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ABSTRACT 

 

Today’s undergraduate students have developed a culture of student involvement unlike any previous 

generation.  They have limited attention spans associated with their use of electronic devices such as I-

Pods and I-Phones.  This short attention span affects their learning, and therefore is incumbent upon 

those of us who teach quantitative subjects, like finance, to be creative in response to this change in our 

students. 

 

In an introductory undergraduate finance class participation in the classroom, as well as assigned 

homework problems are often met with considerable resistance.  As such, the challenge for today’s 

faculty to effectively teach these classes is to structure the classroom setting in response to the student’s 

learning aptitude. Therefore, the key question for today’s finance faculty is, “What classroom 

environment will engage the undergraduate finance students, facilitate their active learning, and 

encourage participation by the majority of the students?” 

 

“Brief cases” have been designed and introduced in the classroom setting for more than six years with 

considerable success.  This paper presents the pedagogical tool for finance instruction. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Today’s undergraduate students have developed a culture of student involvement unlike any previous 

generation (Twenge 2006).  These students expect immediate feedback and gratification.  They have 

limited attention spans associated with their use of electronic devices that provide them efficient, 

abbreviated communication while text messaging or using personal electronic entertainment devices like 

iPods and iPhones (Martin, 2001). Television programmers acknowledge their audience’s limited 

attention span with the scheduling of a greater number of television commercials to break up the length 

of a program.  This attention span affects all college instructors, regardless of their academic discipline 

but it is especially problematic for those of us who teach quantitative subjects like finance. 

 

Assigning homework problems in an introductory undergraduate finance class is often met with 

considerable resistance as well as the lack of participation in the classroom.  Students are much more 

likely to participate out of the classroom setting solving electronic homework problems as part of the 

publisher learning tools( Raines, 2003; Montgomery 2008).  This asynchronous learning environment is 

controlled by the student and can be conducted 24/7, completely independent of the scheduled class 

time.  As such, the challenge for today’s faculty teaching finance to undergraduate students is how to 

structure the classroom setting? The key question for today’s finance faculty is, “What environment will 

engage undergraduate business students in a finance classroom and facilitate active learning that 

involves participation by the majority of the students?” 



 

With a successful model of over thirty years teaching in the traditional lecture/review homework format, 

two introductory finance classes were transformed into an entirely problem-based didactic environment 

that utilizes a problem-based learning modality (PBL) with the total elimination of out-of-class 

homework assignments.  For more than six academic years “brief cases”, with increasing levels of 

difficulty for each quantitative topic, have been introduced in the classroom setting with considerable 

success.  This paper presents the details of the design of a pedagogical tool: “brief cases”.  An example 

of a brief case is presented in this paper’s appendix. 

 

TODAY’S GENERATION OF STUDENTS 

 

Students in our college classrooms today are part of the “Net Geners” or “Millennials”, those born 

between 1986 and 1990.  These students learn differently from any previous generation in six 

identifiable ways: they learn by inductive discovery, they are intuitive visual communicators, they crave 

social face-to-face interaction, they are emotionally open, they respond quickly and expect rapid 

responses in return, and they shift attention rapidly from one task to another (Howe,1991; 

Gardiner,1998; Oblinger,2006; Berk,2008).  Today’s college-age students are much more confident, 

assertive, and self-centered (Twenge, 2006).  They are also much more electronically sophisticated and 

comfortable with wireless laptops, I-Pods and I-Phones (Zemke, 2000; Huntley, 2006; Gravett, 2007; 

Winograd, 2008).  

 

According to Berk, “Today’s students have other characteristics- they are technology savvy and intuitive 

visual communicators.  They do not want textbook-based courses; they don’t want to read.  They are 

image-oriented.  They crave interaction.  They prefer to work in teams using cooperative learning and 

collaborative learning techniques.  They learn thorough discovery, again, hands on, experiential 

learning.  They respond quickly and expect you to do the same.  They can multi-task and shift attention 

rapidly.  And finally, they have the attention span of goat cheese, which means that we cannot assume at 

any point that they’re paying attention.  They have so many other things going on in their lives” (Berk, 

2007). 

