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Abstract

This article argues that weekly “tiny research assignments” in introductory health law courses promote active learning and deepen student
engagement. These focused exercises also build foundational research and communication skills by replacing passive lecture with concise,
student-driven investigation tied to each week’s topic.
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About This Column
This column is devoted to the teaching of health law, policy, and ethics, providing a platform for the sharing of innovative approaches
and diverse perspectives on effective teaching in a rapidly evolving and complex health and legal landscape. Teaching Health Law is
edited by Brietta R. Clark, JD, Fritz B. Burns Dean of Loyola Law School, Loyola Marymount University. She can be reached at brietta.
clark@lls.edu.

The experience of teaching a semester-long survey course in health
law can feel daunting.Whether the course is a school’s only offering
in health law or a prerequisite for a robust health law curriculum,
the scope of required coverage is extraordinarily broad — ranging
from health care financing to fraud and abuse law, malpractice law,
drug regulation, and beyond. As a result, faculty may feel pressure
to deliver as much substantive content as possible so that students
complete the course with a solid foundation in the field. But research
consistently shows that students retain more when they actively
engage with the material rather than when they are merely passive
recipients of information conveyed through lecture and readings.1

And while small group exercises can be effective in helping students
apply the law to new fact patterns, they aren’t well suited for every
pedagogical purpose.

After many years of teaching introductory health law courses,
I’ve developed a strategy that helps bridge this gap: what I call “tiny
research assignments.” Each week, I assign students a relatively
simple research exercise, intended to take no more than an hour,
that connects directly to the week’s topic. Students submit their
findings in a short-answer question to the weekly quiz, and their
research then lays the groundwork for in-class learning and dis-
cussion. So, for example, rather than my offering a dry lecture on
Illinois’ requirements for causation in informed consent actions,

our class session will involve one or more students describing how
they researched this issue and explaining the jurisdictional rule to
their classmates. Or, when exploring current legal developments
in reproductive health care, students get exposed to the breadth of
the regulatory landscape by researching recent federal or state
bills on their own, and then hearing other classmates describe
their findings.

The benefits have been significant. Most importantly, these
assignments significantly increase students’ engagement with the
course material. They become investigators rather than passive
listeners, which deepens their understanding and sparks curiosity
— especially when the assignment offers some flexibility in choosing
a topic based on their own interests. Because each research exercise is
narrowly tailored, it fosters active learning without imposing an
excessiveworkload. Finally, this approachalsohelps students develop
key lawyering skills: statutory, regulatory, and case law research;
concise written communication; and the ability to synthesize and
present complex concepts verbally.

Categories of Research Assignments

Broadly speaking, these “tiny research assignments” fall into three
categories: (1) those that invite students to learn about the real-
world implications of health law and policy on individuals and
communities; (2) traditional research exercises that develop stu-
dents’ skills in finding and interpreting jurisdiction-specific legal
rules; and (3) assignments that prompt students to investigate
recent legal developments relating to current events. Below, I offer
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examples of each type of assignment, and how I’ve found it benefits
students. Full descriptions are provided in Appendix 1.

Real-World Implications of Health Law and Policy

Many students come to an introductory health law class with a
limited understanding of the US health care system. Most are
young, many are still on their parents’ health insurance plans,
and relatively few have had substantial experience navigating com-
plex health challenges. This is the ideal foundation for our first tiny
research assignment, “Understanding Your Insurance.”

The first week of class, I ask students to review the information
they can find online about either their ownhealth insurance coverage
or LoyolaUniversity’s student health insurance plan,2 with a focus on
understanding cost-sharing responsibilities, provider networks, and
appeals processes. In the weekly quiz question, I prompt them to
reflect on this information-gathering process by sharing one finding
that gave them a positive perspective on the plan, and one finding
that surprised them or caused them concern. Student responses
showed a wide variety of experiences, which stimulated extensive
class discussion. One common theme was that although students
found it easy to navigate health insurer websites and find basic cost-
sharing information, they had difficulty finding information about
the process for appealing benefits denials. Many expressed surprise
that their health plans did not cover vision or dental benefits, which
sparked a conversation about the scope of insurance coverage and the
historical divide between the medical field and other professions.
Several students volunteered stories about their own experienceswith
the health care system, including prior authorization denials, sudden
network changes threatening continuity of care, and high prescrip-
tion costs. In written responses, many students acknowledged their
own privilege, and reflected on the fact that people with limited
education or fewer financial resources would likely experience even
greater challenges in understanding these processes.3 One student
commented that the process of collecting this information was “both
difficult and frustratingwhich surprisedme. During class discussions
of how hard it is to navigate different insurance systems, I never
thought that would be as applicable to me[.]”

