February 23, 2009

Dear colleagues:

I’d like to report to you the results of my no-laptop experiment from last Fall, and offer some thoughts about conducting more such experiments in the future.
The bottom line. The reaction from the students was quite positive on balance, as the pie charts that begin on p. 4 show.
The context. I tried this experiment in my Criminal Law class, which I taught to first-year first-semester students. The class was a large section (75 students), in room 1457.
The rule was: (1) students may not use a laptop in class, but (2) for each class session one student would volunteer to take notes that would then be shared with everyone else. (I circulated a sign-up sheet the first day, and it promptly filled up.) I was prepared to offer an exception to people who had some disability that required the use of a laptop, but no-one approached me about this.

The presentation. I mentioned the experiment in my syllabus, which students had access to before class. I also took a few moments in the first class session to tell the students

(1)
what the policy was,

(2)
that it was an experiment,

(3)
that I would be asking students for their feedback about it when the semester was over, 

(4)
that I had heard that similar experiments at other schools had gone well, with good reactions both from professors and from students,

(5)
that I hoped the policy would help students take more effective notes (since they would have to focus on what was most important, rather than just trying to transcribe the class verbatim),

(6)
that I hoped the policy would help students focus in class, because they’d have to pay more attention to trying to figure out what was important,

(7)
that I hoped the policy would avoid distractions, and

(8)
that I hoped the policy would facilitate class discussion (which is what other professors said they found when they had tried it).

The immediate student reaction. A few students (I think no more than two) expressed some mild and polite concern about the policy; I don’t recall the details, but the objections didn’t strike me as strident or outraged. Here is one response I got by e-mail, which I think reflects this:

Related to the note-taking and your laptop policy, I wanted to see if you thought the discussion has been better this semester when compared to other semesters (understanding that all the variables are not the same and that we've only been in class for a few weeks). I'm asking in part because I'm curious, but in part because the no laptop policy do create a bit of extra work for students who primarily brief and outline the course material on computers. Before each class, we print out the material, takes notes on the printed pages and then transfer our hand written notes back to our computers, so we can have everything in one place.
Perhaps you've already considered this and determined that it's unfortunate, but that the benefits of no laptops are greater. I suppose, one could also argue that transferring the notes is a way to review the material. Just wanted to mention this to you and see if there's room for negotiation. Perhaps you could let students use laptops for the next 3 weeks and see if the discussion diminishes—this might even be a better test since you're comparing the same students. Regardless, I’m really enjoying your class ....

My response was that these were reasonable concerns, but that the policy was an experiment, and we’d see at the end of the semester how it worked out.
Students uniformly complied with the policy, and the volunteers uniformly complied with their obligations. A few times students couldn’t show up on the day for which they volunteered, but they arranged swaps. I did try to remind the volunteers the day before that they were about to be up. (Next time I’ll probably ask my assistant to do it.)

My perception of the policy’s effect. Many professors at other schools who have adopted a no-laptop policy report that it substantially improves class discussions, and leads to better student responses when students are called on.

I didn’t notice any material difference between class participation this year and what I had seen before. I have always found that students were willing to participate a lot in my Criminal Law classes—this is a subject that many students find inherently interesting, and they are first-semester students. I also didn’t notice any change in the quality of student responses to my questions, but I’m not sure that I have a good sense in general of how good student responses are over any semester: I usually focus on dealing with each response as it comes up, and don’t much integrate them into an overall sense of how the class went. Finally, my exams differ from year to year, so I couldn’t meaningfully compare the exam performance. So my experience with the policy was basically neutral.
But I would try it again in my First Amendment Law class, in which there’s somewhat less class discussion because the students are 2Ls and 3Ls. And I would like to see the results of whatever experiments my colleagues conduct in other classes, especially ones in which they have in the past seen little voluntary class participation.
The students’ reaction to the policy. On February 5, I set up an online survey that let students give their feedback on the policy, and e-mailed the students asking them to fill out the survey. I probably should have circulated the survey earlier, but likely not much earlier: I thought it was important to wait until after the students got their exam results (so they could reflect on how effective their studying had been), and until after the initial emotional reaction to the exam results had subsided.

