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Perhaps the most common phrase used to describe the law, is that the law is a reflection of society’s will. Popular amongst teachers of legal studies and students alike, this phrase illustrates that the law, as a societal institution reflects our collective identity, social and cultural values, and vision for what kind of society we aim to create. Simply, each and every citizen is in fact a part of the law. In a pluralistic, democratic and multi-cultural country like Canada that has built its foundations on the rule of law, the law is a complex, interwoven, and pervasive reality, governing almost every aspect of both public and private life. Due to both its complexity and institutional size, the law confronts the lay-citizen with several challenges, and at the heart of these challenges is the individual responsibility to be informed and knowledgeable of the law if only to an elementary level. Collectively, the institutional size and scope of the law, the fact that ignorance offers no exemption from the law, and the limited exposure citizens have interacting with the law outside of confrontation, it is no surprise that better understanding the law is often viewed as a daunting task. Thankfully, the opportunity to create a more informed society already exists through public education – specifically through the discipline of social studies and the incorporation of law-related education. Tragically however, this opportunity is being largely missed.
Law-Related Education – or LRE as it is frequently referred to – began in the United States during the 1960s and did not take shape in Canada until the early 1970s.
 Despite being almost identical in practice and purpose, the two were born in response to completely different circumstances. In the case of the United States, LRE was a response to the many social movements characteristic of the 1960s in America: namely the civil rights movement, women’s movement, and anti-Vietnam war demonstrations.
 In an attempt to revamp teaching the U.S. Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and American values, the law-related education movement was like many other educational reform initiatives – a response to a call for change.
 In the case of Canada, LRE was a response to an increasing societal demand for access to the law, the identification of the limited legal knowledge held by the Canadian public, and an attempt to curb the false impressions of our own legal system caused by the intrusion of American popular culture.
 Headed by Provincial and Federal governments, the Canadian Bar Association, and other law foundations from across the country, law-related education aimed to increase legal literacy and advance public legal education.
 
Now, as was the case when the LRE movement began, law-related education shares many characteristics and aims with social studies, the overarching of which is the development of informed and responsible citizens. Like social studies, citizenry is at the heart of the law, for citizens are responsible for the creation and formation of law through their participation in society, and in particular within democracy. Additionally, LRE and social studies share in common the goal of perpetuating and advancing the goals of democracy, making sense of the world around us, and to whatever extent possible, trying to make the world we live in a better place. Despite the all of the common ground LRE and social studies share, the role of the law in social studies is often downplayed, reduced to a metaphor, or forgotten all together. Sadly, such oversight fails to recognize the power of the law, and the extent to which those who understand it can influence, shape, and guide society towards a more promising future. 

In addition to the broader philosophical, cultural, and democratic goals of LRE and social studies, the historical or contemporary study of the law in relation to social studies serves as a means to develop several practical thinking skills, many of which are objectives or outcomes specifically outlined within the curriculum. The first of these skills is the development of critical analytical or problem solving skills. As students explore social studies through the law or legal problems, they are faced with the facts that there are often more than one way of interpreting information, and more than two sides to every argument. Secondly, exploring the law constantly challenges ones perceptions of the world, including ones own values and beliefs. “Values analysis”, described by Arlene Gallagher as a technique for teaching LRE, is important for it brings the “ethical and operational questions to issues of conflict and controversy in social studies.”
  LRE also serves to develop practical skills by teaching students critical inquiry skills, specifically with respect to the use and management of information while conducting the research process. Perhaps most importantly, LRE serves as a way to enrich students’ conceptions of the law and from there enriches their conceptions of how to conduct themselves in a democratic society.
 Moreover the purpose of LRE is not to indoctrinate students into blindly following the law, but to challenge them to consider why the law exists and to identify their rights and responsibilities in a democratic society.
 