Later in the semester, in our section on end-of-life care issues, I
prompt students to imagine that a loved one in their family requires
long-term care at a skilled nursing facility that accepts Medicaid.
For their research assignment, I direct them to spend no more
than 20 minutes researching facilities near the family member’s
hometown, and reflect on whether they found sufficient informa-
tion to help them make an informed decision. In class, many
students expressed surprise at how challenging it was to find even
the most basic information about whether a facility accepts Medic-
aid, as well as reliable quality information.4 Then other students
explained how they discovered Medicare.gov Care Compare
(formerly Nursing Home Compare) as a resource for filtering
facilities by payment type and quality metrics. Questions about
why it is so difficult to find pricing information for long-term care
facilities led to a robust discussion about self-pay as an option that
simply isn’t feasible for most Americans. Discussions about quality
of care offered an opportunity for me to introduce Biden-era
nursing home staffing mandates and the challenges they face.

Overall, I found that these two exercises, as well as a third relating
to issues in health care quality, prompted students to connect course
material to the lived realities of patients and families. By grounding
class discussion in their own research experiences, students developed
a more nuanced appreciation of the structural barriers that shape
access to care.

Foundational Legal Research

State statutes, regulations, and case law play an important role in
health law, particularly in the context of medical malpractice and
related actions. This offers an ideal opportunity to help students
develop their research skills. Statutory research exercises are par-
ticularly effective because they are narrow in scope, have a clear
correct answer, and allow students to experiment with various
research methods –– including standard legal research tools like
Lexis and Westlaw, as well as state websites, Google searches, and
even (with all its flaws) generative artificial intelligence.

In our modules on tort liability of medical professionals, I
include exercises that prompt students to identify our state’s juris-
dictional standards on three topics: (1) whether medical malprac-
tice actions rely on local, national, or hybrid standards of care;
(2) whether informed consent actions rely on a subjective or
objective causation standard; and (3) the statute of limitations
and statute of repose in medical malpractice actions. In later
sections of the course, I ask students to find the state statutes and
administrative code provisions establishing vaccination require-
ments for children entering elementary or secondary school, as
well as the statutes and regulations governing emergency civil
commitment of persons with mental illness.

In class, rather thanmy presenting these rules in lecture format, I
invite one or more students to present their findings to the class. I
have been impressed with their ability to both effectively locate all
the relevant legal standards, as well as interpret and present their
findings to the class. This is particularly so with the vaccination
exercise –– since our jurisdiction has several different statutes and
regulations applicable to school vaccination, students are required
to integrate high-level statutory requirements with more nuanced
regulatory rules.

First-year law students are required to take a legal research
course, but in their second and third years rarely have the oppor-
tunity to get faculty feedback on a targeted legal research exercise.
By incorporating these research assignments as a regular part of
class, students become more comfortable with both the process of
legal research –– and, more importantly, the reality that sometimes
they may not be successful in finding the correct answer. Students
learn bymakingmistakes: offering them the opportunity to do so in
a low-stakes environment can build both confidence and a growth
mindset as they develop their skills.5

Current Events and Recent Legal Developments

Student engagement on current events has increased significantly
since I started using tiny research assignments. These exercises
command students’ attention because they speak to issues they are
seeing in the news and likely already have questions about. Further-
more, because these assignments tend to be more flexible, with no
single “correct” answer, they test students’ creativity. Students also
feel greater agency over their learning when an exercise offers them
the opportunity to choose among various topics.

One of the first such exercises comes early in the semester when
we discuss antidiscrimination laws applicable to health care. Even
before doing the weekly readings and assignments, nearly every
student had at least some baseline familiarity with the controversies
surrounding emergency obstetric treatment in abortion-restrictive
states under EMTALA, as well as the scope of Section 1557’s
protections against sex discrimination in health care. For their
weekly research assignment, they were able to choose between these
two topics. As part of their assigned readings, I provided them with
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resources on recent HHS rulemaking in both these areas. Then, I
asked them to find the most up-to-date information they could
about legal challenges relating to these policies, and the current legal
status of the HHS rules.

Given the complexity of these issues and the various regulatory
actions, court challenges, and public reporting on these laws, I
expected students to have more difficulty with this assignment. My
expectations proved correct. Students were very engaged and enthu-
siastic in presenting their findings to the class and were fairly
successful in identifying many of the relevant legal developments.
However, their research was far from comprehensive, omitting some
key developments;many also had trouble grasping the nuances of the
case law relating to these HHS actions. Thus, class discussion and
learning became a more collaborative process –– students would
introduce their key findings, which I would then clarify and supple-
ment if necessary. From my perspective, the fact that some students
struggled with this research task is actually a benefit of this particular
assignment, not a shortcoming. Teachers understand that learning
often comes from mistakes, which gives the students opportunities
for self-reflection and aspirations for improvement.