The survey was deliberately brief:

Q 1: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on ...

... your concentration in class.

[Possible answers, for this, and each of the other four questions: strongly negative, slightly negative, neutral, slightly positive, strongly positive.]

... your finding the class time interesting.

... your learning the material.

... the usefulness of your notes for your studying.

... your overall enjoyment of the course.

Q 2: What other comments do you have about the policy, whether negative, positive, or mixed?

Q 3: What grade did you get?  (Note that there are plenty of people in each category, so your answer won’t identify you.)  [Possible answers: A/A+, A-, B+, B, B-, C-/C/C+, decline to answer.]

I received 33 responses in the next five days, but when I circulated an e-mail asking for more responses, the total rose to 52 (nearly all in the next four days, though a few more in the following week). This amounted to a response rate of 69%, which is generally seen as acceptable for most surveys. The C-range and B- students were underrepresented, and the A/A+ were overrepresented—un​sur​pris​ing, given that willingness to invest time in responding probably correlates with how much one liked the class, and how much one liked the class probably correlates with one’s grade. Nonetheless, the response rate was pretty steady for the B/B+/A- students that made up 60% of the class.

Also, the average response to the questions (on a scale of -2 to +2, measuring general satisfaction with the policy) seemed roughly similar, as the table below illustrates. The C respondents and the two declined-to-say respondents did have a worse view of the policy. But if one focuses on the remaining 92+% (48/52) of the respondents, and averages the A- and A/A+ students, the overall satisfaction ends up quite similar, ranging from 0.40 for B- students to 0.62 for the A-/A/A+ group. (Averaging the A- and the A/A+ students makes sense, since I expect the worse reactions from the A- students than from the B students likely reflected the sort of statistical glitch that’s to be expected when one of the groups has only 7 members.)
	
	Responses
	Total
	Percentage responding
	Average response

	A/A+
	10
	11
	91%
	0.9

	A-
	7
	10
	70%
	0.23

	  Total A
	17
	21
	81%
	0.62

	B+
	13
	18
	72%
	0.51

	B
	12
	17
	71%
	0.40

	B-
	6
	14
	43%
	0.40

	  Total B
	31
	49
	63%
	0.44

	C-/C/C+
	2
	5
	40%
	0.00

	Declined to say
	2
	N/A
	N/A
	-0.50


Here were the results for each question; the red colors are positive, the blue negative, and the white neutral:

[image: image1.emf]What effect did the no-laptop policy have on 

… your concentration in class?

31%

40%

19%

8%

2%

Strongly

positive

Slightly positive

Neutral

Slightly

negative

Strongly

negative



[image: image2.emf]What effect did the no-laptop policy have on 

… your finding the class time interesting?

23%

29%

42%

6%

0%

Strongly

positive

Slightly positive

Neutral

Slightly

negative

Strongly

negative



[image: image3.emf]What effect did the no-laptop policy have on 

… your learning the material?

17%

19%

41%

19%

4%

Strongly

positive

Slightly positive

Neutral

Slightly

negative

Strongly

negative

`



[image: image4.emf]What effect did the no-laptop policy have on 

… the usefulness of your notes for 

studying?

15%

12%

21%

33%

19%

Strongly

positive

Slightly positive

Neutral

Slightly

negative

Strongly

negative



[image: image5.emf]What effect did the no-laptop policy have on 

… your overall enjoyment of the course?

25%

29%

34%

12%

0%

Strongly

positive

Slightly positive

Neutral

Slightly

negative

Strongly

negative


The results, then, were:

(1) Most students thought the no-laptop policy increased their overall enjoyment of the course, their in-class interest level, and their own concentration. A very small fraction—6% to 12%—thought the policy decreased these things. The remainder thought the policy had no effect.
(2) Most students thought the policy made their class notes less useful. About a quarter of the students thought it made their notes more useful. About a quarter thought the policy had no effect.

(3) A bit over a third of the students thought the policy helped them learn the material (half slightly and half strongly), a bit under a quarter thought it hurt their learning of the material (nearly all slightly), and the remainder thought the policy had no effect.

Threats to validity. Why might there be reason to doubt the validity or utility of these results?

