills rather than a detailed knowledge of numerous laws. It is a Masters degree only, with specialties in Administrative Law, International Law, and Commercial Law. The graduates are expected to become highly qualified legal professionals beeing able to adapt to the changing legal environment of Lithuania. They are also expected to have a good command of the principles of European Community law. The aim of being like American law schools is expressly stated. There is clearly an objective to teach comparative principles so that students will be able to assist in Lithuania’s development as a democratic state.
3. Academic Standards

a) Stated Goals of the Program

The study program of Vytautus Magnus University , School of Law leads to a master degree in law.  It is a requirement for admission that the applicant has a bachelor degree in some other field than law. Bachelors of law can, however, be admitted on the same conditions than other students and a minor number has in fact been accepted as students at the master program of law.  Vytautas Magnus University offers a number of bachelor studies but no one in the field of law.

3.1 Adequate intentions of the provider?

The scoool has described its aims at page 3 to 5 of the self analysis report. The aims are related to the present and expected Lithuanian society and indicated more precisely and adequately than in most other law programs. In connection with an assessment of curriculum it would, however, have facilitated an evaluation if the school had developed its thoughts regarding the implications of the curriculum structure reasonably to ensure a good balance of knowledge of the actual or expected changes of the society and accomodate future needs of legal knowledge and skills.

3.2 Content and design of curriculum

It should be stressed – in spite of the reservation made above -  that the curriculum of the school has several advantages compared with other programs.  It has a better balance between at the one side criminal law and criminal procedure and at the other side civil and administrative law. The number of international and internationally related subjects are higher  and the curriculum shows clearly awareness of the increasing impact of the European Union on Lithuanian business and public administration. Further it is – in the opinion of the committee – an advantage that the law school of Vytautas Magnus University has limited the number of subjects taught per semester to six, which is lower than at other Lithuanian law schools.

The structure of the curriculum is good. The program starts with the basic subjects of law, continues with more advanced and special subjects and ends with a master thesis.  The curriculum does not contain specific training of practical skills, but the case based method of teaching seems to ensure a good balance between theoretical knowledge and understanding at the one side and practical skills  at the other.

The program comprises three specializations: Commercial law, international law and administrative law.  These three specializations are – in the opinion of the committee – all relevant and cover well the fields of employment of the graduates. It should, however, be added that the program of administrative law seems to be less developed than the other fields of specialization. The reason for this is evidently that the administrative law of Lithuania has rapidly and radically changed in recent years.

3.3 Student assessment

The self analysis  report indicates and conversations with staff and students confirm that the aims of the program , the content of the curriculum and the criteria of evaluation are clearly communicated to the students.

The  learning of the students is exclusively evaluated by way of written exams. In these multiple choice tests are generally used, although a few essay tests are used.  Some of the latter tests are requiring the students to demonstrate their ability to apply their theoretical knowledge by dealing with a concrete case.  It is the firm impression of the committee that the students get adequate feedback as regards their achievements at the tests. The conditions and the procedure of exams seeem to provide a reasonable and fair assessment of the results of the tests. 

In spite of the positive view of the committee on the exams it should be added that it migt be beneficial for the school to consider the possibility of introducing greater variety in its means of assessment. Among other things the advantages of different kinds of oral exams seems to be disregarded.

4. Learning Opportunities

a) Quality of Teaching and Learning
The law program at Vytautas Magnus University is unique in Lithuanian university-based higher education in many ways.  It is only a Masters program requiring the equivalent of eight semesters of work; virtually the entire teaching faculty consists of part-time lecturers and visiting foreign lecturers, with essentially no full-time faculty;  and the program is consciously modeled after the American model of Socratic method instruction.

Discussions with students, alumni, and a review of a questionnaire submitted to alumni suggest that the Socratic teaching method is widely accepted and perceived to offer unique advantages, including a comparative study and approach to thinking that is particularly beneficial to the Lithuanian legal system at this stage of its development.

Because Vytautas Magnus University is reasonably small, class sizes range from 20-100 depending on the course.  Large classes are divided into three groups for portions of the instruction.  Although there is no formal clinical program, the Socratic classroom method often requires students to play the role of an attorney representing a particular client in a particular legal matter.

