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Karen Battersby: Legal Practitioner 

 
Karen Battersby is Director of Knowledge Management at national law firm Freeths where she is 
responsible for the legal training and development of firm-wide personnel, a role that involves ensuring 
everyone has the knowledge and skills that they need to fulfil the requirements of their job. In previous 
roles, her remit includes implementing the changes in professional development regulations that 
replaced the previous continuing professional development regime with continuing competence. She 
previously taught the theory of reflective practice and reflective documentation using diaries with 
university assessment criteria on a Master’s degree in Business Administration (MBA) in legal practice. 
Her teaching experience indicated that people need time to absorb, apply and think about the different 
ways that their reflections could be incorporated into their practice as a continuous process rather than a 
piecemeal response to the last transaction or case completed. 
Her interview reveals her insights into the SRA regime for professional appraisal through reflection on 
practice and gives an indication of the potential impacts the changes may have had on legal 
practitioners. 

Interview 

K: The regulator has changed the continuing professional development regime to include reflection and 
that is new in this year. We are going to train lawyers in that but it’s not what they’ve been used to. 
There are different rules for barristers and solicitors and if you are qualified elsewhere. For England 
and Wales, solicitors have to get their practising certificate to practice every year... That used to mean 
16 hours of accredited training by and large. Really it was just about the hours and you could do any 
training really that didn’t necessarily relate to what you were doing in your practice… From the 1st 
November 2016, there’s no hours’ requirement but what solicitors are now required to do is to reflect 
on their role and their competence, and identify from that reflection development needs, and undertake 
activity related to those needs. So no longer any set target but a need to continuously reflect and 
identify needs. The way the SRA would regulate this is in the code of conduct for solicitors, there’s 
principle 5 which requires solicitors to provide a proper standard of service to the public. Under this 
new regime the way they would regulate it, if say a solicitor had a complaint or negligence claim, they 
would also look at the Learning and Development reflection and say well maybe the reason you did not 
meet principle 5 was because you hadn’t developed yourself correctly. 

Q: Who would assess that?  

K: This is one of the open questions because the new regime has just come in and the SRA did provide 
a toolkit, there are a lot of open questions about how they are going to enforce it. They have said they 
could spot check firms and individuals: if there were complaints they could come in and look at the 
reflection records. During the CPD year, the individual solicitor has to make an annual declaration that 
they have reflected over the year and undertaken what they have identified as necessary development 
activity. The firm has a COLP, compliance officer for legal practice, and he (in our case a he) would 
have to sign that off and our HR department can apply for the practising certificate for all the solicitors. 
Through the declaration, if somebody couldn’t produce evidence that they had reflected and done L&D 
activity then our COLP would not be able to sign them off and they could have difficulty getting their 
practising certificate. It’s the responsibility of the individual as well. When the COLP signs off that all 
our lawyers have done that, then the firm has a responsibility as well but it’s the responsibility of the 
individual as well. 

Q: I am interested to know what reflection and reflective practice means in the legal context. 
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K:  It’s difficult because I can only speak for the lawyers – we are now having to say to them, you’ve 
got to do this continuous reflection- and to a lot of them it seems quite an alien concept because they’ve 
never had to do it. Obviously, they are intelligent people and get the idea that they are thinking about 
how they need to develop but the recording element of it seems particularly tricky to some people and 
this is shared across other firms who are having to implement this. Getting people to not only reflect but 
actually record this-produce evidence. 

Q: What is that evidence? A document? 

K: We have it on a system that we use for appraisals so they can go in a type their reflections: they have 
to reflect both on their role: “I’m a property lawyer of 6 years so what are the competences that I should 
have for that role?”) but also reflect on their last transaction or case (“I did that job and something 
didn’t go well; does that identify a development need?”). Always with lawyers they are so time poor 
(they’ve obviously got their fee earning target), that anything you suggest that involves recording 
something, the initial view for some, not all, is ‘oh this is another admin burden’. 

Q: Do you give them a list of competences and say do you meet these? 

