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Arequirement of the Florida
Coastal School of Law
curriculum is for students to

complete the Advanced Legal Writing
Requirement (ALWR). This is a research
paper that consists of a minimum of 
25 double-spaced pages citing at least 
15 different sources, which should be
primary and/or scholarly materials. 
The purpose of the ALWR, according to
the Florida Coastal Student Handbook,
is to provide students with a rigorous
upper-level writing experience that will
enhance a student’s writing skills in a
legal context. ALWR writing projects 
are designed to challenge a student’s
organizational, problem-solving, and
writing abilities. ALWR writing projects
are intended to integrate theory and
application, provide an opportunity to
implement lawyering skills, and/or
provide a basis for advocating a
particular position.

In the fall semester of 2007, an ad
hoc committee was formed to discuss
some ideas for recognizing excellence 
in ALWR writing, increasing general
student awareness of the existing ALWR,
and improving the general research and
writing of Florida Coastal students. 
The committee, known as the ALWR
Working Group, includes Lucille Ponte,
associate professor of law; Deborah
Luyster, adjunct professor; Rosan Larizza,
writing specialist; and Ryan Saltz,
circulation librarian.

After soliciting ideas and feedback
from the faculty, the working group
established a paper bank of the best
ALWR papers. This bank became
available for students to refer to in order
to see exactly what quality and depth of
work was being asked of them. Giving
students a concrete example of excellent
ALWR papers helps them to visualize
and understand the type of research 
and writing quality expected in a legal
research paper.

Next the group worked on increasing
student awareness of the ALWR. Despite
being listed in the student handbook,
students do not become fully aware 
of the requirement until they begin 
their upper-level courses. Drawing on
experiences from various professional
conferences, the working group members
decided that students could showcase
their research in a poster session for 
the whole school to see. In order to
recognize the best posters, cash prizes
would be awarded.

The purpose of a poster session is 
to advertise the research. By combining
the text of the research with graphical

images, students are able to present a
visually appealing presentation for others
to view and study without having to 
read the paper. Research poster sessions
are common practice at academic and
professional conferences, and are
designed so that research can be
displayed publicly and feedback can 
be solicited from others.

Ponte offered to pilot the poster
session in her Law of Information
Technology class during the fall 2008
semester. She wrote the poster session
into her syllabus, as well as the timeline
for completing the ALWR. The syllabus
informed the students of the purpose 
of a poster session and directed them on
how to obtain the material to create the
poster. (see “Setting Expectations”). 

According to Ponte, the poster
session benefited students by helping
them to better understand the research
they were performing: “Students were
required to develop a poster that
captured the essence of their final
research paper for public review/
presentation. In creating the poster,
students had to think about how they
would break down complex legal
concepts and arguments into their basic
or main components in a creative, but
easily comprehensible, way. This skill 
is important when presenting material to
lay clients or to a jury, similar to creating
charts for a trial as demonstrative
evidence. It was also a great deal of 
fun for the students who really got into
using their creativity to present their
viewpoints on controversial cyberlaw
topics, like online gambling, defamation
in blogs, virtual property, and identity
theft.”

Ponte decided to hold the poster
session in place of one of her class
meetings so that students would
absolutely be in attendance to present
their posters. The students set up their
posters in the school’s atrium, which is a
large, common area with a lot of human
traffic. This made it easy for faculty, staff,
and students to see the posters, even if
they were just passing through.

The posters caught the attention 
of passersby, compelling them to stop, 
look, and talk with the presenters. Vice
Dean Terri Davlantes observes, “Poster
presentations allow the presenter to
network with other members of the law
school community and discuss shared
interests with other students and faculty.
From the audience perspective, poster
presentations allow the person viewing
the posters to explore topics and points
of view in an informal, non-threatening
atmosphere. Any discussion between 
the audience and the presenter will 
help both participants to hone their
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Setting Expectations

Lucille Ponte’s class syllabus
included detailed guidelines for
the new poster session
requirement:

Research poster sessions are
common practice at academic
and professional conferences.
Each student will develop a
poster that captures the
essence of their final research
paper for public review/
presentation in the Atrium.
Students should arrive
professionally dressed to the
session and be prepared to
discuss their research with
students, faculty, and staff. 
If a student desires, he/she 
may also provide brief handouts
on their research for take-away
at the session. The poster
session is designed to allow
students to display research
publicly, to receive feedback 
on their research project from
others, and to develop oral
communication skills in
discussing their research.
Unidentified judges will review
the posters during the live
session and select the best
poster presentation for an
award.

For the sake of uniformity 
in grading and visual effect,
each student will purchase an
Elmer’s 36-inch by 48-inch
foam display board (Premium)
available online or at local
department and business
supply stores. Each student will
have the same size and amount
of space for their research
poster. Like demonstrative
charts or evidence in a trial, the
student posters will be graded
based on their effective, clear,
and creative display of their
research topic. In addition,
overall presentation skills will
also be graded in responding 
to student, faculty, and staff
questions about their posters. 
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communication skills and develop a
connection that may be useful in the
future.” 

Three mystery judges were chosen
from the faculty and staff to establish
criteria to grade the posters and choose
the top three. The judging of the posters
was separate from the grade and
feedback the students received from the
professor. The posters were judged on
overall presentation and on content.
Each subcategory under these two topics
was ranked from one to five points, with
one being low and five being high.

