
Managers, educators and others can improve 
the experience of their employees, their 
customers, their students and their friends by 
placing a new emphasis on moments.
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I waited in the hallway.
As students wandered into the classroom the first day of a 
new semester, as they milled and chatted and fretted some, 
I still waited, chatting with a passerby or two but mostly 
looking at a clock. 

Then, as close as I could to the exact second of the 
beginning of class, I walked through the door, headed 
to the front of class and started talking about George 
Washington.

I taught a course in public speaking. I wondered if there 
was a way I could improve the experience of the first day, 
and George Washington showed me how.
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I did this because I thought I too often wasted the 
first day of class. On that first day, I reasoned that I had 
interested students not yet drawn down by the stresses of 
a semester, and instead of building energy or emphasizing 
key ideas, I usually bored them with talks of syllabus 
minutiae or of favorite summer trips.

So, I chose instead to demonstrate, as best I could, the 
best public speaking technique I knew.

I started without introduction or hello and dove into my 
stories of Washington’s public speaking experiences. I held 
eye contact using clear directness, and I introduced the 
course’s central takeaways. I taught something within a few 
minutes, and students paid attention.

(For what it is worth, I selected Washington for two 
reasons. First, it is said that one of his first efforts at public 
speaking in the House of Burgesses in Virginia went 
so poorly that he could barely speak. The nervousness 
reportedly overcame him, and he was guided back to 
his seat, this despite his legendary daring during the 
French and Indian War.  Second, Washington eventually 
overcame his fear of speaking enough and once, during the 
Newburgh conspiracy, saved the nation, arguably, with a 
public speech. )

As I painted my verbal pictures of Washington and his 
speeches, my students first looked startled, then fumbled 
for notes as I laid out three vital principles of public 
speaking. 

The unexpected first day provided attention and interest. 
A former student, now a colleague, told me recently he still 
remembers that first day in public speaking, something 
that happened a decade ago.

Something about that approach reminded me that focus 
on simple moments can improve our teaching.

In recent weeks and months, many of us have sought 
simple changes we could make to our classrooms that will 

pay dividends. Indeed, 
we dedicated that 
most recent issue of 
Perspective to some 
of those ideas.

One of the best 
ways we can do that is 
by following the old 



Repeatedly, the Heaths shared examples of excellent 
companies and leaders who built excellent moments into 
their work:

• An older, small hotel in Beverly Hills with limited 

amenities found high ratings on TripAdvisor by 

focusing on guest moments. Guests sitting at the 

pool can pick up a red phone (a popsicle hotline) 

and a hotel employee will bring a free popsicle out 

to customers on a silver platter. Those highlights 

build memories and help reviews. 

• Managers at John Deere’s office in India carefully 

planned and organized the first day experience 

of new employees. The planned day helped new 

employees understand the mission and culture of 

John Deere in a country without the long history of 

that iconic American brand. This defining moment 

linked new employees to the company. 

• Some managers thought of new ways to reward 

employees. Instead of “employee of the month,” 

they creatively find ways to reward people for their 

excellent work such as giving new headphones 

as a thanks for an employee who demonstrated 

excellent listening skills. 

• To encourage students at a prep school for 

struggling children, those running the school 
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hymn that asks us to “improve the shining moments”  and 
the scriptural instruction that through small and simple 
things great things are brought to pass. A simple thing we 
can do it to is to remember that moments—high points 
and low points—matter.

 A recent book, The Power of Moments, by business 
professors Chip and Dan Heath , suggests that managers, 
educators and others can improve the experience of their 
employees, their customers, their students and their 
friends by placing a new emphasis on moments.

The Heaths take their cues from Disneyland. According 
to the Heath brothers, scientists asked people to rate their 
experiences at Disneyland each hour on a one-to-ten scale. 
After riding Space Mountain, people would give a score of 
ten. During a happy meal with family, a seven. But while 
they languished in line, the happiness scale rated a three. 
Overall, the average of these ratings came in at 6.5 or so. 

How was the day overall, rather than being at the 
average 6.5, the Heaths suggest people said their experience 
was more like a nine, a score at the high end of the scale.

