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Abstract 
In asynchronous online courses, student engagement (or lack thereof) is a particularly crucial feature in 
a student’s learning and comprehension of educational materials and ability to apply the frameworks, 
theories, and tools of a profession or area of study. Theoretically, the more students engage with a 
course, the more equipped they will be to succeed in said course. This paper will focus on the authors’ 
efforts to initially engage students in one undergraduate legal pipeline course, and the substantive 
revisions made based on user data that showed low engagement. Data from two versions of an 
Introduction to Law course were collected and analyzed with a particular focus on increasing student 
engagement. The authors examined the following research questions: 1) What elements of version one 
of the course had low student engagement as measured by student behavior captured in the learning 
management system (LMS) and other technology tools? 2) Did revisions to the elements identified 
improve student engagement in version two of the course? Based on the preliminary findings, the user 
data show that revisions to two key components of the course increased student engagement.  

Keywords: student engagement; asynchronous; online; distance learning; assessment; educational 
technology. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
To connect a diverse body of undergraduate students with legal education, law schools have created 
“pipeline” programs, which identify, support, and guide interested students to the graduate level field of 
their interest [1]. This paper will focus on one such pipeline effort, made up of four online asynchronous 
courses with specific goals to identify and support these students in getting into law school. Given the 
fully online aspect of this pipeline initiative, student engagement (or lack thereof) is a particularly crucial 
feature, as theoretically, the more students engage with the course, the more equipped they will be to 
enter the study of law in the future. This paper will focus on the authors’ efforts to engage students in 
the first of these four pipeline courses and the substantive revisions made based upon user data that 
showed low engagement.   

1.1 Review of the literature 
Engagement has been a focal point of academic research across all disciplines for many years and has 
been found to be positively related to student success in face-to-face and online learning environments 
[2]. Kuh explains the premise of engagement as, “the more students study a subject, the more they 
know about it, and the more students practice and get feedback...the deeper they come to understand 
what they are learning” [3]. Within online education, a physical classroom is replaced with a virtual 
environment in the form of a learning management system (LMS). LMS contain interactive activities, 
discussion boards, electronic textbooks, and video lectures. In this environment, engagement can be 
defined as student behaviors captured by the LMS and other technology tools (e.g., total time in a 
course, page views, video plays, user clicks) [4]. Though user logs only reflect what a student clicked 
on, and not the quality of interaction with course materials, research indicates a positive connection 
between these actions and course outcomes. Studies have shown that behaviors such as higher 
frequency of logins, clicks, and total time logged into a course are associated with higher course grades 
[4, 5, 6].  

1.2 Research questions 
With a particular focus on increasing student engagement for version two of a legal pipeline course, the 
authors examined the following research questions: RQ1) What elements of the first version of the 
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course had low student engagement as measured by student behavior captured in the LMS and other 
technology tools user access logs? RQ2) Did revisions to the elements identified in RQ1 improve student 
engagement in the second version of the course? 

2 METHODOLOGY 
All research for this paper was conducted via a study of Indiana University Purdue University 
Indianapolis’s (IUPUI) Pathways Program wholly online, asynchronous Introduction to Law and Legal 
Process (Introduction to Law) course. The Pathways program is a “pipeline” program, designed to 
engage and introduce students from diverse backgrounds to Indiana University’s Robert H. McKinney 
Law School (McKinney) and the legal profession. At McKinney, Pathways participants work through four 
online courses in sequence, and through a combination of an in-person mentorship project and the 
online courses, develop writing skills, critical thinking and analysis, and professionalism, along with basic 
legal knowledge. To assist students in meeting the program outcomes, a coordinated four-course 
approach was developed and implemented, with each one of the four courses focusing on specific 
outcomes. Introduction to Law is the first online course and was developed for undergraduate students 
who were interested in the law but whose backgrounds have historically been underrepresented in the 
legal profession. 