K: The SRA did a generic list for any qualified solicitor which has about 92 different areas in it: go 
onto the SRA website www.sra.org.uk: that’s got the whole toolkit for this roll out and it’s got a generic 
continuing competence statementi which is divided in four main areas: legal technical practice or 
knowledge; managing people, managing yourself, professionalism and ethics, client service. From 
those four main areas, there are a number of sub-competences which define skills- 92 of those. The 
SRA haven’t been prescriptive about reflecting against their generic statement so like most firms we’ve 
got a competency framework for different levels; it’s part of our promotion and appraisal system. Our 
HR checked that it covers the same ground as the SRA’s so we are getting people to reflect against their 
own competency framework which they should be familiar with from their own annual appraisal 
review and promotion criteria. 

Q: In terms of what a competency is: is this to do with the qualities they bring to a particular practice? 
Do they have to make it case based? How do they present their reflections? 

K: They need to look at our competency framework: it does not have 92 behaviours or skill areas but 
it’s still got a number. So we’ve got a competency around business development and if you’re a partner 
your competency framework would probably say you’re excellent at networking as one area, and then 
you could have an enhanced ability around bringing in clients, whatever. Say you took the networking 
one, you would reflect and say “Am I really excellent at networking or could I do with developing that 
area more?”. So that would be your reflection: if you think “well actually I went to a client forum and I 
wasn’t very successful at handing out business cards”, so reflecting that I need to be better at 
networking skills. I would then reflect well how am I going to do that?  
What they’ve expanded is that whereas the old regime used to relate to accredited training-that’s still a 
valid way to do L&D to develop your needs, but they’ve opened it up to things like reading a book or 
watching a YouTube video or talking to a peer, so you might decide that I’m not good at networking 
but I know Fred’s excellent so I’ll go and have a coffee with him and talk about it with him. The key 
thing is for that to be valid you have to record that activity: I identified this need; what did I do? I went 
to have a session with Fred who is an expert at networking; he gave me some tips; I’ve now put these 
into practice and it’s resulted in this outcome. 

Q: Is it different for solicitors of different experience? 

K: What you’ll see in the SRA toolkit is a little table of threshold standards 1-5. Level 3 is the level you 
should be at when you qualify but clearly as you get more experience you are expected to be better so if 
you look at their threshold statement it will say you can handle most things but you might need help on 
complex things. So there are threshold levels and with our own framework there’s a different 
competency framework by level: so the partner one is more advanced than the senior associate one. In 
our system you’d be looking at the relevant one for you and that will describe both the skills and the 
level you should be at with those skills. 

Q: Do you as a firm, and as part of your role, put on courses for you staff? 
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K: Yes, that’s what we do in Learning and Development. We put on a lot internally and lawyers can go 
out for external courses and qualifications. We have prescribed programmes that we want people to do 
particularly juniors and we put on a whole range of L&D for people to select from according to what 
their needs are.  With reflection, you don’t have to reflect on everything: you might decide you’re fine 
in one area but there’s a particular area you want to work on. 

Q: Assuming that all the lawyering staff do all this work, who looks at their reflections and who 
assesses whether they are actually meeting the standards? 

K: It would be the SRA. Lawyers have to self-certify and we sign it off. Because we want to make sure 
people actually do it, we are going to spot check as well; if we pull a report on somebody from the 
system and there’s zero entries in their reflective area after 3 months we might go to somebody and say 
you don’t appear to be reflecting! 

Q: Do you keep an eye on the profiles? 

K: We are going to yes but we can’t necessarily keep an eye on everybody’s reflections; it is a lawyer’s 
personal responsibility both to the SRA and to the firm. The evidence we would need to pull when the 
COLP comes to sign off the first batch which will be October next year, so we are still working on that 
element, how it is all going to work. 

Q:  Do you have an idea why they thought it was necessary to bring this in? 

