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Background 
 

The Army Judge Advocate General’s Corps Noncommissioned Officer Academy Advanced Leader 

Course was historically broken into two phases.  The first phase (IPC I) was designed as a prerequisite to 

attend the Advanced Leader Course and was completed in a self-paced asynchronous environment.  The 

entire course was 80 hours long.  Recently, the course was redesigned and renamed the Army Paralegal 

Competency Course (APCC).  The course changed because of a needs assessment that identified a 

requirement for a course that could help junior leaders bridge any knowledge gaps that exist as they 

transition into leadership roles in legal departments focusing on areas of law the leader has never 

worked in nor received any type of institutional training on prior to reporting to their new assignment.    

Description 
 

Many components of the original IPC I remained in the redesigned APCC.  The course is still 

online.  However, the course is now focused on only those subjects that were identified in the needs 

assessment to fill knowledge gaps.  Those subjects are Effective Military Writing for Paralegals (module 

one); Client Services and Administrative Law (module two); Criminal Law Overview (module three); and 

National Security Law (module four).   

Boundary and scope 
  

While there are several modules and lessons contained in the curriculum, due to a limited 

amount of time, we narrowed our focus.  For our project, we are focusing on module one Effective 

Military Writing for Paralegals.  As paralegal leaders continue to develop in their Army career, effective 

Army writing will be increasingly important.  Attorneys will have greater expectations for the legal 

correspondence that are sent from the office to clients so the leader must be prepared for increased 

responsibility for drafting and distributing correspondence.  Specifically, we will look at lesson four and 
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five of module one on active writing techniques.  These lessons are critically important because it will 

serve as a foundation for active writing skills as paralegals continue to progress in their careers.  Active 

writing skills are vital for success at the U.S. Army Sergeants Major Academy. 

Although the material we will be evaluating is further advanced beyond the “rough stage of 

development” where one would often find an expert and one to one evaluation most useful (Tessmer, 

1993), we determined an expert, and one to one evaluation, is still useful as the benefits for making 

changes to the curriculum identified in the evaluation would far outweigh the costs for making said 

changes. The previous statement is premised on the fact that our expert is an in-house developer that 

can make real time changes to the curriculum incurring no additional cost to the organization.  

Objectives 
 
Performance goal  

JAG paralegals will consistently and accurately, according to cited references and resources, utilize the 

appropriate sentence structure to write in active voice. 

• Describe the difference in active and passive voice according to AR 25-50 and the APA writing 

format. 

• Identify the appropriate sentence structure for active voice according to AR 25-50 and APA 

writing style. 

• Demonstrate the appropriate use of sentence structure for active voice according to AR 25-50 

and the APA. 

• Identify the creative thinking principles of effective Army Writing according to AR 25-50, APA. 

• Identify the principles of critical reasoning according to AR 25-50, AR 27-10, and AR 600-37. 

• Describe the standards of critical reasoning according to AR 25-50, AR 27-10, and AR 600-37. 
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Current Status of Materials 
  

Currently lesson plans have been developed and a pilot of the class started on February 2nd, 

2021.  Feedback received from students will be conducted through surveys following the completion of 

each module.  I have been granted permission from the course manager to conduct a formative 

evaluation of a module by surveying students as they complete each module.  This feedback will be 

provided to the course developers to possibly include my recommendations in their planned course 

revisions.   

Target Learners 
   

This course is specifically designed for U.S. Army paralegals in the grade of E5 and E6.  This 

course is designed to assist paralegals in the Army that recently changed jobs.  Paralegals taking on 

leadership responsibilities in National Security Law, Legal Assistance, National Security Law, Military 

Justice, or law office management responsibilities that require the drafting and production of legal 

correspondence will be the primary audience that will benefit from this course.   

Expert Background 
 

Our expert is E. Cole a curriculum developer for The Judge Advocate General’s Legal Center and 

School.  She has held a variety of assignments and has been with the organization since 2002.  Two 

assignments that she has held that are of particular interest to our evaluation (and what we determined 

make her most qualified as an expert for our evaluation) is her assignment as an instructor of advanced 

individual training and her current position as a course developer at the Legal Center and School.  She 

previously taught the IPC I curriculum and was instrumental in developing the current course (APCC).   
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Scope of Expert Evaluation  
 

The primary purpose of our expert evaluation was to garner her feedback on what she thought 

of the content contained within the effective writing module.  Particularly we were interested in 

whether she felt the content was designed in a logical sequence and whether the learners were meeting 

the course learning objectives and goals.  We also wanted to gain insight on the implementation plan 

and whether she felt the course would be well received in the field.  Finally, considering the course is 

being delivered in an asynchronous format where the instructor is more aligned with the roll of 

facilitator, we were interested to know how the communication flow between students, faculty, and 

other key stakeholders was occurring and whether students were completing their course work on time.   

We used a questionnaire, interview, and think out loud protocols to gather information from the 

expert to use in our evaluation.  We sent our questionnaire via e-mail and conducted our interview via 

zoom.  We obtained the experts verbal consent to use her name in our report.   