2.1 Introduction to law course design 
Introduction to Law was designed to familiarize students with the basic structures and language of the 
legal profession as well as the necessary skills to succeed in law school. The course was organized 
around weekly modules within an LMS. Each week students were introduced to a new topic and asked 
to complete readings from an electronic textbook that was accessed through the LMS, participate in a 
short formative assessment after the reading, and engage in a discussion or other activity in response 
to the weekly topic. Over eight weeks, students were also asked to complete an interview project with a 
legal practitioner. The course was designed so that all the required materials, content, and activities 
(except the interview project) were available to students within the LMS. The first version of Introduction 
to Law was offered in the summer semester of 2018 (SU18), with classes spanning twelve weeks. The 
second version was offered in the spring 2019 (SP19) semester, with classes running sixteen weeks.  

2.2 Course design process 
For course development needs, McKinney partnered with Indiana University’s eLearning Design and 
Services (eDS) department within University Information and Technology Services (UITS) to assist with 
the creation of online courses that would have sufficient quality and rigor. Starting with the program and 
course outcomes, a backwards design approach was employed with a focus on incorporating key 
elements of the Quality Matters framework (QualityMatters.org) [7]. A majority of the design process for 
the SU18 course took place over the span of 12 months and involved one primary instructional designer. 
During that time, the faculty member and instructional designer met 39 times for one to two hours to 
plan, discuss, and collaborate on the design of the course. 

2.3 Data collection and procedures 
Data from two versions of the Introduction to Law course were collected and analyzed: SU18 (version 
1) and SP19 (version 2). At the time of this writing, the SP19 course is in its fifth week, so data analysis 
and findings are preliminary. See Table 1 for a general makeup of each class.  

Table 1. Overview of students. 

Term Students Gender Fr Soph Jr Sr Other 

SU 18 16 75% F 
25% M 

13% 44% 6% 31% 6% 

SP 19 19 79% F 
21% M 

16% 53% 21% 10% -- 

Data consist of user access logs from the LMS (i.e., total activity time in course, page views, assignment 
completion rates, pages read in course e-text) and video play data captured by video platforms (e.g., 
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Kaltura, YouTube). Relevant user data for each student were exported into an Excel spreadsheet for 
analysis. Basic descriptive statistics were applied to identify student engagement trends within the two 
courses. User data were triangulated with student responses to mid-term and after-course survey 
instruments requesting feedback on the course. These surveys were created to gather feedback for the 
purpose of course and program-level improvement.  

3 RESULTS 
Given time and resource limitations that could be allocated, two key aspects of the course were identified 
as priorities for revision based on the data collected from the LMS, technology tools used within the 
course (e.g., YouTube, Kaltura), and student responses to mid-term and after-course survey 
instruments. Upon analysis of the data, the instructor and instructional designer identified two aspects 
of the course to target for revision: 1) low percentage of plays of the weekly video recaps, and 2) low 
engagement with the content related to a major skill focus of the course (i.e., legal case briefing). 

3.1 Weekly video recaps  
In an effort to increase instructor presence and provide “just-in-time” feedback, the instructor created 
weekly video recaps that provided a summary of the previous week’s topic, addressed any learning 
issues identified in the previous week’s work (e.g., corrected misconceptions), and gave a snapshot of 
what was expected in the coming week [8]. These video recaps were sent to students through the course 
announcement feature in the LMS. Due to a technical issue with the video tool used to create a few of 
the videos, student video play data was not captured for the entire course. See Table 2 below for video 
play data. 

Table 2. Percentage of students playing weekly recap videos in SU18. 

Video Video Plays Video Video Plays 

Week 3 38% Week 7 69% 

Week 4 63% Week 10 31% 

Week 5 31% Week 11 13% 

Week 6 50% Week 12 0% 

The data suggest that a majority of the videos were played by less than half of the students in the course. 
From a pedagogical standpoint, low engagement with the weekly recap videos was problematic because 
these videos contained critical instructional material designed to address errors found in student work 
the previous week. If students did not view these videos, they missed instruction critical to their success 
in the course. For example, specific feedback was given to students as to what to study, what to avoid, 
and what specifically would be on the midterm. Not having played the video, 56 percent of the students 
emailed the instructor, panicked about what they needed to study for the exam. Given these findings a 
new approach was devised for the SP19 course. 