A course syllabus is required for every course so that students have advance notice of what will be covered in the course.  These syllabi may be revised as the semester progresses if the professor senses a need to devote more time to a particular topic.  There are advance reading assignments for almost every classroom period, with those assignments available to students either in hard copy or on the internet.

All students are required to have a Bachelor’s degree prior to enrolling.  Students universally reported that  the breadth, depth, and challenge of teaching was stronger at Vytautas Magnus than at any other institution they had previously attended.

Students and alumni reported that, although obtaining employment initially may be somewhat difficult because the nature of the Vytautas Magnus program is not yet well known, once a graduate is hired the employer is very favorably impressed and will likely seek additional VMU graduates in the future.

Cheating is strictly prohibited and closely monitored, and any class session missed by a professor must be made up at some other time during the semester.

All examinations are in writing and most are multiple choice.  All exams are given at the end of the semester, even for a concentrated two or three week course that may have ended a few months before the exam is given.  This was reported by some students to create a difficult burden during the examination period and may want to be reconsidered.

Many classes have writing assignments during the course of the semester and students receive feedback from professors on their performance on these assignments.

Despite the absence of many full-time faculty students report that professors are readily accessible, both after class and in their offices.  There is also a widely used e-mail contact system in which professors respond to student’s questions and provide additional information about particular class assignments.

Alumni were very positive about their experience at VMU, with particular advantages cited being that because law changes and they have been taught general concepts and principles of law, without being required to memorize particular laws, they are better able to adapt and serve clients.  They also reported that this is an advantage to Lithuania as it is developing its legal system and is looking to the law of many other countries in deciding what should be part of that legal system.

b) Student Progress

From the admissions process to graduation, student progression is logical and effective.  The school admits about 100 students per year. Only students who have bachelor’s degree are admitted. This can be bachelor’s degree in law or in any other science. About 50% of students admitted eventually graduate.  Some drop out because they find the necessary class preparation and Socratic style of teaching too difficult.  The school seeks to maintain high standards of instruction and has a voluntary grade distribution curve. All students are required to have good knowledge of English. The many courses in English provide them with the opportunity to improve their skills of legal English significantly.

The meeting with the graduates and the local teachers of the Law School assured the experts that the graduates of the Vytautas Magnus Law School generally have good career oportunities and are able to access Ph.D. studies at other Lithuanian law schools, e.g. at the Law University of Lithuania. 

The Law School uses several methods to ensure student progression. One of these methods is the close academic guidance provided by the Dean as well as by the local and visiting members of the teaching staff. There appears to be a close working relationship between the students and the academic staff. The Dean and the lecturers are connected with students by e-mail and a well established local Intranet system. The system of electronic communication allows the students to contact the staff easily, to read Dean’s information for students and to obtain teaching materials prepared by lecturers. 

The student progression is ensured also by means of participation of students in questionnaires after every single course. The performance of each lecturer is evaluated according to various criteria. As a result an average grade in the scale from 1 to 5 is awarded to each of the lecturers. If this average grade is low, the Dean discusses the lacks in performance with the respective teacher in order to avoid an insufficient performance in the future.

An effective means to promote students and to increase their motivation is the participation of best students in the edition of the Vytautas Magnus University Law Review. The meeting with the student staff of the Law Review showed that they are very proud of the opportunity to edit the legal journal of their School. 

However, it appears, that the teachers and students of the Law School show too much disregard for studying law in detail. In order to work successfully in the Lithuanian legal environment they should have not only good methodological skills but also a considerable knowledge of numerous legal norms.  

c) Availability and Utilization of Learning Resources

The Law School is located in a large building in the very center of Kaunas. The building, the classrooms and the office rooms need some improvement but they are clearly adequate.  The University and the Law School renovate as many rooms as possible and this is given a high priority.  As the Dean of Law School and the Vice-Rector of the University explained to the experts, the money the University receives from fee-paying students is spent mostly on renovations and other improvements of the facilities. The law students can use a small but newly renovated law library and a small computer room in the premises of the Law School as well as the extensive main library of the University. It appeared that they also have access to other computer rooms in the buildings of the University.