Expert Review Data Summary 
 

Since one of the most common tools in gathering information and data for training is a 

questionnaire (Jonassen, et al., 1998), we first approached the expert review by providing the expert 

with a survey questionnaire.  The intent of the survey questionnaire was to gather her feedback on the 

overall content and delivery of the course material.  She strongly agreed with most questions regarding 

whether the content was logical and clear to the learners.  She did score two of our questions as 

disagree and strongly disagree.  The question she scored the lowest was “During the instructional 

delivery, I had to deviate and adapt the instructional content to fit the established goals and 

objectives?” She indicated she scored this question along with “The time estimates and requirements 

within the APCC POI were accurate, realistic, and effective” low due to the fact the course is self-paced, 

and she is not required to teach it.  Otherwise, according to the survey, she was pleased with the 
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delivery methods and overall quality of the content.  The only other low scores had to do with whether 

students were completing the material in the required amount of time (60 days) and whether the course 

was enjoyable to instruct.  Her responses to those two questions also had to do with the fact that the 

course is self-paced, and no instruction is involved so she elected to rate those two questions lower.   

Next, we arranged for a zoom meeting with the expert at 1p.m. Mountain Time to further 

discuss her thoughts on the correctness, scope, and sequence of the content.  The tools we used to 

gather this information were “think out loud protocol” and “direct interview.” Anthony, Kevin, Tammy, 

and the expert were all present at the meeting.  Anthony opened the meeting by thanking the expert for 

taking the time to meet with the team and for her willingness to contribute her thoughts to the 

evaluation.  Anthony explained to the expert the concept behind “think out loud” and shared simple 

examples to get the expert comfortable with the manner in which a “think out loud” protocol is 

conducted.  Because the expert and Anthony were both familiar with non-judicial punishment in the 

military Anthony used non-judicial punishment as an example.  Once the expert was comfortable with 

the process the “think out loud protocol” began. 

The expert began thinking out loud as she clicked on each slide of the content.  Even though our 

formative evaluation was narrowed and focused on the active voice lessons of the module, the expert 

looked at all content presented in the module to determine if the curriculum was presented in a logical 

sequence.  As she explained the steps students would go through to complete the active voice lessons, 

she determined the content was adequate in scope.  She did not believe any of the content was 

incorrect, nor did she identify any typographical or grammatical errors.  Overall, the expert indicated she 

was pleased with the content of the course material.  At this time, the meeting transitioned to a direct 

interview where the team asked questions.    
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Kevin started the interview when he asked the expert to clarify what measures of effectiveness 

were used to determine the course was “effective” since she had indicated in the think out loud session 

that overall, she felt the content was effective.  She referenced the Bloom’s taxonomy cognitive 

domains that learners needed to achieve for the module which were “remember and understand.” She 

stated that because the cognitive levels were “remember and understand” she felt both the content and 

the check on learning assessments throughout the lessons were adequate to determine whether 

students were reaching the required cognitive levels and meeting the objectives.  She stated the 

students are also required to achieve a 70 percent on the end of module exam before moving on.  The 

end of course assessment is the primary means she uses to determine whether the students are 

effectively grasping the content.   

Next, Tammy asked about interactivity of the course since the students had indicated on their 

survey that they felt that the course needed to be more interactive.  The expert indicated that she 

agreed the students could benefit from more interactivity.  She stated there were discussions about 

adding gamification, but budget constraints prevented the organization from providing that level of 

interactivity.  That said, she did indicate discussions are ongoing about whether to add audio to the 

lessons and incorporate some assistive technologies to accommodate persons with disabilities.   

Finally, there was some discussion on whether learners could benefit more from the course not 

being self-paced and instead being instructor led.  The expert indicated the students could benefit more 

from the course being instructor led but due to personnel shortages and decisions from the command it 

was determined the course would be self-paced.  

Students Background 
 

The students are all paralegals in the SGT to SSG range. The students completed surveys after 

each module of the newly redesigned APCC. The students have not completed all modules of the course.  
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Results of survey 
 

The lesson plan was easy to understand. Practical exercises reinforced the lesson material. 

Assessment questions matched material presented in lesson plan. Assessment questions matched 

material presented in lesson plan. The use of multimedia in course lesson enhanced understanding.  

Instruction was effective in adding to understanding of lesson plan. Modules were easy to use. 

Instructional material aided in understanding lesson. Resources helped in answering questions. One 

module was exceptionally long and would benefit from being broken up into smaller lessons within the 

module. More assistance with writing as it has been a while for some students in writing papers. 

Modules could benefit from videos to emphasize the material. To many sub slides within the slide 

presentation. Test module was challenging. Post checks were beneficial to learning. One student 

brought up several errors within the modules. Outdated version of AR 25-50 used in lesson material. 

Lesson two asked learners to view text box, there was no text box presented on slide. There are some 

minor grammatical errors in lesson seven. Lesson nine office symbol look up link is not working. Visual 

learners brought up use of more examples versus lots of lectures. The same student mentioned 

providing audio versus all the reading in the modules. Lesson 10 froze several times, and a student was 

unable to take the end of module test.   

