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A Living Laboratory: Activity Template 

 

Activity title: Court Observation and Report 

Name:  Kerin E. Coughlin 

Department: Law and Paralegal Studies 

Course:  Introduction to Civil Procedure (Law 1103) 

Email:  kcoughlin@citytech.cuny.edu 

 

Activity Description: 
Provide a brief description of the activity. 

Students will attend and observe a civil trial or hearing in a New York civil trial court (such as 

New York Supreme Court) for at least two hours, alone or in small groups.  After the 

observation, each student shall:  

 post a short reaction on our course OpenLab site (to be constructed), as a preview of what 

they learned and to provide guidance and encouragement to fellow students who have not yet 

completed their observations, e.g., to note positive responses they received from court staff, 

or days/times when many trials and hearings occur, or future proceedings students may want 

to attend; etc.; and 

 draft a letter to a client of the (imaginary) law firm for which the student works, who will 

soon participate in the New York civil court system for the first time as a party to a litigation.  

The purpose of the letter is to prepare the client for her/his experience by explaining how our 

civil court system works and what the client should expect, based on the student's knowledge 

obtained in our course and her/his observation of the proceeding; and 

 give a 3-5 minute oral presentation about her/his observation to the class.     

 

Learning Goals: 
What do you aim to achieve with this activity? 

 Students will conduct independent research to identify and locate a court proceeding to 

observe, and to learn individual courts' and judges' rules (e.g., if cell phones are permitted, 

etc.). 

 Students' thinking about their academic and career goals will be informed, including by:  

o witnessing first-hand what one type of legal practice in which they will probably work at 

some point – civil litigation – is really like; and 

o interacting with legal practitioners and court employees. 

 Students will be able to relate what they learned in the classroom (e.g., rules of civil court 

procedure) to actual practice.  Hopefully, this will enable them to recognize/appreciate the 

reasons behind such rules and other concepts we have learned.   

 Students will be able to communicate what they have observed and learned to others, orally 

and in writing. 

 Students will come to appreciate the value of teamwork in learning, including by 

encouraging other students and benefiting from others' encouragement.   

 Students will achieve an understanding and appreciation of what it means that courts are a 

"public entity," through the experience of being fully entitled to enter a courthouse and attend 

proceedings freely. 
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Timing: 
At what point in the lesson or semester do you use this activity?  How much classroom time do 

you devote to it?  How much out-of class time is expected? 

I will reference this activity at the beginning of the semester, as a preview.  I will introduce it in 

detail at the start of the second half of the semester, after we have covered a significant amount 

of the curriculum.  Students must complete the assignment by a few weeks before the end of the 

semester.   

I will devote about one total class session (1.25 hours) to assigning and providing guidance on 

the activity: about half a class when I first assign it, and occasional discussions thereafter as 

needed (e.g., if students bring issues to my attention that warrant addressing with the whole 

class.).  I will also spend as much time as needed outside class working with individual students 

on the assignment.  At the end of the semester, we will devote 2-3 class sessions to students' oral 

presentations on their observations.  Students are expected to devote 5 to 8 hours of out-of-class 

time, including researching and identifying proceedings to observe; observing proceedings for at 

least two hours; drafting OpenLab posts and letters; and preparing oral presentations.  

    

Logistics:  
What preparation is needed for this activity?  What instructions do you give students?   

Preparation includes general instruction throughout the semester on civil court procedural rules 

(the topic of the course) and specific instruction on the activity (described above, under 

"Timing").  Instructions include a detailed handout (letter to students) and oral discussions with 

the class and with individual students (also described under "Timing"). 

 

General Education SLOs: 
Which of City Tech's General Education Learning Outcomes does this activity address? 

 

KNOWLEDGE 

Breadth of knowledge  

 Value knowledge and learning 

Lifelong learning 

 Acquire tools for lifelong learning  

 

SKILLS 

Communication 

 Communicate in diverse settings and groups 

Inquiry, Analysis 

 Derive meaning from experience and gather information from observation   

 Use creativity to solve problems 

 

INTEGRATION 

Systems 

 Understand and navigate systems 

Integrate learning 

 Resolve difficult issues by employing multiple systems and tools 
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VALUES, ETHICS and RELATIONSHIPS 

Professional and Personal Development 

 Demonstrate intellectual honesty and personal responsibility 

 Work with teams 

Community and Civic Engagement 

 Demonstrate social and civic knowledge 

Global and Multicultural Orientation 

 Discern multiple perspectives 

 Demonstrate proficiencies and capacities in dealing with a diverse society 

   

 

High Impact Educational Practices:   
Which of George Kuh's High Impact Educational Practices does this activity incorporate?  Does 

it use the OpenLab for open digital pedagogy?  Does it include place-based learning?  Choose 

all that apply and/or add your own. 

 

George Kuh's High Impact Educational Practices:

X 1st-year seminars and experiences   

Learning communities 

X Collaborative assignments and projects 

X Diversity and global learning  

Internships 

Common intellectual experiences  

Writing-intensive courses 

Undergraduate research 

X Service- or community-based learning 

Capstone courses and projects 

 

X  Open Digital Pedagogy (the OpenLab) X  Place-Based Learning 

 

Assessment: 
How do you assess this activity?  What assessment measures do you use?  Do you include your 

evaluation in grade calculations? 

I will assess this activity by evaluating students' OpenLab posts, letters, and oral presentations, 

according to rubrics to be established.  Evaluation will be included in grade calculation.   

 

Reflection: 
How has this assignment impacted your teaching?  What challenges did you encounter and how 

did you address them?  What feedback did students provide?  How would you imagine this 

activity being used in different disciplines?   

These issues will be addressed after I have used the assignment with my students.   

 

Additional Information: 
Please share any additional comments and further documentation of the activity – e.g., 

assignment instructions, rubrics, examples of student work, etc.  These could be in the form of 

PDF or Word files, links to posts on the OpenLab, etc. 

 

 