The Law School has got a local teaching staff consisting of the Dean and a number of local part-time lecturers (approximately 10) working predominantly as legal practitioners outside the University. The Law School has also a long tradition of inviting visiting lecturers, especially from the United States of America. The visiting staff coming to Kaunas from abroad for intensive shorter courses appears to be a very qualified one, consisting mainly of American law professors and highly skilled practitioners. There are also some highly qualified Lithuanian law professors lecturing at the Law School on a regular basis. However, the School in fact does not have any full-time teaching staff except the Dean who runs the administrative matters and does also teaching and research. The young local teachers seem to be dedicated, but none of them have doctoral degrees in law. The administrative staff of the School (the Dean, the Executive Assistant to the Dean and the secretaries) seems to be suitable and highly qualified.

The Law School makes efforts to develop co-operation with some national and international partners. On the national level the main partner is the Law University of Lithuania. Several teachers of the Vytautas Magnus Law School study there for doctoral degrees. There is an agreement between the Law School and the Lithuanian American Bar Association for the joint publication of the Vytautas Magnus University Law Review. The Law School has an agreement on exchange of students and faculty with the Armed Forces University in Munich, Germany, and an agreement on creation of a joint doctoral program with the Michigan State University Detroit College of Law. 

The research work at the Law School seems yet to be inadequate for a university-level institution but the situation is improving. The Vytautas Magnus University Law Review is published on a regular basis. Some textbooks written by the teachers (e.g. Tadas Klimas, Viktoras Justickis) are either already published or are to be published soon.          

5. Ability of the Institution to Maintain and Enhance the Program in Future

In light of available financial and human resources, the experts have full confidence in the ability of VMU to maintain and enhance its program in future.

6. Conclusions and Judgments

6.1 General remarks

It requires talent and lots of effort to establish a new study program, to build up a group of teachers and to run the program with fine results. Vytautus Magnus University has managed to do this since 1995. It is even more difficult to develop a program model that has never been applied in that particular country  and which is partly based on cooperation with universities and teachers in other countries. Many established and resourceful universities have not been able to adapt their law programs to the needs of a changed society and of internationalization. On this background the team has a lot of acknowledgment for what has been achieved by the law school of Vytautus Magnus University. It has confidence in the academic standards of the law school  and consider its teaching and learning, its student progression and its utilization of learning resources commendable. The team is not saying that the law study model of Vytautas Magnus University is better than other models, but it wants to stress that Vytautas Magnus University has added something valuable to legal education in Lithuania.

6.2 Recommendations

In spite of all acknowledgment the team finds it desirable if the law school would consider four recommendations, of which the two first are closely interconnected

1) In the first place the team encourages the school to  strive continuously to enlarge the very small group af permanent full time employed. The possibility of maintaining, enhancing and developing the present law study program might well depend upon the results of the schools endeavours in this respect.  (Advisable) 

2) It is not likely for the time being that the school can increase its permanent full time staff from other Lithuanian universities or from abroad. Further full time teachers has in practice probably to be recruited from the schools own graduates  It is an obstacle in this connection that the school hasn’ t got ists own Ph.D program. The group wants to urge the school to look into all possibilities to get accreditation for granting Ph.D degrees in law as soon as possible.  (Desirable)

3) In general the group has no objections to but as indicated above under point 3 the team would recommend deliberations on an adjustment om the curriculum , in particular as regards the content on courses on administrative law subjects.  (Desirable)

4) Finally the team prompt the school to consider the possibility of introducing a greater variety as regards methods of examination.  (Advisable)

7. Summary

The teams review of materials and interview with faculty, staff and students brought it to the conclusion that the law school of Vytautas Magnus University has managed to build up a law study program, which is unique in Lithuania, and which has taken new needs for legal education into consideration. The team has confidence in the ability of the law school to maintain, enhance and develop the study program that it started in 1995 and recommends continued accreditation of the program. 

At the same time the group find it desirable if the school would consider recommendations  to  strive to enlarge its present very small full time staff and to gets its own Ph.D program as soon as possible. It would further seem expedient  if the school  would consider an adjustment of a part of its curriculum and eventually introduce greater variety into its examination methods.
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