(1) Representativeness: It’s possible that the 31% of the students who didn’t respond had views quite different from the respondents’ views. I have no specific reason to believe this, though. I would also guess that the typical nonrespondent would be more likely to have a neutral reaction to the experiment, since those people who feel most strongly negative or positive about the issue are probably the ones who are most likely to speak up.

(2) Subconscious Deference: I’m the professor, and I decided to run this experiment; they are students. Perhaps they are therefore subconsciously moved to say good things about it, despite my stress that this is just an experiment, and that I want their candid reactions.

(3) Fun Class: The students presumably compared their experience in my class to those in their other classes (civil procedure and torts) that did allow laptops. But there’s a confounding factor—criminal law is generally seen as an interesting class, especially compared to civil procedure. Maybe the students’ sense that the class generally went well stemmed not from the no-laptops policy but from their enjoying the subject matter. This is another reason I’d love to see the results of experiments in other classes.
(4) The Limits of Surveys: Most importantly, how students feel about the policy doesn’t resolve the most important question—did the policy help them learn? I have no answer to that question, especially given that the exams change from year to year.
Suggestions for future experiments: With this in mind, let me offer a few suggestions:

(1) If you think a no-laptop policy might help, experiment with it. I’ve noted above some reasons why my experience might not be generalizable from the sexy first-semester Criminal Law class. But if some of us get and report more data in other classes, all of us will get a better perspective.

(2) If you want to try a no-laptop policy, tell students up front about the generally positive reaction my students have reported. This should make them more open to the experiment, and at least decrease any immediate flak you might get from the students. No need to start the semester by making your students resentful.

(3) Warn students in the syllabus about the policy, and briefly explain that it’s an experiment from which you’re trying to learn, for the benefit of future students. My sense is that this will help students feel open to the policy, and will help deflect skepticism about whether the policy will work: I’m not sure whether it will work myself, you can tell them—that’s why I’m trying this as an experiment, though I also have some tentative feedback from others that leads me to think it will be a successful experiment.

(4) For the second- and third-year classes, note the policy in the class description, so that students won’t be surprised—or, if they will be surprised, you can politely convey to them that the surprise was their fault.

(5) If you do try such a policy, please conduct a survey after the end of the course, follow up with the students at least once to get a decent response rate, and share the results with the rest of us.
Hope this is potentially helpful,

Eugene
Appendix: Written responses from students
Gr: Grade (A=A/A+, C=C-/C/C+, N/A=declined to answer)

1: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on your concentration in class (++ strongly positive, + slightly positive, 0 neutral, - slightly negative, -- strongly negative)?

2: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on your finding the class time interesting?

3: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on your learning the material?

4: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on the usefulness of your notes for your studying?

5: What effect did the no-laptop policy have on your overall enjoyment of the course?

Av: Average of answers 1 to 5, on a scale of -2 to +2.

Sorted by grade, and within that by average answer.

	Gr
	1
	2
	3 
	4
	5
	Av
	Comments

	A
	++
	++
	++
	++
	++
	2
	I really thought that not having a laptop forced me to crystallize the material during class, though I must admit that knowing that another student was transcribing a material on his/her laptop was quite reassuring.

	A
	++
	+
	++
	++
	+
	1.6
	I used a strategy where immediately after class, I would go and transfer the hand written notes to an outline on my computer. I think this was beneficial for a couple of reasons. First, it forced me to take the time to review the class while it was still fresh in my mind. And secondly, I think that going through my notes after every class to put them in an outline form was beneficial because it forced me to say, ‘ this is important enough to go from the notes to the computer because...’ Forcing myself to ask this question over and over again, helped imprint the material onto my brain and helped me understand how the course fit together. On another note, it was very helpful to have one person taking notes. If I was confused, it was extremely helpful to be able to look at another student’s perspective. Even when the notes were incorrect, or misrepresented something, it was helpful because I would have to reconcile the contradiction and in doing so, would recognize why there was a confusion. Recognizing a source of confusion allowed for a much more thorough  understanding of the material.