K: There was a big consultation on changing the regime and a lot of people wanted to keep the hours’ 
requirement: some said have reflection but still have an hours’ requirement. The old CPD regime has 
been in place for a number of years, since the 80s. The thinking from the SRA was largely around: well 
you can do 16 hours but it might not be related to what you are actually doing in your role so does it 
really guarantee any level of competence or professionalism etc. They are always looking at the public 
benefit, the quality of legal services so if a solicitor can do any unrelated training to meet regulatory 
requirements it does not necessarily guarantee that they’re furthering their particular role. They’ve 
moved away from that but whether they’ve moved too far, because it’s less prescriptive and very open 
now, is hard to say. 

Q: Presumably the aim is to embed in their thinking that this is part of their remit as a professional: 
that reflection is a necessary part of how they are going to operate. Do you think it is going to work? 

K: I don’t know. I think the SRA have introduced this…they’ve done consultations and training on the 
regime but they haven’t necessarily put that much out about reflection generally. There’s a bit in the 
toolkits but I don’t think they thought as much about the cultural side of it and that’s where a lot of 
people are saying: “how are we going to get people to actually do this?” It will take a cultural shift to 
do it from what they’ve all been used to. 

Q: What does it mean to you to reflect? 

K: I know a bit more because I used to teach on the MBA, and on the MBA we made people keep a 
reflective diary: it was part of the qualification. I used to teach the MBA in legal practice at Nottingham 
Trent University. 20% of your marks were around reflection. I know from doing that qualification 
myself and then from teaching it, and I used to assess the diaries; we had the university criteria on what 
good reflection was. This is so new to lawyers here, the guide we are giving them is very basic, like ask 
yourself these questions: what went well or badly with that last transaction, look at your competence 
statement, look at the skills, do you think you have those skills? It’s at a very rudimentary level, 
nothing like the models you are describing.  

Q: Do you think reflection has become a label (buzz word) for how to train people? Why reflection? 
Why not just learning…? What is it about that phrase reflective practice that has caught on? 

K: From my perspective on the MBA, we knew that people needed time to absorb and apply and think 
about the different ways that learning could be incorporated. It was over a period of time that people 
made connections between the theory they were learning and what they were seeing in the office and 
how they could develop that into behaviours or understanding of situations. I think that there was an 
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understanding that these things do not happen automatically and you need the time to do that. 
Reflection was that process of converting learning and looking at what’s happening around you and 
making those connections over a period of time. 

Q: Where it all came from in the first place? Ideas form Donald Schon and John Dewey? 

K: Yes. I haven’t done the MBA for 9 years now but that was definitely part of the reading and as I say 
the reflective diaries would develop: you would often read about them learning something on the course 
and having an initial view about it and as they were back in practice seeing what was happening on the 
ground. They might revisit that theory and those thoughts and suddenly develop another stage of how 
that might apply. It was a continuous reflection whereas here, for this purpose, largely you just think 
about your last job- what went badly etc. 

Q: Schon argued that the reflective practitioner was someone who would be able to deal with the 
unexpected in their client problems better than the non-reflective practitioners. Do you have any 
thoughts about that? 

K: From my own experience, because I did the MBA and the reflective diary, over a period of time 
being able to apply a number of models or thoughts to a situation, it’s definitely helpful. I think law 
firms do want lawyers to be able to do that but I don’t think, with even this small step that the SRA is 
introducing, which to me seems quite light touch, presenting it to an audience of lawyers who are very 
tied up with the time pressures of doing so many hours of fee earning a day is easy. It seems like a lot 
of admin to them and a lot of them are not ready for a message about reflection- you know ‘it’s good 
for you to take time, it’s a way of developing’. 

Q: Do you think that would apply across the board with all solicitors? And what about barristers? 

K:  I think it would be quite general. I only know from all law firms having to implement this new 
regime. I’ve been to certain seminars on it with my HR colleagues and most of our peers are saying the 
same thng: ‘How are we going to get them to do this?” It’s because of the time issue rather than a 
competence issue.  Lawyers are so focused on meeting their fee earning targets which is the way most 
financial models in law firms work, it’s just seen as another distraction they don’t need. Not by 
everyone!  

Q: Does the SRA think this will make the public see lawyers as more accountable? 

