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I   INTRODUCTION
Learning and teaching in law often oscillates between the substance of the law and 

the relevant techniques or skills required of lawyers in practice.1 The two are not mutually 
exclusive – for example, when drafting a contract, you need to have an understanding 
about the substance of contract law as well as the writing skills to draft the provisions 
in a particular way. But when learning and teaching law, striking an appropriate balance 
between substance and technique involves broader questions about the purpose of legal 
education.2 The Philip C. Jessup International Law Moot Court Competition (“Jessup”) 
is a unique course that necessitates students to excel in both substance and technique. At 
its core, Jessup requires a group of students to build a deep understanding of the relevant 
substantive areas of law, and present clear and logical arguments to panels of judges, 
legal practitioners, and academics that are often experts in those areas of law. As such, 
it requires students to finesse their legal research, writing, teamwork, problem solving, 
and oral advocacy skills.3 

As an early career academic whose research and teaching is in public international 
law, I have been involved in coaching my institution’s Jessup team in the last two annual 
competitions. This has been to mixed results. The first year our team did well in the oral 
rounds and received a best memorial prize, however, the following year we placed last 
in the oral rounds and claimed no prizes. As I have learned through my involvement 
in the last two competitions, Jessup can be demanding and at times disappointing, but 
also hugely rewarding for both the students and the educators involved. In this editorial 
I intend to offer some reflections on the challenges of Jessup from the perspective of a 
novice coach.

II   NOVEL AREAS OF LAW
Jessup is challenging for both students and educators for several reasons. Jessup 

involves learning and teaching novel issues in public international law spanning 
multiple different subject areas of law. For students, it is a demanding course because, 
unlike most undergraduate law courses where there is usually a fixed amount of pre-
determined readings that enable a student to perform to a high standard, Jessup involves 
extensive research into existing and developing areas of law where there may be vast 
or small amounts of literature available. Given that Jessup covers different areas of 
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public international law – a Jessup problem can involve anything from sources of law, 
jurisdiction of courts, human rights law, environmental law, trade law, law of armed 
conflict, and so on – it often requires students to learn about entirely new areas of law to 
a level of depth not required in typical undergraduate courses. Similarly, as an educator, 
even if one has expertise in one area of public international law or as a generalist public 
international lawyer, the Jessup problem can involve complex current legal issues that 
can be as unfamiliar to the teacher as to the students. Further, as the Jessup problem 
is released to everyone at the same time, besides a cryptic social media post by the 
organisation responsible for Jessup,4 there is little that can be done in preparation for 
the substantive law element of the course prior to the release of the problem. As such, 
throughout each annual Jessup, I found myself actively researching and learning about 
unfamiliar areas or aspects of the law so that I was able to better help my students 
through this process. While time consuming, this was also useful in itself as it allowed 
me to deepen my own knowledge of different aspects of public international law, and 
subsequently strengthen aspects of my own research and writing.

III   CHOOSING THE TEAM
Another reason for why Jessup is challenging is the team of students. An ideal 

team should consist of academically strong students in the later years of their studies 
that have honed their research and writing skills, have completed a course in public 
international law, have developed their oral advocacy skills in moots or other contexts 
during their studies, are able to work effectively in teams, and have the ability to 
dedicate much of their summers to Jessup. The reality, however, is different. Some 
students may be academically gifted with perfect grade point averages but have no 
knowledge of international law or experience in mooting. Some may have a strong 
interest in international law and passion for mooting but are in the early years of their 
studies and thus also have not yet had the chance to develop their research, writing, or 
advocacy skills sufficiently. Others may need to work during the summer to earn an 
income, complete multiple other courses at the same time as Jessup in order to graduate 
according to their plans or have other personal or family commitments. Adding to this, 
we have normally had quite small numbers in terms of applicants – around a dozen 
applicants in both years, and in both cases after the interview process there were only 
about three or four students that were deemed suitable. This then required us to extend 
the application window or encourage the chosen applicants to recommend or help recruit 
more students in order to have a team of four or five. As such, in both years the pool of 
applicants we had to choose from was small, which further limited our choices for the 
ideal team. Also, given that our institution operates at multiple campuses, in both years 
we had teams made up of students who did not live in geographic proximity of each 
other which required more effort and time for all of them to meet together in person.

