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A. Introduction

In this project we built two learning and teaching tools, namely pre-unit quizzes (PUQSs)
and a case study. The goal was to help students of company law gain a better learning
experience and attain better outcomes. The company law course is delivered as part of the
Bachelor of Business Administration programme at the School of Accounting and
Finance, Faculty of Business, the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. This is a semester-
long, compulsory course taught to third-year students. It consists of a one-hour weekly
lecture followed by a two-hour seminar during a 14-week period. The lectures (large-size
class) and seminars (small-size class) are delivered regularly by a team of two to three
lecturers in all three semesters of our academic year.

Students of accounting and finance face particular challenges when studying company
law. It has been observed that the students taking this course often show little motivation
and engagement in class. These students tend to adopt a passive attitude in their learning
of company law, especially where the students do not see a connection between the
content taught, on the one side, and their accounting and finance chosen profession, on
the other side. Similar problems have also been identified in the existing literature where
non-law students are instructed to resolve legal problems whose content is distant or
unrelated to the core areas of the students’ study programme.*

A second problem has also very often been observed. A significant proportion of the
students taking the company law course has very often failed to complete the assigned
pre-class readings and, to this extent, these students attend the class unprepared. By
talking with the students we learnt that, in their own experience, reading the chapters of
the company law textbook was to them an arduous if not overwhelming task. Doubtlessly,
this task differs significantly from the quantitative problems that the students of
accounting and finance are better prepared for and more used to tackling. Especially, the
students find it difficult to read lengthy course material containing complex legal terms
and concepts. These problems of lack of preparation and of difficulty in understanding
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Byles and R. Soetendorp, “Law Teaching for other programmes”, in R. Burridge, K. Hinett, A. Paliwala
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legal texts have also been documented in the past by other scholars teaching law to non-
law students.”

In our company law course, pre-class readings are assigned weekly. And these readings
can be extensive. The content of our course relies on multiple resources including a law
textbook in Hong Kong company law, selected handouts and case law extracts. Our
assumption has been that the students will learn better in class if they complete their pre-
class readings. We expect that through pre-class readings our students will acquire a basic
knowledge and understanding of a topic. This basic preparation will allow them to
integrate more easily the content of the lecture and acquire higher-level skills in the
seminar to the extent that the seminar time can be better spent in problem-solving
activities and/or in critical discussion of legal problems and questions.®

In order to address the problem of students’ insufficient preparation before attending the
class, we introduced the PUQs. We borrowed from the experience depicted in Monseau
(2005) that used ‘reading quizzes’ to tackle a very similar problem in her law course on
the “Social and Legal Environment of Business’ taught at the Business School at Rider
University, New Jersey, USA.* According to Monseau, introducing the quizzes drew
positive results in class. It was perceived that after working on the reading quizzes the
students were better prepared for class and thus engaged more and better in class
discussions.® Consistently with Monseau’s experience we found that on average the
PUQs assisted our students very satisfactorily in their preparation for class with positive
outcomes in their in-class learning experience. In order to address the problem of
motivation and engagement we designed and implemented in blackboard a case study
assignment, with positive results as well.

B. The Design and Operation of the Tools

Pre-Unit Quizzes

Our company law course covers 12 core topics (a topic per week). Hence, 12 PUQs were
designed (1 PUQ per topic). Each PUQ asks students to complete a set of eight multiple

choice questions (MCQs). In order to allow for a random element 12 MCQs per topic
were drafted. Adding all 12 PUQs, a total amount of 144 MCQs were designed by a team
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of four teachers during the period of Jun-Nov 2013 and following the best practices
explained in Burton et al. (1991).°

It was decided that the PUQs be operated on the blackboard learning system. The idea
was to provide the students with easier and more flexible access to the quizzes and the
teachers with a way to grade the quizzes rapidly, consistently and transparently using the
grade centre in Blackboard. Each PUQ along with its corresponding MCQs were built in
a blackboard template by a technical adviser who also set up the quiz functions to work
automatically throughout the course. These automatic functions included, among others,
the quiz’s opening and closing date, the release of the quiz’s results to the students, and
the randomization of each quiz’s MCQs.