	A
	++
	++
	+
	0
	+
	1.2
	As a student slightly older than the norm, I am not a fan of taking notes on laptops.  However, in some classes it seems more necessary than others if the prof is not well organized.  Your class had a detailed syllabus and was very well organized, so I found the impact to be nil.  In general, I believe in preparing extensively for class (detailed case briefs, look up the black letter law in outlines, hornbooks, etc) which then frees me up for my concentration in class.  I believe that many students essentially turn into stenographers and this effects their concentration.

	A
	++
	+
	+
	+
	+
	1.2
	I liked the no-laptop rule in your class, but some of my other professors speed through complex doctrinal stuff without slowing down, and I wouldn’t have been able to take good notes in your class if it had been that way. Because we spent time going through difficult concepts, I was able to keep up, but otherwise it would have been difficult and problematic for studying later.

	A
	0
	+
	++
	++
	+
	1.2
	I liked it because I didn’t have a computer to distract me and the notes actually were better.  Since people only took notes, they tended to be better than average.

	A
	++
	+
	+
	-
	++
	1
	The policy makes it easier to concentrate and learn in class, but when it came to finals time the notes were not as easy to review with.  It seems it helps make class time more enjoyable, but is a little bit of a detriment when it comes to reviewing a whole semester’s worth of material at the end.  All in all, I didn’t mind it, and I think the fact that there was one person taking notes for all as a backup was very good.  Overall, I think it was good and I wouldn’t mind another class with this policy

	A
	++
	+
	0
	0
	0
	0.6
	The policy seemed to work better for your class than it might work in other classes for a combination of reasons, the most important being:  1) You teach more methodically / organized than most professors.  2) Your syllabus is informative and provides more focus for what we are supposed to get out of each class than the syllabi of most professors (which means less worry about ‘professor asides’ that need to make it into the notes).

	A
	+
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0.2
	it was slightly more of a pain, but probably made me learn the material slightly better because I went back and typed up the notes a few weeks after taking them. Not entirely helpful but not entirely hurtful either

	A
	++
	0
	0
	-
	0
	0.2
	

	A
	+
	0
	-
	-
	0
	-0.2
	

	A-
	+
	+
	+
	++
	+
	1.2
	The no-laptop policy would be a burden in some classes which are not structured as well.  I found that for Crim, and for your class specifically, the lesson plan was thought out enough that I could take very coherent notes and easily type them up.  Some other classes, in which I have tried to do not use a laptop, were not as easy to handwrite notes for (whether b/c of the teaching style—such as jumping around in thoughts).  I actually found it beneficial in Crim since it forced me to type up notes once a week, allowing me to revisit the material.  I am not sure, however, that it necessarily led to more class participation/engagement.

	A-
	0
	+
	0
	-
	+
	0.2
	Class interaction seemed to be greater, because half the class wasn’t playing solitaire, as in other classes.

	A-
	+
	0
	0
	-
	+
	0.2
	I’m not sure how this affected my learning.  I did find it easier to focus on class discussion, but didn’t find any difference in my overall concentration level (that is, when i was focused, i think i was more focused on the overall point than in other classes because i wasn’t trying to write down everything.  However, i still got distracted every now and again-- which is generally true, across classes). At the same time, I found it a little harder to reflect or go back to material i had difficulty with precisely because i couldn’t write down everything that was said.  when i went back to try and figure out what happened in the class, my notes weren’t really reflective of what actually was discussed. In other classes, i wrote down everything and used that as a tool to go back to material that i didn’t understand fully at the time.  it was a little helpful to have someone take notes on the laptop, but someone else’s notes never really compare to having your own notes.

	A-
	+
	+
	+
	--
	0
	0.2
	Leaving at least one person to take notes on the computer helped while studying, but there were some inconsistencies in the notes or vagaries as is to be expected in the differences in how people take notes.

	A-
	+
	0
	0
	-
	0
	0
	

	A-
	+
	0
	0
	-
	0
	0
	I felt that times I actually missed information because I was writing it down too slowly and because I am particular about how my notes look so it takes me more time, but I do think it encouraged participation to some degree. If the policy is used in the future, having one student per class take notes is definitely important so that no one feels they have to get every word down.

