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Wow Factor Course Designs: How to Engage Today's Students

James Clawson, Darden GSB, University of Virginia

Every cohort  of  students represents a thin-cross-sect ional-sl ice of cul tural  evolut ion that
matures at some point into generational patterns. Decades ago Morris Massey's People Puzzle gave us a
good foundat ion for thinking about generat ional character ist ics.  The l i terature on Gen X, Y, and
Mil lennials have added to our understanding, but the target--highly engaged, passionately learning
students--cont inues to move. This session is intended and designed to br ing the experience of al l
part ic ipants to bear on the quest ion of how to create "Wow Factor" course designs that wi l l  be popular,

engaging, instruct ive, r igorous, inspir ing, memorable, appl icable and st icky. (Part ic ipants wi l l  have a

chance to modify this def ini t ion of "wow.")

Practicing What You Preach

This 60 or 90 minutes session wi l l  begin with a rapid-f i re introduct ion of a ser ies of concepts that

create a set of  contextual real i t ies that al l  instructors must (or not)  deal with.  These include the
habitual i ty of  human nature, the motivat ional impact of obl igat ion versus choice, cul tural  legacies (as

out l ined by Malcolm Gladwel l  in Outl iersl ,  rapid advancements in technology and their  inf luence on
learning and learners, business model al ternat ives (sustainable value versus "f l ip and harvest") ,  the
nature of work ( intr insic vs. extr insic values),  adult  learning theory, problem solving legacy (vs. the
creation mindset ala Robert Fritz' The Poth of Least Resistonce), the nature of success (introducing a
new def ini t ion "success is when after i t 's over,  you want to do i t  again-because then you' l l  get better
at i t ") ,  and universi ty inst i tut ionalcul ture and constraints.  Al lof  these wi l lbe put,  one per page, on

POST-IT f l ip charts and posted in the room priorto start ing ( to save t ime) so that they are avai lable for

constant review. Part ic ipants wi l l  be invi ted to offer addit ions to this l ist  of  contextual factors in the f i rst

segment of the session. The discussion wi l l  be augmented on-demand with quotes on sl ides and video

c l ips .

The second, very short ,  module wi l l  focus on the resources or raw mater ials avai lable to

instructors as they design courses. A starter l ist  wi l l  be on the wal l .  Part ic ipants wi l l  be invi ted to add to
i t .  These mater ials and techniques include lectures, cases, experient ial  exercises, web-si tes, sel f-

assessments, etc.

The real fun begins in the third module. Here the goal is to capture the col lect ive wisdom of the
part ic ipants in order to develop a picture of best pract ices in creat ing high Wow Factor courses. I  plan

to shape the discussion broadly into chunks that relate to class preparat ion (assignments, readings, etc.) ,

in-class act iv i ty,  and post-class act iv i ty ( l ike grading, counsel ing, exams and papers).  See Figure 1..  We

wil l  capture the highl ights of the discussion on POST-IT (st icky) f l ip charts and distr ibute a summary to
part ic ipants after the conference.



conference, "From Good Teaching to Good Learning," a session that invi tes instructors of al l  stages of

seniority to pause, reflect, and reconsider how they might make their courses more powerful for the
current generat ion of students and thereby enhance the st ickiness of their  learning seems appropriate.

Gfadwel l 's Out l iers makes a powerful  case that out l iers are in fact not so much out l iers as we usual ly
think of them (heroical ly blessed with lQ and talent) ,  but rather the product of t iming, cul ture, luck,
dr iv ing persistence, and abi l i ty to seize opportunit ies of chance when they ar ise. He also argues that i f

we are to make success avai lable to al l ,  we need to restructure our global,  nat ional and educat ional

systems to remove irrelevant barr iers to success and to create more opportunit ies for al l .  A constant
and determined effort  at  keeping our course designs up-to-date and current for the constant ly evolving
student populat ion would seem to be a cr i t ical  instructor ski l l .  This session intends to press part ic ipants

to be aware of that cr i t ical i ty and to determine to keep their  designs current.

Setting

The objectives of this session would be best served if we had

L Computer projector and screen. ( l  can br ing my own speakers.)

2. 2 Fl ip Chart  sturdy easels with 3M POST-IT f l ip charts and marking pens. ( l ' l l  br ing extra pens.)

Room with lots of blank wal l  space for hanging f l ip charts.

Amphitheater room or f lat  c lassroom with an aisle down the middle so one can get close to the
part ic ipants.

3 .

4.

5 .



Figurel. Creating Wow Factor Courses
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The last,  br ief  c losing chunk of the session wi l l  ask some ref lect ive quest ions simi lar to

these:

1. ls this too much to ask for? Are we sett ing ourselves up for fai lure and disappointment?

What are we leaving out?

What would we have to do differently to make our courses more wowing?

What do Vou want to do going forward to bring your course designs into closer alignment with

today's students'  real i t ies? (share this with your neighbor and col lect on a f l ip chart ,  t ime

permit t ing)

Commentary

There have been a number of sessions over the years at OBTC on course and syl labus design.
One poignant recent example a couple of years ago had a very prominent f igure in the f ield say, " l  used
to think that creating a syl labus was simply matching a series of readings with class dates." I  was
staggered to hear that comment especial ly since sessions at OBTC prior had long since gone way beyond
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