Under the overall presentation
category were subcategories of “audience
attention,” “aesthetically pleasing,” 
and “readability.” “Audience attention”
was graded on how well the poster
grabbed the audience’s attention, while
“aesthetically pleasing” was based on 
the appropriate use of fonts, font sizes,
colors, and white space. “Readability”
considered the layout of the materials on
the poster, spacing and grouping for ease
of review, and simplicity of text flow to
allow eyes to scan the poster quickly.

The subcategories for judging the
content were “topic information,” “use 
of prose,” and “use of images.” “Topic
information” referred to whether the
appropriate title of the research paper
was displayed, and whether the
argument-driven thesis was recognizable. 

The subcategory “use of prose”
considered whether the information on
the poster was clear and precise, and if it 
fell within the maximum word limit of
300 to 500 words. Judges also looked 
at whether text was categorized in
appropriate sections, whether the
vocabulary level was audience
appropriate, and whether the use of
jargon was acceptable (too much jargon
would prevent someone not versed in a
particular area from comprehending
what was being presented). 

The last subcategory, “use of images,”
was based on whether or not the images
used on the poster possessed a clear and
obvious relationship to the message and
were easy for the audience to interpret.

The judges were able to experience
the posters first with the students
standing next to them so they could 
ask questions and gain an understanding
of the students’ research. This is also
where faculty, staff, and other students
were encouraged to visit the poster
session in order to interact with the
students and further conceal the identity
of the judges. Later the judges viewed
the posters without the students in
attendance in order to establish whether
or not the poster could stand on its own
to present the intended message. Once
the judges had finished scoring the
posters, the top three were chosen. 

The winners received cash prizes in
the form of gift cards, with first place
receiving $50, and second and third
places earning $25. Vice Dean Terri
Davlantes also presented all winners with
certificates in a public award ceremony
in the school’s atrium. In our first 
poster session, the winners were: Maria
Danello, first prize for “The Unlawful
Internet Gambling and Enforcement Act 
of 2006: A Bad Bet”; Laura Stevens,
second prize for “Closing the Circle:
Applying Safety Mechanisms of Virtual
Playgrounds to Social Networking Sites”;
and Ashley Dubose, third prize for
“Confusing Jurisdiction: Why We 
Need a Cyber Law Court.”

All three winners were eager to talk
about their poster session experiences.
Danello found that the poster session
helped in her research: “Discussing my
research with others at the poster session
definitely helped me to more clearly
formulate the arguments I made in my
paper. I took into consideration the 
fact that I would have to visually depict
each of my arguments during the poster
session. Having to think about visually
presenting my topic helped me to break
down my arguments and made them as
concise as possible.” 

When asked whether she felt that 
the poster session was a good exercise 
to increase student awareness of legal
research, Stevens responds, “Yes, because
students will be exposed to topics from
courses they did not take, unlike in-class
presentations where everyone already 
has an overview of the subject. This 
will also help draw attention to courses
like cyberlaw, or other electives, where
visitors to the poster session might
become more interested in the course
and enroll.”

Dubose was looking forward to the
poster sessions and feels they will be
beneficial to students in the future: 

“The poster session allowed me to
use my creativity, to go beyond just
putting words on paper and actually
demonstrate that I could do more than
just parrot what the articles and books
were saying. It would be great to see
several classes presenting at the same
time, to see a variety of subjects and
ideas represented. Beyond that, it is a
way for students to show off their hard
work and a chance to talk about
something they are really passionate
about with other students and faculty.
We work hard on these papers, and
presenting them to the whole class
without having to stand at a podium and
give a lecture was something that I was
very glad I was able to do.”

The winners agreed that creating the
posters and presenting them in a forum
other than a classroom was a welcome

change. They were able to better
synthesize arguments and present their
research in an interactive forum where
they could contribute to a scholarly
discussion and learn from the questions
they were asked. Ponte agrees. “It 
helps to establish an environment of
intellectual inquiry and peer-sharing,
which is important in any educational
setting,” she says.

Dubose’s suggestion that several
classes present at the same time is a goal
that the ALWR working group is also
pursuing. At the beginning of the spring
2009 semester, the working group held
an information session for faculty
members who were interested in having
their classes partake in a poster session.
There were five faculty members in
attendance at the meeting and others
who were interested but could not attend
the meeting due to scheduling conflicts.
As a result, three faculty members will be
incorporating the poster session into the
spring 2009 syllabus, with others waiting
until the next fall semester so as not 
to disrupt the current syllabus. The
coordination of the event is being
handled by the ALWR working group
with assistance from the facilities
department to provide and set up tables,
the academic success department, and
the deans’ office. Also, because there will
be more classes and participants in the
next poster session, there will be awards
for best in class and best in school. 
Ponte suggested that broadening the
competition to school-wide participation
will further strengthen the research and
writing environment at Florida Coastal.

The poster session has demonstrated
the ability to engage both students and
faculty alike. While students are learning
valuable presentation skills to accompany
their growing research and writing skills,
faculty members are able to see their
students’ creative sides and interact 
with them on a more scholarly level.
Furthermore, the public nature of the
sessions increases the general awareness
of legal research among students, making
scholarly interaction more prevalent,
piquing interests that otherwise might
have been overlooked, and cultivating
skills and relationships that will be
beneficial throughout future careers. ■

Ryan Saltz (rsaltz@fcsl.edu) is
circulation librarian at Florida Coastal
School of Law in Jacksonville.
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