	A-
	+
	0
	0
	--
	0
	-0.2
	

	B+
	++
	++
	++
	+
	++
	1.8
	My highest grade was in this class so I guess it worked for me :)

	B+
	++
	++
	++
	++
	0
	1.6
	I would be hesitant to leave my laptop behind unless required by the professor, as I would worry that I was somehow missing whatever information other students were furiously typing.  However, with everybody in the same boat, I did not feel that way at all.  Without feeling compelled to type every word Prof Volokh said, I was able to focus on only recording the points that seemed most important.

	B+
	0
	0
	++
	++
	++
	1.2
	The most useful part of the no-laptop policy was that it forced you to only take notes on the important concepts/rules/policy arguments/etc. Instead of having 500 typed pages of notes containing every inconsequential comment made in class, my notes were actually useful.

	B+
	++
	+
	+
	+
	+
	1.2
	I don’t use a laptop anyways, so I can’t really compare laptop vs. nonlaptop.

	B+
	+
	+
	+
	0
	++
	1
	I don’t use a laptop in any class. For me, it was nice not to have to see people playing games or on the internet during lecture.  I also think it’s much more fair in terms of assuring that everyone has the same resources to take notes with, regardless of personal wealth.

	B+
	+
	++
	0
	-
	++
	0.8
	I like the policy, but just find it take longer to compile my notes an others’ notes together.

	B+
	+
	+
	0
	+
	+
	0.8
	

	B+
	+
	+
	0
	0
	0
	0.4
	I found the notetakers’ notes to be somewhat unreliable.  That was my main concern with the policy.  Naturally, when constructing an outline, it is advantageous to work from already typed information.  There were notes from classmates that I found were not only incomplete or poor, but that contained some information which was just plain wrong.  Often, they would mix up common law and MPC rules, or mishear a rule and then write down the opposite of what it was.  It happened just uncommonly enough I found to make one trust the notes overall, and thus rely on them for review, which then of course increased the problem because you might not think to double check your classmates.

	B+
	+
	+
	0
	-
	+
	0.4
	I cannot read my own handwriting so it was detrimental. Perhaps strongly suggest people use handwritten notes but don’t require it; I know I am mature enough to decide when and how to take notes without a mandatory policy.

	B+
	+
	0
	0
	-
	+
	0.2
	I found that it was hard to take detailed notes, but I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

	B+
	-
	0
	-
	--
	++
	-0.4
	I had to spend more time revising at the end of the semester (but perhaps this was a good thing).

	B+
	0
	0
	-
	--
	-
	-0.8
	

	B+
	--
	-
	--
	--
	-
	-1.6
	I found it very distracting.  Rather than focusing on lecture and discussion, I spent my time struggling to keep up with written notes.

	B
	++
	++
	++
	+
	++
	1.8
	I like the policy.  Laptops can be distracting, seeing others playing solitaire, hearing people typing....  hand written notes work well....however for those who depended on the typed notes from the assigned notetaker, the notes were often incorrect and had misinformation.  Eugene should look at the notes and let the class know if something was wrong.

	B
	++
	++
	+
	++
	++
	1.8
	I think handwriting the notes helps with memorization of the material.  When typing notes on laptops there seems to be a disconnect between typing the notes and actually learning what you are typing.

	B
	+
	++
	+
	+
	++
	1.4
	

	B
	++
	0
	++
	0
	+
	1
	I think the no laptop policy worked especially well in this course because the class discussion was very well organized.  I think the policy may not transfer well to other courses where the teaching style is more ‘all over the place,’ to be colloquial about it.  I also think it was necessary to have a set of typed notes available for the whole class.One the whole, I think it is a good policy that should be continued.

	B
	+
	+
	0
	0
	0
	0.4
	I used to take notes by hand for every class (I hate taking notes on a laptop)  However, because I was using a laptop for my other courses, it was kind of hard to make the switch from typing to writing... I find each requires an entirely different method of processing information, so the transition between classes in each day was somewhat difficult.  It was particularly hard to take notes on spontaneous hypotheticals when writing by hand...

	B
	+
	0
	0
	0
	+
	0.4
	

	B
	+
	0
	+
	--
	0
	0
	

	B
	++
	0
	-
	-
	0
	0
	I thought the practice of typing my notes after class was time consuming and took away from my ability to do more class prep and condense my notes at the end of the semester.  Also, I am not a fast writer and my handwritten notes were not as organized as my laptop notes.  The positive thing is that I was able to participate and pay more attention in class, but realized that was not always good because I would often try to rely on the note taker from that day and the notes were not always good.