The following changes were made with the aim of increasing student engagement with the weekly recap 
videos. First, the weekly recap videos were moved from being an announcement to being an assignment 
due each Tuesday. Second, the recap video was embedded in a discussion forum. Third, as an 
assignment, students are now expected to watch the recap video and then respond with a reflection on 
the previous week’s content and activities, including what they learned, what questions they still have, 
and what they hope to learn in the current week (see Figure 1). The intention is to encourage students 
to engage with the weekly videos and support student reflection on their own learning. This revised 
approach also affords the instructor a weekly opportunity to adjust instruction based on questions and 
issues presented by students. 
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Figure 1. Screenshot of SU18 and revised SP19 weekly recap video. 

Thus far, based on the data captured by Kaltura, the new approach has increased the percentage of 
students who are playing the weekly recap videos (see Table 3).  

Table 3. Percentage of students playing weekly recap videos in SP19. 

Video Recaps Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 

Student plays 84% 74% 74% 

3.2 Case briefing 
In addition to lack of student engagement with the weekly announcement videos, lack of engagement 
was associated with learning how to brief a case. Case briefing was introduced in SU18 as one exercise 
and assignment spread out over one week (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Case briefing process in the SU18  course. 

Although all students accessed the case brief assignment page, students did not access or participate 
in other key pieces of this learning exercise (see Table 4). Moreover, students identified case briefing 
as a challenging component of the course, and the instructor reported poor performance on related 
assignments and assessments. 
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Table 4. Percentage of students engaging in case briefing components in SU18. 

Case Brief Component Student Engagement 

“How to brief a case assignment” page views 100% 

“Summary of correct case brief” page views 50% 

“Review and recap discussion” forum posts 0% 

“Grading criteria for case briefs” page views 38% 

Due to the lack of engagement and poor performance on this assignment, in the SP19 course, case 
briefing assignments were spread out over four weeks, and divided into seven benchmarks with 
accompanying activities and formative assessments. All case briefing assignments incorporated 
feedback and reflection along the way. In this way, students now follow a guided process to learn about 
and receive feedback on each of the seven case brief benchmarks (see Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3. Case briefing process in the SP19 course. 

Additional case briefing assignments and assessments will be introduced throughout SP19, and will 
emphasize the same guided process and require student reflection. Because this course is currently 
being taught, a sample of the data collected thus far suggests students are more engaged with case 
briefing activities than during SU18 (see Table 5). Note that in SP19, one student’s data were excluded 
due to technical issues. The authors will review the data at the end of SP19 to identify if students, at a 
later date in the course, either revisit these earlier materials or access them for the first time as they 
prepare for additional case brief assignments and related assessments. 

Table 5. Percentage of students engaging in benchmark components (SP19). 

Benchmark (B) 
Component 

B 1 B 2 B 3 B 4 B 5 

Formative assessment 95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 

Benchmark submission 95% 90% 95% 95% 95% 

Video model 89% 89% 74% 84% 89% 

Reflection discussion 95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the preliminary findings from the SP19 course, the user data show that revisions to the weekly 
recap and case brief components of the Introduction to Law course increased student engagement. It is 
important to note that although the two courses examined in this study were similar in size and makeup, 
there may be other factors, separate from the course revisions, that impacted student engagement (e.g., 
summer term vs. regular term). Additionally, this is a case study with a small sample size, and the results 
should not be generalized. However, the techniques and strategies discussed in this study warrant 
further investigation, and other assessment data may be able to further bolster our initial findings. Due 
to the expense and time commitment of online course design and development and the increased 
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pressure to ensure high student degree completion rates, using readily available user data from an LMS 
to identify instructional problems with courses and justify strategic revisions could be an increasingly 
vital strategy going forward [9, 10].  
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