K: Yes. For the SRA a lot of their reasons for reform is public confidence in the profession so they are 
looking to address that. You’ve got different segments in the legal market: you’ve got really different 
ways of dealing with this between a high street law firm and city firms. If you’re a corporate law firm, 
you’ve got clients who are probably inhouse lawyers so it’s a different type of public to a high street 
firm dealing with the man in the street. 

Q: This is probably a difficult one to answer as it’s all new but I am just thinking that if everyone did 
their reflective practice perfectly, are there things you would anticipate would improve in legal practice 
generally- if people did it well? 

K: One of the things we are all looking for lawyers to be better at are skills outside of law: business 
skills and people skills. They tend to be highly expert at the technical legal side and that’s the way they 
are trained but can be behind industry training in other areas that are equally essential for a law firm to 
succeed. That side of getting them involved in the non-legal is always a challenge. I think it’s getting 
better now but if they were applying reflective practice really well they’d be thinking about the areas 
where they haven’t been trained. So not just the case law etc. but what am I like as a team worker, what 
am I actually like at client care in terms of my personal approach? Do I understand the business and 
finance? This is quite different to just looking at hours’ targets- understanding the profitability of the 
firm. 

Q: What about ethics? Does that come up? 

K: Yes. That’s been high on the SRA agenda: one of the key competencies is ethics and there is a code 
of conduct for ethics but it’s probably not present enough throughout the life of a lawyer- you get 
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trained in it when you first qualify but then depending on the type of law firm is it something you think 
about a lot? Your main duty is to the courts but in a lot of firms it is client first which might also 
conflict with your higher duties as a lawyer to the court and the legal regime. They have highlighted 
that as a competence for people to reflect on. 

Q: Can I ask this: there are certain sets of qualities and skills that form part of reflective practice: if I 
could go through them to check if they are required in legal situations? For an individual corporate 
lawyer in a typical case, things like:  intensive preparation, assimilation and synthesis of large amounts 
of information providing rationale for actions 

K: The skills you have described are required in all types of legal work. 

Q: What about the need for thinking fast on your feet? Is there much of that? 

K: It’s a skill we would like all lawyers to have because obviously whether they’re a litigator in court 
and having to argue things, whether they are a transactional lawyer having to negotiate late night deals, 
you’ve got to think of a solution, so in terms of our L&D and knowledge we are not just trying to 
provide people with a template but to get them to think about how they might do solutions on the fly. 

Q: is that part of initial training or is it something they have to learn in practice? 

K: I think it is something you have to learn in practice. If you do a law degree you learn the law and 
then you go into your LPC and they do present you with more scenarios that you might come across in 
practice and you learn to do the legal research. But when you are still to qualify you have to do work-
based learning or training contracts, that’s where you start to realise the situations you have to cope 
with. 

Q:  What about conflict resolution? 

K: Yes, even in transactional law you are negotiating a document with the other side. 

Q: And things like problem analysis and problem solving? 

K: Definitely. You are being presented with a lay client (you might have an in-house lawyer as a client) 
but you are being presented with their requirement whether it be corporate, employment or litigation 
and you have to translate that into the legal solution and translate back for them in a way they 
understand. 

Q: Is that something that always happens in writing or do people have to present that verbally? 

K: It varies. As a good lawyer you would be thinking about those areas outside your legal expertise: 
you would be assessing what worked with that client. To a certain extent because of risk factors we do 
put a lot of the advice in writing so there is a record. I used to be an in-house lawyer as well and one of 
the common things was that private practice lawyers were too legalistic and my role was often to 
translate what they were saying to the corporate people. What we like to do here is to train lawyers to 
be able to communicate that way without the need for translation. One of the competencies is clear 
communication to clients of advice. It would be one of the areas you should be reflecting on. 

i Toolkit http://www.sra.org.uk/solicitors/cpd/tool-kit/continuing-competence-toolkit.page: what you need to do to 
remain competent. It can guide you on how to: 

reflect on your practice and identify your learning and development needs 
plan how to address your needs and knowledge gaps 
record and evaluate your activities, including downloadable templates. 

                                                           