 

This generation of students presents the faculty member who is comfortable and accustomed to a “chalk 

and talk” lecture classroom environment with a significant challenge: “How do I effectively teach to this 

generation?” 

 

LEARNING STYLES 

 

There are numerous approaches to identifying learning styles of students in the academic environment 

(Fleming, 1992; Dahlhouse, 2003; Felder, 2003; Brightman, 2006; Kolb, 2008).  One of the prevailing 

categorizations that has gained considerable acceptance is the five learning styles of visual (spatial), 

aural (auditory) verbal (linguistic), physical (kinesthetic) and logical (mathematical)(Dunn, 1984; Curry, 

1990).  Faculty are encouraged to provide a classroom learning environment that utilizes multiple 

learning styles to accommodate each student with their different dominant form of learning (Coffield, 

2004; Prensky, 2006;). 

 

Integrating traditional learning styles together with the unique needs of today’s “Net Gener” students is 

a daunting task.  Faculty themselves have a dominant learning style which provides them a particular 

level of comfort and is often carried over into their teaching style. Deviating from this dominant 



teaching style is uncomfortable and unfamiliar to most experienced senior faculty (McCarthy, 1989; 

Lage, 2000; Martin, 2001; Moallem, 2001; Martin, 2005). 

 

Another important element to the atmosphere of classrooms today, along with the design of the varied 

learning style presentations, is the topic of humor. 

 

HUMOR 

 

Humor is a stimulus that produces both an emotional response (called mirth) and a physical response 

(laughter).  Research on the use of humor in the classroom is numerous (Berk, 1996 – 2008; Stahl, 2002) 

including a journal devoted exclusively to humor research:  the International Journal of Humor 

Research. 

 

What is the relevance of humor to the design of a problem-based learning instrument?  There are two 

reasons to consider humor as a component of teaching pedagogy: 1) it allows for a connection between 

the faculty and the student and 2) it allows for a release from the pressures associated with teaching for 

the faculty member.  The connection factor is obvious: faculty are typically older than the students, they 

have a title demonstrating competency of the subject matter, and they have a much higher education 

level from that of their audience in the classroom.  This can be intimidating to the college student. 

Humor can, in and of itself, mediate some of these differences. 

 

ENGAGING TODAY’S STUDENT VIA “BRIEF CASES” 

 

Recognizing that students today do not have the identical learning profile of the students of the past, 

classroom presentations need to change accordingly.  Previous assignment of homework problems that 

would be reviewed in the classroom setting just didn’t work as most of today’s students did not come 

prepared with their homework efforts.  The classroom technique of presenting a new topic in a lecture 

format (with or without PowerPoint assistance), demonstrating the use of the technique with a numerical 

example and then assigning homework for the students to “test” their level of competency of that new 

topic was effective in the past.  The students of today want that “immediate” feedback and thus, the 

development of “brief cases”. 

 

For each topic presented in an undergraduate business core finance class, a hard-copy handout of a 

“brief case” is presented to each class member at the conclusion of the introduction of the new finance 

topic.  The problem presented is in a consistent format:  

 

 Increasing difficulty with three to four brief cases per topic;  

 All necessary information is presented in sentence format;  

 A series of four to five questions define the specific task to be performed by each student with 

both calculations and critical thinking required; 

 Each question/problem/computation has an associated point value assigned to it (similar to that 

of the format for each class exam;  

 Questions range from the simplest drawing of a time line to the identification of the parameters 

of the data given to that of a higher order critical thinking brief essay question.  This involves 

logic stimuli for the student;  

 Music is played during the “work period” that is linked to the title of the pseudo company name.  

This involves auditory stimuli for the student;  



 The student must complete the numerical computations by the time the song is complete (three to 

four minutes in length);  

 A calculator word problem concludes each brief case.  This involves manipulative stimuli and 

humor for the student; 

 The most complex brief case in each topic set exemplifies the level of difficulty the student can 

expect to see during the midterm and final exams of the course. 

