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Law School Teaching Innovations/Tips No. 8 reports on a meeting about teaching and 
assessing course competencies that was held on November 14, 2005, for the faculty at the 
Thurgood Marshall School of Law.  Law School Teaching Innovations/Tips No. 8 is divided 
into three parts:  Part 1 reports on the discussion at the faculty meeting held on November 14, 
2005. Part 2 presents nine quick-to-administer classroom assessment techniques that faculty 
can use to assess course-related knowledge and skills; learner attitudes, values and self-
awareness; and learner reactions to instruction. Part 3 lists resources for additional information 
about evaluating and assessing course competencies.  
 
 
Part 1 – A Discussion about Teaching and Assessing Course Competencies 
 
The faculty meeting about teaching and assessing course competencies that was held on 
November 14, 2005, was a follow up to a teaching experiment that was proposed in  Law 
School Teaching Innovations/Tips No. 6.   
 
In Tip No. 6, faculty members who were willing to participate in an assessment experiment were 
asked: 
 
 

• to choose a section or a subsection of the textbook that they would be 
covering during the month of October 2005 and identify a lawyer 
competency that they believed the coverage required the students to 
learn in order to achieve mastery of the material, 

 
• to identify a very brief exercise that could be administered as the 

materials were taught that would test how many of the students the 
faculty member thought had acquired the competency,  

 
• to provide feedback on the students’ efforts and the competency once 

the exercise was administered the first time, and  
 
• to test the competency again by administering another exercise, quiz, or 

exam after the feedback.   
 

 
After determining how many of their students had acquired the competency, the faculty members 
were asked to observe and report how close to the mark they were in projecting the percentage of 
their students who would acquire the competency. 
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At the meeting that was held on November 14, faculty members reported on the results of their assessment 
experiment and discussed the ways that they assessed course competencies.  A 10-minute weekly quiz was found 
to be one way to test the students’ mastery of the prior week’s key points, the elements of a case, or a case’s main 
idea.  In their discussion, faculty members expressed a need to collect and disseminate sources about how to write 
competencies.  Faculty also expressed a need for resources about techniques to assess competencies.  In response, 
faculty were referred to Teaching Innovations/Tips No. 4 for information about how to write competencies from 
the presentation by Professor Ligons and for information about resources.  
 
Part 2 – Classroom Assessment Techniques 
 
Collecting data on how a course is progressing enables instructors to pinpoint what is working and why; it also 
helps to target areas for improvement.  In Classroom Assessment Techniques, Angelo & Cross offer a number of 
classroom assessment techniques that are quick to administer and can be used to assess course-related knowledge 
and skills; learner attitudes, values and self-awareness; and learner reactions to instruction. 
 
According to Angelo & Cross, classroom assessment techniques should be tailored to content-specific course 
objectives. (In Teaching Innovations/Tips No. 4, these objectives were called “behavioral objectives” when they 
were identified as the predicate for writing competencies.) Used by the instructor to provide practice and general 
feedback to improve student learning, classroom assessment techniques should be used to assess the understanding 
of the whole class and not to evaluate individual learners. 
 
Angelo & Cross offer the following examples of questions that an instructor might address with a classroom 
assessment technique: 
 

• What familiarity do students in the class have with important information that they will need 
to know as background in order to understand the lectures and reading assignments? 

 
• How are students in the class applying knowledge and skills learned in the course? 
 
• To what extent are students in the class aware of the steps that they go through in solving 

problems and how well can they explain their problem-solving steps? 
 
Similar to the Minute Papers, Flow Charts, and Three-Sentence Summaries discussed in Teaching Innovations/Tips 
No. 2, Angelo & Cross offer the following examples of classroom assessment techniques: 
 

• The Minute Paper—Instructors pose 1-2 questions in which students identify the most 
significant points that they have learned from a given lecture, discussion, or assignment. 
Instructors give students about 1-2 minutes and ask them to write a response on an index 
card or on a sheet of paper no longer than a half page.  The question can be very general or 
content specific.  The students’ answers help the instructor to determine whether the students 
are successfully identifying what the instructor views as most important. 