Since the MCQs were aimed not only at encouraging our students to learn from pre-class
readings but also to help them identify and understand the unit’s key legal terms and
concepts, a written feedback function in Blackboard was added. Through this function,
feedback for each MCQ was provided automatically by the system together with the
result of the quiz. Results and feedback were released to the students at the same time
after the deadline had passed. The scope of the written feedback provided to the students
in the PUQs ranged from a few sentences to an entire paragraph in which the reasons for
the correct/incorrect responses were explained to the students. In some MCQs the
feedback would refer the students explicitly to legal rules and to the relevant course
material and/or offer links to sites containing supplementary resources online.’

In terms of assessment, the PUQs constituted an individual graded task. Altogether, the
12 PUQs added up to 10% of the total course grade. Importantly, the students worked on
each PUQ on an open-book basis. They were encouraged to utilize all the course
materials in order to complete the quiz. The other components of the course assessment
included class participation (10%), a case study (30%) and a final written exam (50%).
The process of completing the quiz was straightforward. Each week the students log into
Blackboard and identify the relevant PUQ for that week. For each MCQ in the quiz the
students select the option that they perceive as correct by ticking the relevant box. The
students repeat this procedure for all the eight MCQs and, when the test is ready, they
press the submit button. The PUQ opens about 5 days before the unit’s lecture and closes
after the deadline a few hours before the lecture. The students are therefore given ample
time to work through the assignment. The students can make two attempts. If a student

®S.J. Burton, R. R. Sudweeks, P. F. Merill and B. Wood, “How to Prepare Better Multiple-Choice Test
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attempts the PUQ twice, Blackboard grades the MCQ by selecting the attempt with the
higher score.

As mentioned in the introduction of this article, it is expected that the use of the PUQs
will generate benefits in line with our course’s intended learning outcomes. By
encouraging the students to complete the weekly pre-class readings, the PUQs are
expected to facilitate the acquisition by the students of the basic knowledge and
comprehension required for a more profitable in-class activity. Equally important, the
PUQs were designed to encourage the students to learn independently.

The concept of independent learning has been given different meanings in the literature.?
The definition we use in the context of the PUQs relies primarily on the notions of
responsibility and autonomous work.® Williamson (2005) uses the term independent
learning to indicate “... the situation where students take at least some responsibility for
their own learning and where a range of resources is used in the process”.*® Souto and
Tuner (2000) characterize independent learning in terms of promoting “...more
independent modes of study on the part of the learner (learner autonomy) and, on the
other hand, the provision of materials and resources which are aimed at facilitating this

independence (self-access centres)”.'

The PUQ assignment is particularly challenging because by working on it the students
gain on their own a first, direct exposure to the weekly topic. The corresponding lecture
and seminar on that very topic will take place only after the quiz deadline has passed. In
the process of answering the MCQs it is expected that the students will learn for
themselves from the course textbook, selected course material or even online resources.
The PUQ’s feedback function also works as a tool that facilitates the students’ own
learning.

Case Study

Together with the PUQs, the case study was designed to enhance the students’ learning
experience. The case study took the form of a role play where the student will take the
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role of a judge (drafting a final judgment) or of a young lawyer (writing a legal opinion to
its client). The case study was based on a real-world law case, which was adjusted and
simplified for teaching purposes. The topic was shareholder litigation which is a topic
relevant to the accounting and finance profession. Such a design allowed the students to
delve deeply into a case and apply legal rules and concepts while also making an
evaluation of facts and rules towards realizing the case outcome. Ultimately, the case
works as vehicle for the students to apply and discuss critically legal concepts and
problems in an environment that motivates them, while fostering student-teacher
interaction, engagement and independent learning.

