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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-sectional-slice of cultural evolution that
matures at some point into generational patterns. Decades ago Morris Massey’s People Puzzle gave us a
good foundation for thinking about generational characteristics. The literature on Gen X, Y, and
Millennials have added to our understanding, but the target--highly engaged, passionately learning
students--continues to move. This session is intended and designed to bring the experience of all
participants to bear on the question of how to create “Wow Factor” course designs that will be popular,
engaging, instructive, rigorous, inspiring, memorable, applicable and sticky. (Participants will have a
chance to modify this definition of “wow.”

Practicing What You Preach

This 60 or 90 minutes session will begin with a rapid-fire introduction of a series of concepts that
create a set of contextual realities that all instructors must (or not) deal with. These include the
habituality of human nature, the motivational impact of obligation versus choice, cultural legacies (as
outlined by Malcolm Gladwell in Outliers), rapid advancements in technology and their influence on
learning and learners, business model alternatives (sustainable value versus “flip and harvest”), the
nature of work (intrinsic vs. extrinsic values), adult learning theory, problem solving legacy (vs. the
creation mindset ala Robert Fritz’ The Path of Least Resistance), the nature of success (introducing a
new definition “success is when after it’s over, you want to do it again—because then you’ll get better
atit”), and university institutional culture and constraints. All of these will be put, one per page, on
POST-IT flip charts and posted in the room prior to starting (to save time) so that they are available for
constant review. Participants will be invited to offer additions to this list of contextual factors in the first
segment of the session. The discussion will be augmented on-demand with quotes on slides and video
clips.

The second, very short, module will focus on the resources or raw materials available to
instructors as they design courses. A starter list will be on the wall. Participants will be invited to add to
it. These materials and techniques include lectures, cases, experiential exercises, web-sites, self-
assessments, etc.

The real fun begins in the third module. Here the goal is to capture the collective wisdom of the
participants in order to develop a picture of best practices in creating high Wow Factor courses. | plan
to shape the discussion broadly into chunks that relate to class preparation (assignments, readings, etc.),
in-class activity, and post-class activity (like grading, counseling, exams and papers). See Figure 1. We
will capture the highlights of the discussion on POST-IT (sticky) flip charts and distribute a summary to
participants after the conference.



conference, “From Good Teaching to Good Learning,” a session that invites instructors of all stages of
seniority to pause, reflect, and reconsider how they might make their courses more powerful for the
current generation of students and thereby enhance the stickiness of their learning seems appropriate.
Gladwell’s Outliers makes a powerful case that outliers are in fact not so much outliers as we usually
think of them (heroically blessed with 1Q and talent), but rather the product of timing, culture, luck,
driving persistence, and ability to seize opportunities of chance when they arise. He also argues that if
we are to make success available to all, we need to restructure our global, national and educational
systems to remove irrelevant barriers to success and to create more opportunities for all. A constant
and determined effort at keeping our course designs up-to-date and current for the constantly evolving
student poputation would seem to be a critical instructor skill. This session intends to press participants
to be aware of that criticality and to determine to keep their designs current.

Setting
The objectives of this session would be best served if we had
1. Computer projector and screen. {I can bring my own speakers.)
2. 2 Flip Chart sturdy easels with 3M POST-IT flip charts and marking pens. (Il bring extra pens.)
3. Room with lots of blank wall space for hanging flip charts.

4. Amphitheater room or flat classroom with an aisle down the middle so one can get close to the
participants.
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The last, brief closing chunk of the session will ask some reflective questions similar to

these:

1. s this too much to ask for? Are we setting ourselves up for failure and disappointment?

2. What are we leaving out?
3. What would we have to do differently to make our courses more wowing?

4. What do you want to do going forward to bring your course designs into closer alignment with

today’s students’ realities? (share this with your neighbor and collect on a flip chart, time

permitting)

Commentary

There have been a number of sessions over the years at OBTC on course and syllabus design.

One poignant recent example a couple of years ago had a very prominent figure in the field say, “l used

to think that creating a syllabus was simply matching a series of readings with class dates.” | was

staggered to hear that comment especially since sessions at OBTC prior had long since gone way beyond
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