Another benefit of this type of research assignment is that it
helps students improve their critical evaluation skills in the context
of media reporting. For the assignment on legislation impacting
reproductive health care, as well as a second on state policies on
psychedelic medicine, I ask students to begin their research by
searching news media sources to identify one such law or policy.
Then I ask them to find the original bill, law, or regulation itself, and
reflect on whether it was accurately represented in themedia report.

Finally, this type of exercise can help strengthen students’ basic
case law research skills, and their understanding of how judicial
decisions can impact the interpretation and validity of statutes. In
our sections on organ transplantation, for example, students are
asked to find case law challenging the National Organ Transplant
Act prohibition on payment or other “valuable consideration” for
the transfer of organs. In our section on research regulation, they
are asked to find a recent lawsuit in which the plaintiffs are seeking
compensatory or injunctive relief related to injuries resulting from
participation in research trials. As with the statutory research
described above, students do fairly well with this task — both in
terms of finding a broad scope of relevant cases, and in presenting
their varied findings to the class.

Taken together, current events-based research assignments can
function as an important bridge between foundational legal doc-
trine and real-world dynamics. By inviting students to investigate
unfolding regulatory developments, evaluate the accuracy of media
reporting, and examine how courts interpret statutes and regula-
tions; these exercises cultivate both research and analytical skills.
Even when students struggle with the assignments, the process
deepens their understanding of the complexity and nuance of
health law.

Lessons Learned and Room for Improvement

The key to making these assignments effective learning and assess-
ment tools is to provide students with very clear instructions ––
both on the specific questions they are being asked to research, and
on the format in which they should present their responses. Over
time, I’ve learned that many of the assumptions I once made about
students’ ability to interpret broad or open-ended directives no
longer hold. Because I want students to focus their efforts on the
substantive research, rather than guessing at my expectations, I’ve
become very intentional about how I design each research prompt

and quiz question to avoid any possible ambiguities. For example,
in our module on health care quality, I give the following prompt:

Find a news article, research study, government report, or other
reliable source from the past two years that provides either quantita-
tive (based on numerical or statistical data) or qualitative (interpretive,
grounded in subjective experiences) information about a particular
health care quality issue in the United States.

Provide a citation and link for the source you found andwrite a one- to
two-sentence description of its findings.

• Example: Latoya Hill, Samantha Artiga, and Usha Ranji, Racial
Disparities in Maternal and Infant Health: Current Status and Efforts
to Address Them (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2022; https://www.kff.org/
racial-equity-and-health-policy/racial-disparities-in-maternal-and-
infant-health-current-status-and-key-issues/) - Finding that pregnancy-
relatedmortality rates among Black and American Indian Alaska Native
women are over three and two times higher (respectively) than those for
white women (41.4 and 26.2 vs. 13.7 per 100,000).

The goal of the assignment is as clear as possible: Investigate
current research related to health care quality. I specify the types of
sources they should be looking for (news articles, research studies,
government reports, or other reliable sources from the past two
years), providing them with additional information about what
qualifies as reliable research (qualitative or quantitative, defining
each in case students aren’t familiar with these terms). Finally, I
provide a model of how the students should present their findings.

While some colleaguesmight criticize this approach as being too
simplistic, I have found it to be necessary, particularly in the context
of assignments that I grade on a weekly basis. Without directive
prompts, many students struggle to present their findings clearly,
whether in written format or in class discussion. And for the
purposes of grading quiz questions, it is far easier for me to evaluate
their work if I’ve clearly outlined my expectations. In student
evaluations, several commented that having model answers for
the weekly prompts was helpful.

On the other hand, I did receive some critical feedback. Some
students expressed disappointment that I took points off quiz
questions for what they described as “small and minor things,” like
omitting citations for cases. One student wrote that they felt they
were “being penalized for non-substantive errors which made it
hard to be excited to do the research for the question, even when the
topic was interesting.” I was surprised and a little concerned by this
feedback, especially given the fact that I providedmodel answers for
many (though not all) of the research prompts. Moreover, through-
out the semester, I emphasized that students should present their
workwith the professionalism and precision that would be expected
of them in practice after graduation –– including, for example, full
and accurate citations to cases, statutes, regulations, and secondary
sources. Their feedback suggests tome that some studentsmay lack a
clear understanding of the expectations theywill face in legal practice,
particularly as to how their work will be assessed by supervising
attorneys.

Overall, however, I found that incorporating short weekly research
assignments into my health law survey course offered meaningful
benefits. It significantly increased student engagementwith the course
material, prompted robust and thoughtful in-class discussion, and
strengthened students’ foundational lawyering skills. I encourage my
health law colleagues to consider using “tiny research assignments” to
foster active and practice-oriented learning.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be
found at http://doi.org/10.1017/jme.2025.10215.
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