As a graded seminar, the case study constituted 30% of the total course grade. A template
for the case study was designed in blackboard with the help of an IT adviser. The
students will work on the case study by following the instructions and steps as indicated
in this template. An instruction sheet and assessment rubric were also uploaded in
blackboard for their guidance. Four phases or steps had to be completed throughout the
semester:

1. The submission of a one-page brief (individual task) in blackboard explaining the
key elements of the case at hand (week 5)

2. A group discussion and submission of the key elements above mentioned
followed by a session of oral feedback provided by the teacher (week 7)

3. An individual submission by each student of the full case assignment (1000 words
assignment by which the student presents arguments and explains his/her legal
opinion as a lawyer) and the completion of a poll containing a few questions in
relation to the case (week 10)

4. A group discussion of the case assignment and oral feedback provided by the
teacher (week 11)

The step no. 2 above allowed the teacher to provide oral feedback and to check that all
the students have a reasonable understanding of the basic facts of the case. The step no. 4
goes in the same direction. It allows the teacher to provide oral feedback and discuss with
the students the whole case assignment. These two steps enabled fluent student-teacher
interaction in class. In order to complete the steps no. 1 and no. 3, however, the students
worked out of class, autonomously.

C. Testing the Contribution of the PUQs and Case Study to Learning &
Teaching

The PUQs were fully implemented in our teaching of company law at the start of the
second semester (January-May) of the 2013-14 academic year and tested in three
consecutive semesters thereafter by means of a poll in Blackboard. This e-poll was
administered to the students in each of the three semesters before the opening of the last
PUQ (quiz no.12) with the purpose of collecting their perceptions on the contributions of
the PUQs to their learning of company law. The poll was made compulsory for the
students who could not access quiz no.12 without first submitting the poll. The poll was



anonymous and the students were told so in written form as stated in the title and
introduction to the poll and verbally in class in the weeks before the poll opened. The
questions in the poll raised no ethical considerations. Poll questions capturing the
students’ characteristics, such as gender or nationality, were omitted.

The poll consisted of nine questions. The first seven questions were closed-ended and
used a 5-point Likert scale between 1 (Strongly Disagree) and 5 (Strongly Agree) to
quantify the students’ perceptions of their learning experience using the PUQs. Two
open-ended questions were included at the end of the survey in an effort to collect the
students’ comments on their best and worst experiences with working on the PUQs.
Adding open-ended questions to a poll allows the researcher to offer insights not captured
by the closed-ended questions.*? The questions read as follows: “Question 8 - What did
you find the most useful/helpful about the pre-unit quizzes?” and “Question 9 - What did
you find the least useful/helpful about the pre-unit quizzes?” The students could complete
these two questions voluntarily.

It is expected that question no.8 (Q8) will tell us about the perceived best contributions of
the PUQs to the students’ learning, whereas question no.9 (Q9) will shed light on the
perceived limitations of the PUQs. The responses to Q8 and Q9 were read and grouped
into categories. The categories were defined by identifying and grouping comments that
shared the same central idea.'®

The case study was first implemented in semester 3 2013-14, and was assessed for two
consecutive semesters through an e-poll in blackboard. The method was similar to that
used for the evaluation of the PUQs. Compared to the PUQs’ poll, however, the poll in
the case study was voluntary and thus its completion rate was much lower than that in the
PUQs. The two polls though were designed similarly. The case study poll also consisted
of nine questions (seven closed-ended and two open-ended questions). But the questions
were tailored to the purpose of the case study measuring, for example, levels of
engagement and motivation. The two open-ended questions were included at the end of
the survey in order to collect the students’ comments on their best and worst experiences
with working on the case study.

Results from the Poll’s Closed-ended Questions

Table no.1 below shows the poll results from the closed-ended questions for the PUQs. In
each cohort the students perceived that the PUQs provided them with a very satisfactory

12'N. Sproull, Handbook of Research Methods: A Guide for Practitioners and Students in the Social Science
(2™ ed, Lanham, MD, Scarecrow Press, 1988).
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Open-Ended Survey Responses” (Oct 2002) 5(4) Organizational Research Methods, pp. 307-336; M. Miles
and M. Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook (2™ ed, Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage,
1994); D. Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research: A Practical Handbook (London, Sage, 2005).



learning experience. A mean higher than 3 points can be interpreted as that on average
the PUQs created a positive perception among the students. The first three poll questions
contained the most essential objectives for introducing the PUQs, namely increased
knowledge, understanding and independent learning. The students perceived that the
PUQs met these objectives well. The higher means shown in semester 3 2013-14 may be
explained by the fact that the course is delivered during the summer semester. Although
the course content is the same as in the spring/winter semester, the summer course is
delivered in a shorter time, a 7-week period. The students work more intensely and with
better focus, and they tend to have more available time to study the subject.