 
• The Muddiest Point—Students are asked to answer: "What was the muddiest point in X?” – 

where X is yesterday's lecture, a reading assignment, or a homework problem, etc. To 
answer the question, students need to identify fairly quickly what they do not understand and 
articulate it. The students’ answers help the instructor to determine whether the students are 
successfully identifying what the instructor views as most important. 
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• Background Knowledge Probes—Instructors create a short questionnaire to determine how 
much and what kind of relevant background knowledge students are bringing to the course. The 
questionnaire’s goal might be identifying what is familiar to the students or determining the 
students’ level of recall from prior related courses etc. To be effective, the questionnaire may be 
anonymous and students are told that it will not be scored to count toward their final grade.  The 
students’ answers help the instructor to identify what is familiar to the students or determine the 
students’ level of recall from prior related courses.  

 
• Problem Recognition Tasks—Instructors identify a small set of problems that can clearly be 

solved better by one of a few methods that have been taught in the course.  Instructors ask 
students to identify by name which methods best fit which problems without actually solving 
the problems.  The students’ answers help the instructor to determine whether the students are 
successfully identifying what the instructor views as most important. 

 
• Documented Problem Solutions—Instructors choose 1-3 problems and ask students to write  

all of the steps that they would use to solve the problem(s) with an explanation of each step. 
This method works as an assessment of the students’ problem-solving skills.  It can be given at 
the beginning of the course and at intervals in order to assess the development of the students’ 
problem-solving skills.  The students’ answers help the instructor to determine whether the 
students are successfully identifying what the instructor views as most important. 

 
• Directed Paraphrasing—Instructors select an important theory, concept, or argument that 

students have studied in some depth and identify an audience to whom the student should be 
able to explain this material in their own words. The instructor provides guidelines about the 
length and purpose of the paraphrased explanation.  The students’ answers help the instructor to 
determine whether the students are successfully identifying what the instructor views as most 
important. 

 
• Applications Cards—Instructors identify a concept or a principle that the students are studying 

and ask student to come up with 1-3 applications of the principle from everyday experience, 
current news events, or their knowledge of particular situations discussed in the course.  The 
instructor provides guidelines about the length and purpose of the application.  The students’ 
answers help the instructor to determine whether the students are successfully identifying what 
the instructor views as most important. 

 
• Student-Generated Test Questions—A week or two prior to an exam, instructors begin to write 

general guidelines about the kinds of questions that they plan to ask on the exam. The instructor 
shares those guidelines with the students and asks them to write and answer 1-2 questions like 
those that they expect to see on the exam.  The students’ answers help the instructor to 
determine whether the students are successfully identifying what the instructor views as most 
important. 



Law School Teaching Innovations/Tips 
Thurgood Marshall School of Law 

Texas Southern University 

• Classroom Opinion Polls—When instructors believe that their students may have pre-existing 
opinions about course-related issues, instructors construct a very short 2-4 item questionnaire to 
help uncover the students’ opinions.  The students’ answers help the instructor to identify what 
is familiar to the students. The students’ answers also help the instructor to determine whether 
the students’ opinions are similar to what the instructor views as most important.  

 
Angelo & Cross offer the following suggestions for instructors who are creating and implementing a classroom 
assessment technique:  
 

• The instructor should identify a specific "assessable" question where the students' responses will 
influence the instructor’s teaching and provide feedback to aid the students’ learning. 

 
• The instructor should complete the assessment task (or ask a colleague to do it) to be sure that it 

is doable in the time that is given to the class. 
 
• The instructor should plan how the instructor will analyze students' responses, for example, 

grouping them into categories such as "good understanding," "some misunderstandings," or 
"significant difficulties," etc. 

 
After using a classroom assessment technique, the instructor should communicate the results to the students so 
that the students know the instructor learned from the assessment and so that the students can identify specific 
difficulties of their own. 
 
 
Part 3 - Resources for Evaluating and Assessing Course Competencies   
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