Because of the implicit content relationship between LRE and social studies, it should not come at much surprise that legal content is found intertwined throughout almost every aspect of the social studies curriculum. Yet despite its presence, bringing out the law in the curriculum though goes largely unaddressed by teachers. Perhaps the greatest reason for this is that undergraduates preparing to become teachers often have little or no opportunity to take a law course or be exposed to formal law content in their studies.
 Further adding to this is the reality that resources are often scarce or outdated, and in either or both cases the necessity of some basic understanding of the law still remains. As suggested by Wanda Cassidy, perhaps the reason why the law rarely makes it way to the surface of curriculum in social studies is because teachers are viewing the law in too narrow a way – focusing on the finite details typically reserved for study by law students and missing the bigger picture of the law’s relationship with society.
 For those teachers who do manage to find a way of unearthing the implicit legal content within the social studies curriculum, there seem to be two activities and one resource in particular which almost all law-related education texts indicate as effective methods of teaching the law to students. 
The first of these methods is through what is known as the case study, a practice shared by other social sciences, where students gain a more holistic understanding of the law by reading actual legal cases. Through this practice, students are able to begin to conceptualize the difference between principle and application of the law, gain an appreciation for the historical conflicts that formed the law, and to identify the “social, economic, political, and psychological factors that affect a social situation and to draw conclusions about their importance.”
 Further, the case study process allows for teachers to ask probing and leading questions, supplemented by background information as a means to help students express what they already know or believe, and from there justify their reasons for those beliefs.
 
The second activity seen as an effective way to teach LRE and connect the law and the social studies curriculum is through the mock trial, the most popular of LRE simulations or role playing. Mock trials fall generally under two main categories: scripted (pre-determined roles, easy to administer, and usually created by a lawyer or legal professional) or un-scripted (more complex, variable, and realistic).
 In either case mock trials present unique challenges to both student and teacher. Regardless of which style is used, several considerations need to be made before the mock trial is undertaken, the most important of which are the amount of time available to dedicate to the trial and the maturity of the students participating in the trial itself.
 Finally, the most successful mock trials make use of the resource stated above that all texts on LRE mention, the use of resource persons.

 People included under the umbrella of the legal profession may include but are not limited to lawyers, judges, police officers, civil servants, politicians, prison workers, forensic scientists, criminologists and agents of social wealth fare or advocacy groups. The wealth of information these professionals have is extensive and their ability to enrich the content of LRE and or social studies through the use of their specific skills is equally as impressive. Though many of these resources will not have had formal exposure to the practice of teaching, it is reasonable to expect that training them to operate within the classroom can be accomplished with relative ease. One suggestion is to prepare resource persons with questions or topics, and to share tips for success with students in an attempt to ease any feelings of being overwhelmed.
Ultimately, resource persons should be encouraged to engage in the kind of dialogue they daily encounter with their own clients – “asking questions, seeking answers, developing generalizations, coming to conclusions, and speculating future implications for behavior.”
 Benefits from having resource persons in the classroom also come through breaking down the negative attitudes and misconceptions of the legal system and legal professionals built up by the dramatized portrayal of the law through media.
 Again however, as is the case with the limited integration of LRE into social studies, the underutilization of resource persons overshadows their inclusion.
 
The field of law-related education is as extensive as the law itself. There are several elements of law-related education which contribute to its understanding, and certainly some which delve deeper into the ways in which it can enrich social studies curriculum. As suggested LRE is inherently built into the social studies curriculum, but many teachers have a difficult time drawing out the connections beyond a superficial level. Arguably, social studies cannot be adequately taught without consideration of the law – a reality which for those with a legal lens through which to view the curriculum seems perfectly clear.
 Still, challenges remain, shortcomings continue, and the law appears in the social studies curriculum at a superficial and barely adequate level at best. As evidenced, social studies and law-related education share in common the aims of “investigating the nature of citizenship, people’s rights and responsibilities, social justice issues, personal and citizen empowerment, [and] the values and beliefs that undergird our democracy.”
 Considering these connections and the paramount importance of even a basic understanding of the law by all citizens, perhaps more ought to be done in the way of preparing social studies teachers to enrich their lessons with an infusion of law-related content, and by consequence, prepare students to be truly informed, knowledgeable, and responsible citizens in the 21st century. 
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