Table no. 1. Results from the Poll's Closed-ended Questions
semester 2/2013-14 semester 3/2013-14 semester 1/2014-15
Poll's Questions n RR MN MD SD n RR MN MD SD n RR MN MD SD

l1.Thepre?unnqwzzeshelpedmetoprepareforthe\ecIuresbyglvmgmeﬁrstknowledge 1 087 370 4 09t 69 08 413 4 062 89 099 390 4 075
into the topic of the lecture
2.Thelpre-unnqugzeshelpedmetounderstandmemeanlngofkeylegalltemsandphrases 2 088 346 4 101 0 085 4001 4 063 90 100 368 4 088
in relaton to the topic of the lecture

3. The pre-unitquizzes helped me to learn independenty (For example, in order to answer a

MCQ, I read the course texthook or handouts or made a search in the Internef) 2408 387 4 088 0085 419 4 011 % 100 3% 4 081

4, Working on the quizzes enriched my learning experience 222 088 352 4 098 70 08 397 4 07 88 098 361 4 086
5. | understood the criteria for the assessment of the quizzes 220 087 368 4 103 67 082 399 4 073 90 100 389 4 068
6. | received good qualty feedback on the answer to the MCQs 223 088 329 4 105 70 085 38 4 072 88 098 318 3 105
7. I received a suficient amount of feedback on the answers to the MCQs 21 087 318 3 108 70 085 38 4 08 89 099 321 3 101

5= strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neither agree nor disagree; 2 = disagree; 1= strongly disagree
n = sample size; RR = Response rate (total number of poll responsesi); MN = mean; MD = median; SD = standard deviation

It is meaningful that the category ‘independent learning’ scored the highest in each cohort.
Learning from the pre-class readings (as promoted by the PUQs) requires the students to
act with a degree of responsibility and autonomy as learners. The students are encouraged
to learn for themselves. The fact that through the PUQs the students gain a first contact
with the weekly topic may have exacerbated their perception of independent learning
because this approach draws from the students extra effort in terms of making choices

and acquiring new knowledge and understanding on their own.

In contrast, the feedback function obtained the lowest average score in the poll. Despite
showing a mean value above 3 points in each cohort, there is room for improvement of
this item in the quiz to the extent that the students’ demand for feedback has seemingly
remained unmet. Although such improvement seems to be needed at the level of quantity
and quality of feedback, from the poll (questions no.6 and no.7) there emerged no clear
distinction between the quality and quantity of the feedback.



A factor that may have influenced the students’ perception in relation to feedback is that
the teachers did not discuss the MCQs subsequently (i.e. during the unit’s lecture or
seminar) with the students. The feedback function in the quiz was originally conceived as
a built-in and self-contained function, yet the students are likely to profit more from
further in-class discussion with their peers or teacher of the rationale and results of the
MCQs. Another factor can be that the written feedback attached to each MCQ was
drafted by different teachers likely having divergent interpretations about the need for,
scope and type of feedback given.

Table no.2 below shows the results from the closed-ended questions in the case study poll.
In terms of engagement and identification with the topic (Q1 and Q2) the students

granted a high score. So they did in relation to independent learning (Q4). Results for
motivation (Q3), however, were not as encouraging as one would have wished. One of
the reasons, which emerged from the students’ comments in the open-ended questions,
may have been the high degree of difficulty of the case study assignment. The feedback
(Qs6-7) was well perceived by the students. This result was expected because the case
study provided ample opportunity for the students and the teacher to interact with
feedback. By and large, the responses from students suggest that the case study met its
objectives satisfactorily.

