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The Problem and The Goal
• The Problem
Students struggle to 
apply the law to 
hypothetical fact 
patterns.

Grades on Applied 
Practices, SP 2020:
#1 – 52%

#2 – 54%

#3 – 63%

•The Goal

To produce 21st

century police 
officers who possess 
the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities 
to exercise 
discretion in a 
Constitutional and 
just manner.



The Strategy
•Provide students with a written 
opportunity to explain the multiple 
choice answers they selected.

•Why? Based on classroom discussion, 
I sensed that their assignment scores 
underrepresented their knowledge.



Sample 
Question: 

If the state proves beyond a 

reasonable doubt that the 

defendant committed a criminal 

act, but cannot prove the 

defendant’s mental state at the 

time of the act, which of the 

following is true?

a. The defendant will be acquitted 

because the state is required to 

prove every element of the offense 

beyond a reasonable doubt.

b. A mistrial will be declared 

because the case was partially 

proven by the state.

c. If the defendant’s actions crossed 

state lines, the second state may 

elect to charge and try the 

defendant.

d. A and C are correct.



Getting Students to Bite
• Explanations were optional, and not all students 
provided them.

• To motivate greater effort, I consistently shared data 
regarding score improvement.

• I communicated how committed I was to their 
success.

• For some students, the encouragement wasn’t 
enough.

• The solution: Require explanations in future 
semesters.



Creating Wicked Students

• My strategy relied primarily on Paul Handstedt’s discussion of multiple 
choice exams in Creating Wicked Students: Designing Courses for a 
Complex World.

 Variation 4: Ambiguity Followed by an Explanation, pp. 96-97:

 “…it’s not unusual for instructors writing exams to accidentally create 
two options that are feasibly correct. Blumberg proposes allowing 
students to justify their “wrong” answers by citing references and 
explaining their own logic…This is an excellent approach; perhaps we 
might even write it into the exam itself…”

 This could be provided by a second set of multiple choice justifications or 
an opportunity to provide a written explanation. I selected the latter.

• Secondary shout-out: Student Engagement Techniques by Elizabeth F. 
Barkley and Claire H. Major



The Results

Spring 2021

• Exercise #1

 52%

• Exercise #2

 54%

• Exercise #3

 63%

Fall 2021

• Exercise #1

 73%

• Exercise #2

 83%

• Exercise #3

 72%

Exam 2, Fall 2021 grades (following 

Exercise #2): A – 17, B – 9, C – 1, D – 2  



Moving Forward

KEEP

• The written explanations 
worked amazingly well.

 Students demonstrated the 
extent of their knowledge.

 I had the opportunity to 
correct, clarify, or 
supplement as necessary.

KICK

• Optional Explanations

 Because the students who 
provided explanations 
achieved higher than their 
classmates, I’ll require 
explanations moving 
forward.



What I Learned about My Teaching
• My questions are good—for law students

• I’ve forgotten who I was and what I knew at 19 

 I wasn’t renting rooms at the Waldorf Astoria—and maybe not even Best 
Western



What I Learned about My Students

• They’re bright, capable, curious 21st-century 
criminal justice students

• They just need a little nudge

• They’re tired and busy and might take shortcuts, 
so structure and clear expectations are important

• Their life experiences impact their ability to 
apply discipline content
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Final Thoughts: Before and After
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