
The Solicitors’ Regulation Authority (the “SRA”) is currently finalising details of its proposal for a ‘solicitors’ super exam’ (the 
“Solicitors’ Qualifying Exam” or “SQE”), the projected new common route to qualifying as a solicitor in England and Wales. 

The aim of the SQE is to remove standards which push a particular pathway into the legal profession. Prospective solicitors 
currently sit two further stages of formal training after obtaining their law degree (“LLB”) or law conversion (“GDL”): a post-graduate 
diploma in legal practice (the “Legal Practice Course” or “LPC”) and a two-year Recognised Period of Training (“RPT”) within a firm 
or legal team. The SRA’s proposed new system is intended to simplify this process and to allow greater flexibility for candidates 
to qualify whilst in the workplace. The LPC (which is a year long course with staggered assessments) will be replaced with a single 
examination, and the RPT with a (seemingly) less formal requirement for two years of qualifying legal work experience. 

The SQE will be assessed by a single provider, for which the tender process has now begun. The provider will run assessment centres 
in London and Leeds, with potential to open further centres as the system develops. Significantly, the venues will also offer an 
international assessment centre, which is hoped to align our qualification system to that offered by the internationally-friendly US 
bar exam.

The SRA’s goal is for the SQE to be available to candidates by 2020 following a two-year testing process. However, a number of 
challenges threaten to delay the implementation of the exam. Four crucial issues for the SRA to tackle are:

THE SOLICITORS QUALIFYING EXAM

2) Diversity and Access

Current results for the LLB and the LPC show that progress has been made in relation to gender equality in accessing the legal 
profession, with pass rates largely unaffected by a candidate’s sex. Pass rates are, however, around 10% lower for those with 
disabilities, and, most troublingly, up to 40-50% lower for those from ethnic minority backgrounds. As mentioned above, further 
concerns are raised over the inability of the SQE to improve access to the solicitor’s title for those of lower socio-economic 
backgrounds.

The legal profession must be made accessible to candidates from all backgrounds, for example through the provision of 
scholarships and diversity schemes. Specific proposals of how the current inequality will be redressed under the new system are yet 
to be made. 

3) Multiple Tier Admission

The ‘university to SQE’ route to qualification will run alongside the ‘apprentice to SQE’ route. During an initial transitional period, 
the current ‘university to LPC’ route will also remain available. The SRA will have the challenge of ensuring that these three routes to 
qualification interact smoothly. 

CHALLENGES TO REFORMING OUR SYSTEM OF LEGAL QUALIFICATION

1) Costs

There will be two main costs to qualifying under the new system: the cost of sitting the SQE and the cost of preparing for it.

The SRA believes that using a single examination provider will keep down costs for the exam itself, allowing for economies of scale 
and enabling the SRA to oversee aspects of cost. This is a movement away from the current system, under which LPC providers are 
largely unregulated in relation to fees (which have effectively escalated to up to £16,000). In terms of training costs, it is for the 
market (and potentially the test provider itself) to respond to the introduction of the SQE by offering preparation courses. We may 
also see universities adding value to undergraduate law students by offering SQE preparation as part of the LLB. 

Although it is hoped that the new system will bring down costs of qualification and improve access to the legal profession for those 
of low income backgrounds, the two-fold cost aspect risks aligning overall costs to those paid currently. We eagerly await figures to 
evidence the contrary.
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Summary

All in all, there is plenty of work to be done before the SRA’s proposed new system to qualification as a solicitor is introduced in 
England and Wales. We are hopeful that the final model of the SQE will address the above challenges in a way which safeguards 
standards of legal services and protects the interests of our clients and staff.
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4) Commercial Funnelling

The SRA have made a cost-cutting decision for the SQE to assess only core legal skills and competence. It believes that this will allow 
knowledge and skills in specialist area of law to be developed flexibly in the workplace. 

Some are concerned that this approach will drive candidates into commercial law, whilst failing redress the shortage of lawyers in 
specialist areas such as Legal Aid, finance and legal tech. Some firms currently offer niche training contracts which focus on these 
areas, although there is a risk that these will be discontinued as requirements for a formal RPT or training contract are relaxed 
under the new system. This could also exacerbate the shortage of affordable legal services in the market in general.

Some worry that allowing candidates with three varieties of formal training to become solicitors will lead to inconsistency of legal 
standards and unfairness in the legal job market. It is also believed that allowing three-tier admission may open the floodgates 
to an influx of newly qualified solicitors by releasing the current bottleneck of candidates struggling to obtain an RPT or training 
contract.