Table no. 2: Results from Closed-ended Questions in the Case Study Poll

semester 3 2013-14 semester 1 2014-15
Poll Questions n RR MN MD SD n RR MN MD SD
1. By working on the case study, | felt more engaged in the activities of the course 45 055 404 4 61 29 031 38 4 071

2. By working on trhe case study, | identifies better with legal topics even when I am an
accounting/finance student

45 055 393 4 072 29 031 39 4 062

3. By working on the case study, | felt more motivated in studying company law 42 051 369 4 084 29 031 34 3 073

4. A f k in th I took action to learn i ly (f |
S part.o my Wor |n.t e case study, | took action to. eérn |nd.ependent.y (for example, 5 055 398 4 072 29 031 42 4 047
by searching for information other than the course material in the library or interne)

5. lunderstood the criteria for the assessment of the case study 4 054 377 4 057 29 031 35 3 074
6. Ireceived good quality feedback on my work in the study 4 054 386 4 067 28 029 35 4 064
7. I received a sufficient amount of feedback on my work in the case study 45 055 38 4 074 29 031 36 4 068

5 =strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neither agree nor disagree; 2 = disagree; 1 = strongly disagree
n = sample size; RR = Response rate (total number of poll responses/n); MN = mean; MD = median; SD = standard dev iation

Results from the Poll’s Open-ended Questions

The total number of comments obtained from the students’ responses to the open-ended
questions Q8 and Q9 is shown in Table no.3 below. In order to explain the content of the
table, consider semester 2 2013-2014. In that semester 253 students registered to take the
course and 226 of them managed to submit the poll. Since completing Q8 and Q9 was
voluntary, only 113 students (44.7%) did so. After excluding comments that were very
difficult to read or discern, a total of 111 and 99 comments, respectively, remained and



were subject to categorization and analysis. Another point to note is that the students’
responses rarely contained more than one comment, yet when they did, the comments
were treated and categorized separately. This is the reason why in semester 2 2013/14, for
example, Q8 was responded to by 37 students yet generated a slightly higher number of
comments.

Table no. 3: General Description of Respondents and Observ ations

semester 2 / 2013-14 semester 3/ 2013-14 semester 1/ 2014-15

ltem n % n % n %
Students registered to take the course 253 100 82 100 95 100
Students completing the poll 226 89.33 70 85.37 90 94.74
Students responding Question 8 113 44.66 37 45.12 39 41.05
Total comments obtained from Question 8 111 - 39 - 37
Students responding Question 9 113 44.60 35 42.68 37 38.95
Total comments obtained from Question 9 99 - 20 - 33

n = total number; % = fraction of the total students registered to take the course

Among the categories we identified, the category ‘better preparation for the lecture’ was
the most popular. After completing the PUQs the students felt more familiar with the
lecture’s topic. A reason can be that in order to answer the MCQs the students read
through the pre-class readings. This way they acquire knowledge on the weekly topic. In
addition, a high proportion of the students felt that their greater preparation for the lecture
helped them to understand the lecture better. On a different fashion, the comments also
confirmed the merits of the PUQs in fostering the students to learn more independently.
Overall, the students perceived that working on the PUQs helped them to learn more for
themselves about the topic covered in the next lecture. A smaller proportion of students
felt that working on the PUQs added clarity to the topic’s legal terminology as well.

Table no. 4: Comments from question no. 8 of the poll
Question no. 8: what did you find the most useful/helpful about the pre-unit quizzes? (no. of comments)

semester 2 / 2013-14  semester 3/ 2013-1¢  emester 1/ 2014-1

comments n % n % n %
1. Better preparation for the lecture 56 50.45 19 48.72 26 70.27
2. More independent learning 29 26.13 12 30.77 7 18.92
3. Clearer legal concepts 8 7.21 1 2.56 2 5.41
4. Useful feedbacks 12 10.81 1 2.56 2 5.41
5. Other comments 6 5.41 6 15.38 0 0
Total comments generated 111 100 39 100 37 100

n = total number of comments; % = comments in the category / total comments generated

Some students perceived that the degree of difficulty posed by the MCQs was the least
helpful feature of the PUQs. Other students saw the PUQs as time-consuming. The limits
in the feedback function were also mentioned. Finally, a small proportion of students
were unable to find a purpose to the PUQs.