People remember the peaks and last moments best. (Is 
it any wonder that Disneyland ends each night with a 
firework show?) 
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created a senior signing day — analogous to 

the days where athletes announce where they 

will attend school. But this day featured where 

all students will attend. The resulting ceremony 

inspired students and helped them choose to 

attend college. Similarly, colleges might make  

the acceptance moment extra memorable as a 

means toward keeping students. (Could this be a 

retention tool?)

They authors wrote, “Many of the defining moments in 
our lives are the result of accident or luck—but why would 
we leave our most meaningful, memorable moments to 
chance when we can create them?” 

The central takeaway of this paper might well be this: A 
small and simple thing we can do that can effect change 

in our teaching is to acknowledge the power of moments – 
but not just by taking advantage of them as they come, but, 
rather, to recognize that we have the power to plan and to 
manufacture them.

As a journalist, the idea of narrative theory shapes my 
teaching, at least when I am at my best.

Narrative stories have beginnings, middles, and endings. 
People take journeys with climaxes and conflict. Readers 
remember narrative high points in those stories.

Can’t we think of our classes as narratives or stories that 
unfold over a semester? 

Classes have beginnings. Classes have endings. They hit 
high points and low. In short, classes are narrative journeys 
leading someplace, and students often remember key 
moments along the way.

The idea is to simply identify those 
moments that naturally exist and 
plan ways to improve them or even to 
manufacture some along the way. We 
can naturally think of those “narrative 
turning points.” Those narrative 
moments include the first day of 
class, the last day, assessment days, or 
planned moments.

For example, in our Communication 
111 course, my colleagues and I now 
build to a moment in the course where 
students share personal narratives they 
wrote to all sections of the course. We 
call the event, “The Yarn.” There are no 
points directly tied in to this moment, 
just extra credit for presenting or 

A small and simple thing we can do that can effect 
change in our teaching is to acknowledge the power of 
moments—but not just by taking advantage of them 
as they come, but rather, to recognize that we have the 
power to plan and to manufacture them.
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attending. Students gather to listen in a relaxed atmosphere. 
We eat ice cream or cookies. We play jazz music. Students 
share well-crafted narratives to applause and joy. Some find 
new success in this planned moment. Students stretch to 
improve their stories to participate.

My Communication 280 students build their course 
work towards a group presentation in the Research and 
Creative Works conference. They complete a survey and 
pull findings from their data. The posters and papers they 
create from those data constitute a highlight—a moment. 

I reflect that simple planning can improve the moment 
I intend for them. The task for me is to put in the work. 
Better awards? More celebration? Treats? 

At the heart of creating memorable moments seems 
helping students know that they have learned, helping 
them see the truth of our curriculum and the more 
important truth of their own ability to grow and succeed. 

A review of the Heaths’ book put it this way, “Our most 
memorable positive moments are dominated by four 
elements: elevation, insight, pride, and connection. If we 
embrace these elements, we can conjure more moments 
that matter. What if a teacher could design a lesson that he 
knew his students would remember twenty years later?”

I suggest we consider the narratives of our courses to 
have events remembered in 20 years. We can think of 
shaping the highs and softening the lows. We can organize 
a course around building key moments along the way.

I worry I don’t take enough time to compliment my 
students on those moments when they succeed and when 
they learn. A smile. A helpful thought. A bright email with 
a compliment. On a campus where we emphasize retention, 
these kinds of manufactured moments should help.

Just the other day, my son got an unsolicited email 
from a junior high school counselor complimenting 

improvement in his grades. It was a simple act, but it 
lifted a junior high student. I would emulate better my 
professional colleagues at the junior high.

The Savior clearly understood the power of moments. 
I once looked at the questions Jesus asked in the Gospel 
of John. I noticed that our Savior’s greatest questions 
seemed to always happen at dramatic moments in people’s 
lives. There was the Man Born Blind, just kicked out of 
his synagogue, to whom Jesus came and asked if he would 
believe on the Son of God.  There was the Woman Taken 
in Adultery,  awaiting death, to whom Jesus asked, where 
her accusers were. And there was the greatest moment 
of all history at the empty tomb where he asked to us all? 

“Whom seekest thou?” 
Our classes are narratives with natural moments. Can 

we plan and improve the shining ones?
George Washington taught me that this small and simple 

thing is possible.  t
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Something about that 
approach reminded me that 
focus on simple moments 
can improve our teaching.