	B
	0
	0
	0
	-
	+
	0
	It was great for fostering in class discussion, however, come finals I ended up wasting quite a bit of time typing up my notes for easier reference.

	B
	0
	0
	0
	-
	0
	-0.2
	I did not find the laptop policy helpful.

	B
	0
	0
	--
	--
	0
	-0.8
	

	B
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-1
	

	B-
	++
	++
	++
	++
	++
	2
	It’s good

	B-
	++
	++
	0
	0
	++
	1.2
	Using other students’ typed notes was a huge plus for exam studying.  And I supplemented those with my own notes.

	B-
	0
	++
	0
	0
	++
	0.8
	I felt like the policy allowed for more concentration on the lecture.  I’m not sure how well it helped as far as performing well in the class.  Of the three graded courses, my grade in this one fell in the middle—I got a higher grade in a class with laptops and a lower grade in a class with laptops.  Maybe this means laptop use was not a determinative factor.

	B-
	+
	+
	0
	0
	0
	0.4
	

	B-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-1
	Personally, laptops don’t distract me during class. They allow me to access material more quickly as a matter of reference, and during class debates I find that by scrolling through my typed notes, my recall gets better because I can refer to terms more frequently.

	B-
	-
	0
	-
	--
	-
	-1
	

	C
	+
	++
	0
	-
	+
	0.6
	it really did have make the class more interesting and enjoyable. On the other hand, particularly because it was my first semester and I had no clue how to outline, I think that not having computer notes helped me trick myself into thinking that I knew more than I did—until the end. Overall, I think that its a positive policy that, in hindsight, may work better for 2nd semester 1Ls who have a bit clearer idea of how they need to study and what they need to gather from class.

	C
	0
	0
	-
	--
	0
	-0.6
	I find it easier to take notes on my laptop. It’s easier for me to keep the information organized and I can type a lot faster than I can write. While allowing someone else to take notes for the class is better than nothing (especially if you missed something), I suspect most people want their own notes instead of having to compare someone else’s notes with your own written notes. Another issue with no laptops is the extra time spent re-doing your notes on computer. There’s already enough to keep 1Ls busy, I don’t know that recopying our notes is really necessary. Of course, we don’t have to recopy them, but I suspect most do for outlining purposes. When you announced the policy, I think one of the main explanations was to promote more discussion. I’m not really convinced that laptops limit class discussion. Instructors should be able to facilitate discussion regardless of laptops. If people choose not to participate, I don’t think it’s because they are playing games on their laptops and if they’re busy organizing their notes, then that should be ok with an instructor.   In our other classes the discussions were about the same and laptops were allowed.  I think it’s a misconception to believe that no laptops will change anyone’s disposition about participating in class discussion.  Lastly, there seemed to be an underlying feeling that we’re paying to attend UCLA Law and we’re not telling instructors how to teach, so why are instructors telling us how to learn?

	N/A
	0
	0
	-
	-
	0
	-0.4
	While I didn’t mind taking notes by hand, I don’t think the policy increased class discussion in comparison to other classes. If that was the goal, I don’t think the policy worked. I also think that there were some inconveniences that should be considered in terms of enforcing the policy for future classes. In comparison to my laptop notes for other classes, my criminal law notes were unorganized. I always take notes before class, and with a laptop, it’s easy to make corrections or additions during the class discussion. Writing by hand made this process take longer (because typing is faster) and messier (because I had flip back in forth in class and then draw arrows pointing to material on different parts of the page or note to refer back a page or two). Even when I left space in between my notes, this process was still messy. I also felt like it wasted time for outlining. For other classes, I could easily edit, cut and paste notes from my laptop when making my outline, but in this class, I had to type everything all over again, which seemed like an unnecessary expenditure of time. Finally, it was nice in other classes to not need to use paper (in terms of environmental waste) and to have one less thing to carry.

	N/A
	+
	0
	-
	--
	-
	-0.6
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