 

The “brief case” approach in the classroom consists of the following elements: 

 

1. The Faculty: The faculty member presents the topic in a lecture format, typically with an 

accompanying PowerPoint presentation.  The student receives a copy of the PowerPoint as an 

e-mail attachment at the end of each lecture. 

2. Distribution: Distribution of the hard-copy brief case problem in the classroom setting.  There 

is no attendance requirement to the course so participation is entirely voluntary. Thus, if a 

student opts not to attend class on a particular day, they forfeit the opportunity to obtain the 

“brief case” du jour.  

3. Music: Play the matching song over the classroom’s speaker system during which the students 

must complete the “brief case” individually. 

4. Humor: The student completes the calculator word challenge. 

5. Review and Discussion: Students then “volunteer” to put up parts of the “brief case” problem 

on the board for classroom discussion and review. 

 

The benefits of tailoring the pedagogy to the learning style of today’s students are obvious.  Immediate 

gratification/stimuli are incorporated into the classroom environment with active student learning versus 

passive lecture note-taking.  Attendance is entirely the choice of the student (the typical attendance in 

each class session is 85-95% of the registered students!)  Increasing the level of difficulty of the three or 

four “brief cases”/topic provides the student with logic stimuli as they must master the lower-level 

problems prior to attempting the most difficult “brief case”.  If there is a learning difficulty, often it can 

be diagnosed with an evaluation of which level of “brief case” presented difficulties to the student. The 

playing of music in the classroom meets today’s students’ auditory stimuli as well as their multi-tasking 

capabilities.  The calculator word exercise provides a bit of levity as well as manipulative stimuli as this 

must be conducted using their finance calculator.  Active participation by five to six students each class 

session occurs with the students “volunteering” to put the “brief case” answers on the board.  All of the 

students who attend class walk away with the correct answer to the “brief case” distributed during that 

lecture.  Finally, the increasing level of difficulty in the “brief cases” provides for achieving and 

mastering the level of skills necessary to perform satisfactorily on the graded midterm and final exams 

of the course.  Test anxiety is almost a thing of the past as the students who attend class and participate 

in completing the “brief cases” are well prepared to take the course’s tests. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

The greater the connection between the faculty and the students of today, the greater the chances that 

everyone can succeed in the classroom.  Closing the gap between the generation of a faculty member 

and the college students has never been more challenging.  The “Net Generation” are “digital natives”, 

having grown up with the internet (Prensky, 2006).  Faculty are often referred to as “digital immigrants” 

because they had to learn about the internet as adult learners.  This schism between faculty and students 

can be ameliorated with teaching tools that assist in the bridging of this generational gap. 

 



“Brief cases” are pedagogical tools employing problem-based learning, incorporating multiple learning 

strategies and multi-tasking modalities, to encourage active learning in the classroom.  The evaluation of 

their effectiveness is the next step in the development of this pedagogical tool. 

 

APPENDIX:  Brief Case on Common Stock Valuation 
 

Common Stock Valuation I –

Gordon Model (aka the Discounted Cash 

Flow [DCF] Model) - simple

“Fun with Finance”  Brief Case Series

2/2007

The Trick My Skateboard Company wants to 

price its common stock.  The growth for the 

past 10 years averaged 10% and this growth is 

expected to go on forever.  The last dividend 

paid was $2.00.  The discount rate (or required 

rate of return) is 13%.

A. [20] Draw the time line to set up the common 

stock’s parameters.

B. [50] What is the value of one share of stock 

today?  Show your work!

C. [25]  If you bought a share of this company’s stock 

at the price you computed in part B above, what 

would you earn on your investment if you kept it 

forever?

D. [5 Points!]  Enter the following into your calculator: 

37819173 and turn it upside down to tell me what 

you call a bachelor or bachelorette.
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