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When preparing to teach a STEM course, | operate under the following
assumptions:

© most students do not want to be in class (no matter what time it is
offered).

@ most students do not interact in class for fear of “looking stupid” or
“being uncool”.

© most students will put in minimal effort but expect maximal outcome.

My goal as an educator is not only to present the material for the class,
but to change some of the attitudes of my students towards learning.

This talk will outline how | use pop culture to accomplish this goal. These
techniques have not been measured in any formal way, and most of what |
will talk about will be anecdotal.
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Pop Culture Ice-Breaker

Problem

How do | distract students from being in a classroom, so that | can
actually teach them something?
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@ The first few minutes of class set the stage for the rest of the time
together. It is in these moments that | like to distract the students
from the fact that they are in a classroom.
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together. It is in these moments that | like to distract the students
from the fact that they are in a classroom.

| try to arrive to class a few minutes early. During this time, | can
strike up a conversation with a student or small group of students
while people arrive, or are getting settled.

In the beginning of the semester, these conversations are
fact-gathering in nature. | will ask questions about major, hometown,
etc. Students typically enjoy sharing information with me, and | will
share information about me as well.

At a point in the semester, these conversations turn to TV programs
or movies. Students are fascinated that someone of my “age”
watches programs such as Glee or Project Runway, or enjoys movies
like Inception or Airbender.
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Observations

@ By discussing common interests, students cease to see me as someone
to be feared.
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@ By discussing common interests, students cease to see me as someone
to be feared.

@ Distracting students from being in a classroom actually helps them
get settled for the lecture. They aren't focused on the unpleasantness
of being in class; they have just discovered something interesting
about their professor.

@ The students also feel more at ease to visit me in office hours. On
average, | have 10 to 15 students in office hours on any given day. At
least 25% of these students will come to chat about how things are
going with their other classes, or ask for advice about their major.
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Pop Culture Motivation

How do | get students to want to participate in class?
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Pop Culture Motivation

Bribe them!

Problem
How do | get students to want to participate in class?
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“While you are at
Hogwarts, your triumphs
will earn your house points,
while any rule-breaking will
lose house points.”

— Minerva McGonagall
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“While you are at
Hogwarts, your triumphs
will earn your house points,
while any rule-breaking will
lose house points.”

— Minerva McGonagall

The class is divided into two teams.

Points are awarded to a team for significant
class participation. Points are deducted for
offenses such as constant tardiness or disruption
in class.

The team with the most points at the end of
the semester gets a prize to be named later.

The points awarded/deducted are arbitrary, and
recorded on the board during class.

Half way through the semester, the points are
no longer recorded.

At the end of the semester, the two teams are
miraculously tied.

On the last day of class | provide cake and
drinks to the class as the prize.
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Observations

@ Students participate in class much more than before the point system
was in place.
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@ Students participate in class much more than before the point system
was in place.

@ | do not give points for every bit of participation, and so students will
try to see what merits points. As long as | give them with enough
frequency, they will continue to try to earn points.

@ Since there is a prize given to the winning team, a small rivalry forms
between the teams.

@ The students are a little weary when the points are no longer recorded
on the board. So | keep writing down numbers on the score sheet
after every class. These numbers are completely arbitrary, and only
needed if a student wants to see if the score is still being recorded.

@ The students enjoy the cake and soda at the end of the semester, and
do not feel tricked by the outcome.
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Pop Culture Consequences

Problem

| do not like when electronic devices make noise in class. How can |
eliminate this problem?
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v

Double Stuf

Oreo Cookies )
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Phone Infraction

The following appears in the syllabi for all my courses:

Electronic Devices

| dislike when electronic devices make noise in class. If your cell

phone/pager/laptop/etc makes an audible noise during class, then you
must bring cookies to share with the class the next time we meet.
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Phone Infraction

The following appears in the syllabi for all my courses:

Electronic Devices

| dislike when electronic devices make noise in class. If your cell
phone/pager/laptop/etc makes an audible noise during class, then you
must bring cookies to share with the class the next time we meet.

@ There is one caveat to this rule. If your noise is both fierce and
fabulous, then you do not have to bring in cookies.

o | present examples of ring tones that might be considered fierce and
those that might be considered fabulous. All of these songs are
current “hits”. | do not however give them an example of a fierce and
fabulous ring tone.

@ | am the judge of what is fierce and fabulous and I tell my students
that | like cookies a lot more than | like ring tones.
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Observations

@ Inevitably, a phone will ring in class. When this happens, the class
becomes petrified. The guilty party will not fess up right away.
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@ Inevitably, a phone will ring in class. When this happens, the class
becomes petrified. The guilty party will not fess up right away.

@ As the semester goes on, people in the near vicinity of the guilty party
will point in the direction of the phone. Fear turns to excitement at
this point because everyone will be enjoying cookies during the next
class.

@ Some students admit they want to come to class for no other reason
than to see if a phone will ring. This is not an ideal motivation for
coming to class, but at least they are coming to class.

Last semester a group of students wanted to see if they could find a ring
tone that would qualify as both fierce and fabulous. On a test-review day,
the students hid a phone in the classroom and called it. The guilty
students came up to the front to retrieve the phone, as well as deposit
cookies on the desk for the class.
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General Conclusions

@ These techniques outlined are geared to improve class participation,
as well as cooperation amongst the students.

o At times, the students are either tricked or bribed into this
participation or cooperation.

@ These techniques in the classroom increase the frequency of office
hour visits amongst the students.

@ They also increases student referral and repeat business. Students
talk about the crazy math professor that loves Glee and makes you
bring cookies in if your phone goes off.
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