Table no. 5: Comments from question no. 9 of the Poll

Question no. 9: what did you find the least useful/helpful about the pre-unit quizzes? (no. of comments)

semester 2 / 2013-14 semester 3/ 2013-14  semester 1/ 2014-15

comments n % n % n %
1. Difficult questions 23 23.23 2 10 7 21.21
2. Increased workload 13 13.13 6 30 7 21.21
3. Insufficient feedback 23 23.23 7 35 12 36.36
4. Unhelpful 15 15.15 1 5 3 9.09
5. Other comments 25 25.25 4 20 4 12.12
Total comments generated 99 100 20 100 33 100

n = total number of comments; % = comments in the category / total comments generated

The identification of categories in relation to the case study is ongoing, yet tentative
findings suggest that better understanding of legal concepts and the task’s high level of
difficulty have been the most and least useful elements as perceived by the students.

D. Final Considerations

The poll results suggest that the PUQs and the case study met reasonably well the
purpose for which they were created. The quizzes guided the students to work through
the course’s pre-class readings and learn in the process. The students perceived that this
assignment helped them to better prepare for and understand the weekly lectures.
Importantly, the PUQs were instrumental in fostering independent learning by our
students as they worked autonomously in their effort to find answers to the MCQs and
grasp the solution and feedback received. Here, the limits in the written feedback
function are regrettable and much improvement can be done by adding extra thought and
effort into this function. Using a few minutes to iterate with the students through oral
feedback in class may prove a suitable, complementary step to enhance the students’
understanding of the key legal terms and concepts. It is precisely the feedback function
that makes sure that the PUQs are above all a formative assessment.

Feedback was better perceived in the context of the case study. The provision of oral
feedback in a couple of sessions specifically created for that purpose ensured a sufficient
interaction between the students and the teacher. The case study also engaged students
very satisfactorily and led them to work with autonomy, although the complexity of the
facts and issues involved in the case seems to have proved detrimental to some students’
motivation.

Our experience suggests that the maintenance of the PUQs and case study tools is time-
consuming and must be balanced against their positive contributions to enhance the
students’ learning experience.

There are certainly limitations in the method we used to assess the performance of the
PUQs and case study. Since forming a control and intervention group was unfeasible a
10



causal effect of these tools on the students’ learning could not be identified, and the
evaluation concentrated on the less ambitious task of surveying our students’ perceptions.
In order to draw a deeper understanding of the impact of the PUQs, however, a general
invitation was sent out to the students in the first and second semesters of implementation
of the PUQs to join focus groups. Regrettably, the number of responses received from the
students willing to participate was insufficient to render the focus group a source of
relevant data for our study.

Nor did we evaluate the impact of the PUQs on other important activities in our course
such as class participation (CP). After completing the weekly PUQ and attending the
subsequent lecture on the topic, the students participate in the respective seminar. Class
participation was graded in five seminars (out of twelve seminars) and the students were
able to identify the date of a graded seminar in advance. In these CP graded seminars the
tutor acted as facilitator by creating discussions on the seminar’s topic. A student was
taken to have participated if he/she engaged orally in the seminar’s discussions by
providing answers and explanations, making comments, raising relevant questions,
stating arguments or making critiques. It is worth noting that, as in Monseau (2005), we
also observed a correlation between the students’ work on the PUQs and their
performance in CP. That is, those students who obtained high marks in the PUQs tended
to also gain high marks in CP.* Though likely explained by several factors, this
association is important and can be the subject of further research.

' The correlations were measured using Excel statistics ‘CORREL’: sem2 2013/14 = 0.44; sem3 2013/14 =
0.55; sem1 2014/15 = 0.23.
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