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Why Test Assumptions? or
“H I W W ”“How I Was Wrong”

Andrea A Curcio Gregory T Jones andAndrea A. Curcio, Gregory T. Jones and 
Tanya Washington, Does Practice Make 
Perfect? An Empirical Examination of thePerfect?  An Empirical Examination of  the 
Impact of Practice Essays on Essay Exam 
Performance 35 Fl St Univ L Rev 271Performance, 35 Fl. St. Univ. L. Rev. 271 
(2008) 



Scholarship opportunities aboundScholarship opportunities abound

• Wide open fieldWide open field



Three Characteristics of Good 
E i i l R hEmpirical Research

• 1 Study is planned in advance of the data1.  Study is planned in advance of the data 
collection

• 2 The data is collected systematically;• 2   The data is collected systematically; 
and 
3 Th d t ll ti d id• 3.  The data collection produces evidence 
that can be examined by others.



Empirically Testing AssumptionsEmpirically Testing Assumptions 
Research Overview

• ID research question 
• Find Social Science Collaborator 
• Choose Research Method
• Design study
• Get Human Research Subject Approval
• Perform Study 
• Data Analysis & Interpretation
• Write up study



Step 1
ID h iID research question

• How to ID ?• How to ID ?
• Key:Key:

• Develop your working title [My 
t d i b t ]study is about . . . .] 



After you ID the topic ask:After you ID the topic ask:

• Can and Should this topic be• Can and Should this topic be 
researched?

• Literature review
Law reviews–Law reviews

–Google Scholar
–ERIC (www.eric.ed.gov)

Ask law librarians for other relevant–Ask law librarians for other relevant 
electronic data bases



Step 2
Find Social Science CollaboratorFind Social Science Collaborator 

• What kind of collaborator[s]What kind of collaborator[s]

Wh t fi d ll b t• Where to find collaborators



Step 3: Which Research MethodStep 3:  Which Research Method

• Method depends upon the ?Method depends upon the ?



Question:  What is the status of . . .
[ h i f l i f i ][gathering factual information]



Question:  What is the impact of . . 
[A l i S di ][Analytic Studies]

• Randomized experiments



Study design depends upon 
what you want to know

What do you want to Types of EvidenceWhat do you want to 
know

Types of Evidence

Big picture [overall impact on learning] Law school grades;[?Bar Exam ?]
Course embedded [improve 
performance within the course]

Course tests, projects, papers; 
exercises

Key Items/Deep Learning [have they Item analysis with diagnostic rubrics
learned a particular item or method of 
analysis]
Metacognition [ability to self-assess] Self-assessments over time
Generalization – transfer to other 
settings

Application in other courses using
same assessment methods



Study Design ResourcesStudy Design Resources

• Mary Sue MacNealy Empirical• Mary Sue MacNealy,  Empirical 
Research in Writing

• John W. Creswell, Research 
Design QualitativeDesign, Qualitative, 
Quantitative and Mixed 
Methods Approach



Step 5: Get Human Research 
Subject ApprovalSubject Approval

• Need IRB ApprovalNeed IRB Approval



Data Analysis & InterpretationData Analysis & Interpretation

• Once you have data – apply sameOnce you have data apply same 
scholarly scrutiny to it as you do to other 
scholarly pursuitsscholarly pursuits



Write Up ResultsWrite Up Results

• General FormulaGeneral Formula

• Avoid Temptation



Keep in mindKeep in mind



Workshop ideasWorkshop ideas

• What are you working on that you want toWhat are you working on that you want to 
brainstorm how to conceptualize/design a 
study?study? 



StepsSteps

• ID the research ?ID the research ?
• ID research methods

ID t ti l bl /i [• ID potential problems/issues [e.g. can you 
isolate cause/effect – what do you need to 
t d t l f ]try and control for]



Idea: Have my students learned 
statutory interpretation

• Subdivide into measurable ?s [see chart]Subdivide into measurable ?s [see chart]
• Study methodology?

Add bj ti d t ?• Add subjective data?
• What potential issues may arise in 

terms of validity/reliability of study [i.e. 
are you measuring what you say you are 
measuring & are the results are replicable]



Idea: Transferability of LearningIdea: Transferability of Learning

• Colleague has been giving studentsColleague has been giving students 
exercises designed to improve their 
metacognitive skills & ultimately theirmetacognitive skills & ultimately their 
ability to answer essay questions.  Has her 
work resulted in her students: awork resulted in her students:  a. 
performing better in her class; performing 
better than peers who didn’t get the extrabetter than peers who didn t get the extra 
help?  Let’s design the study