Team selection can also be challenging. As a novice Jessup coach, I think I leaned 
too much toward choosing students that were academically strong even where they had 
not studied international law or mooted much before. I believed that for students that 
had completed most of their Priestly 11 courses and performed exceptionally, learning 
about international law would not be so different and that they would be able to master 

4 For example, in mid-2019 it was revealed that the Jessup problem would involve ‘multi-fora international lit-
igation, the accountability of heads of State for war crimes, killer robots, [and] a wall’. @The_Jessup (The Jes-
sup) (Twitter, 25 July 2019, 2:09am AEST) <https://twitter.com/The_Jessup/status/1154061044433731585>, 
archived at <https://perma.cc/DD9T-XTJY>.
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the law to the extent that they could easily demonstrate their understanding under 
questioning from judges in the competition. But given the nature of Jessup and the 
commitment it requires, I found that this was not always the case. As a course, Jessup 
is perhaps more akin to an Honours or Masters level research paper and requires the 
team members to work with less direction than they are accustomed to in most of their 
undergraduate courses. Importantly, the students need to work together as a team as 
opposed to individually like they may be accustomed to. The nature of international 
law adds another layer to this. From the sources of law doctrine to the vast amounts 
of literature available from around the world, students were often quick to realise why 
Jessup was so challenging. Further, I learned that while academically strong students 
may be useful for the research and writing phases of Jessup, for the oral rounds it is 
the strong oral advocates that shine. For this reason, and given that students meeting 
all the ideal qualities of a Jessup team member are rare, I learned the importance of 
selecting team members with good oral advocacy skills even if they were not as strong 
academically.

IV   ORAL ADVOCACY
As to the development of oral advocacy skills, practice moots are essential. We had 

approximately three to four practice moots per week, though I know some institutions 
do more and others less. Here I tried to strike the balance between sufficient practice but 
also having time in between moots to develop arguments and prepare for the following 
moot. I learned that more formal practice moots would have been useful for some 
of the students, whereas others clearly used the time between practice moots to fine-
tune their arguments and practice presenting them. Regarding judges for the practice 
moots, while we had a large number of subject matter experts involved in judging 
the students, it would have been advantageous to have more barristers or practicing 
lawyers involved in litigation to help develop students’ oral advocacy skills. This is 
useful even where those persons do not have any knowledge or expertise in international 
law. However, involvement in practice moots can be challenging and requires the moot 
judges to volunteer time from their busy work schedules. Similarly, as an educator, 
organising, preparing and being involved in regular practice moots takes time and can 
be challenging, especially alongside other teaching and research related commitments. 

Finally, regarding choosing the students that moot in the competition, I always 
wanted to give all my students the opportunity to moot both in the practice moots and 
in the national rounds. My view was that since students have committed themselves 
to Jessup as a mooting competition and spent so long preparing and practicing their 
mooting, then they should all have the opportunity to moot in the competition itself. 
This is different to many other teams that would select their best oral advocates in the 
practice rounds and only have those students moot in the national rounds. While, from 
a competition perspective, it is undoubtedly best to have the strongest oral advocates 
representing the team in the national rounds, I viewed the experience of mooting in the 
national rounds of Jessup to be valuable and one that I wanted for all of my students – 
especially given that they had sacrificed much of their summers to commit their time 
and energy to Jessup.

V   CONCLUSION
Overall, Jessup is a unique course that involves learning and teaching both substance 

and technique. For this reason, it can be challenging and demanding for both students 
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and educators. Ultimately, the knowledge of the substantive areas of law involved in 
Jessup will be of little to no relevance to most students in their future careers. But it 
is the techniques – the skills in legal research and writing, complex problem solving, 
teamwork, and oral advocacy – that are invaluable in any legal career. As an educator, 
to see students develop these skills and grow throughout the Jessup competition is 
extremely rewarding. 

 