Recommendations 
 

Our interviews and survey questionnaires of two students and an expert as well as our review of 

course materials provided our team with sufficient information to provide some recommendations for 

the developers of the effective writing module moving forward.  The recommendations we have for 

revisions are for the developers to reconsider whether the two current assessments (check on learning 

and end of module test) are sufficient to assess whether students are meeting the objectives. 

Additionally, we recommend the developer consider incorporating cost effective interactive 
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technologies to the module to make the curriculum more engaging.  Finally, we recommend the 

developer look at some of the grammatical errors as our review of the course material as well as some 

of the student feedback did reveal some issues with the grammar and objects located within the slides. 

We have no recommendations for changes to the sequence of instruction as all indicators point to the 

sequence being proper.   

First, our team questions whether the curriculum is designed at the proper cognitive level for 

students.  Our evaluation revealed that students feel as if they are ready to apply what they know about 

effective Army writing and even requested that more hands-on activities get added to the module.  A 

practical exercise where the students are required to draft legal memoranda would provide students 

with the opportunity to reach the cognitive level of apply.  Given the age and years of experience of the 

target audience we believe the curriculum should be designed for students to reach, at a minimum, the 

apply level of Bloom’s taxonomy.  Many students will be working independently as a paralegal in their 

organization and will be required by their supervisor to draft legal correspondence.  Simply 

remembering and understanding is not sufficient.  Making this change would allow the students to meet 

the expectations of their supervisors more adequately.  It would likely also improve motivation of the 

students as they will feel as if they are more capable of performing at their jobs if they are provided an 

opportunity to demonstrate they are able to apply effective Army writing to legal memoranda. 

The second recommendation we have for the developer is to consider adding more videos to 

the curriculum.  The students that will be taking this course fall demographically into the generation that 

seem to learn most through viewing videos rather than from written materials.  Even if the budget does 

not allow for gamification, our team sees value in adding video and audio at certain points in the 

curriculum.  Students also echoed this sentiment in their responses to the survey questionnaire. Any 

additions to the modules that will make the course more interactive will go a long way in improving 

user’s attitude toward the curriculum.   
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Finally, there are a few occasions where there are grammatical errors in the slides.  We 

recommend the developer and SMEs go back and review each slide to ensure the slides are 

grammatically correct.  There are also some functions within the course that are not working properly 

such as the office symbol link identified by one of the students as well as the use of an outdated 

regulation.  These errors, although viewed as minor, could have a significant impact on the student’s 

attitude toward the training.   

Formative Evaluation Self Evaluation  
 
     During this project, the team derived many lessons learned within the process of conducting an 

effective formative evaluation.  The team now understands that a formative evaluation is an excellent 

tool in discovering why the APCC is not working.  The formative evaluation process is both critical and 

mandatory to assisting the evaluation team in producing a successful outcome.  Formative evaluation 

within this project helped us understand the stance of the APCC from both a experts and learners’ 

perspective.  Formative evaluation provided valuable feedback that led to our recommendations to 

helping change a set of complex modules within the course of instruction. According to Potter (n.d). 

“evaluation is one of the most important steps in the design process, and yet it’s usually the step that gets 

left out.” (Lesson 10, para 3.).   This project opened our eyes to the APCC’s failure to capture successful 

feedback within its course of instruction.  The formative evaluation process conducted within this project 

interjected the necessary evaluation to enhance the implementation of the course.     

     The process of formative evaluation requires structure and technique.  The “think aloud protocol” 

structure of interview used in this project, helped the team, by providing a deeper real-time 

understanding of the expert’s point of view within the project.  This technique hosted many advantages 

including allowing the expert to freely express how she felt.  In addition, this method was cost effective, 

required no special equipment, and provided a quality form of data collection.  The “think aloud protocol” 
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was robust and provided the expert the ability to be blatantly biased about the APCC.  The flexibility within 

this protocol was flexible, agile, and provided the convincing data needed to help the team with accurate 

and qualitative recommendations.   

     The formative evaluation process like many other tools has both advantages and disadvantages.  The 

key to overcoming some of these disadvantages include ensuring the individuals who conduct the 

formative evaluation are qualified and trained to produced maximum results in the evaluation, and 

ensuring the results and recommendations are aligned related to the implementation of the project.   The 

advantages however far outweigh the disadvantages by helping the project achieve successful outcomes, 

provide continuous improvement, assist in complex settings, and help set or revise future goals and plans.    

     In the end, this project allowed the team to utilize a broad range of tools and techniques within the 

formative evaluation process of learner and expert feedback.  These tools and techniques helped the team 

in successfully detecting the difficulties within the APCC and provided quality recommendations to adapt 

the future educational process of successful APCC implementation for the United States Army. 
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Appendix A-Expert’s Biography 
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Appendix B-Expert’s Questionnaire 
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Appendix C-Student’s Survey 
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