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OVERVIEW

Multiple pedagogical innovations are taking place at HBS.
These innovations include subject matter innovations such
as courses that focus on globalization and green businesses.
They also include innovations in how courses are struc-
tured and taught, including greater integration between
courses and alternatives to the traditional 100-person case
study course, such as small discussion groups. These inno-
vations are fundamentally changing students’ learning ex-
periences. Many of the lessons from these innovations can
be reapplied more broadly.

CONTEXT

These four faculty members each discussed innovations that
have taken place in recent years in either the RC or EC.
They described the innovation, offered lessons learned, and
responded to questions from other faculty.

The innovations described were:

• The Global Leader Initiative (Ray Gilmartin)

• Building Green Businesses (Joe Lassiter)

• Weekly One-Page Papers (Youngme Moon)

• Authentic Leadership Development (Nitin Nohria)

PANELISTS

Ray Gilmartin

Joe Lassiter
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Nitin Nohria

MODERATOR

Joe Badaracco
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Building Green Businesses (Lassiter)

What It Is:The Building Green Businesses Seminar was cre-
ated at the urging of students who were dissatisfied with
HBS’s offerings in green and environmental areas. An ad
hoc group of faculty members came together to accelerate
the rate at which green business issues entered the main-
stream curriculum.  

The objectives are to produce jobs in green business for
graduates, show alumni that HBS is on the leading edge in
the area of green business, and create research (i.e. case stud-
ies) for use in courses.

This program includes:

• Adding green business content to existing courses, such as En-
trepreneurial Finance. 

• Immersion experiences, where students go into clean tech
companies in Boston or Northern California.

• A field study seminar consisting of ten classes, held after
students return from their immersion experiences. 

• An alumni conference enabling students, alumni, and faculty
to interact regarding green business.

This year there were about 50 students in the course. About
15 participated in the Northern California immersion ex-
perience and about 20 participated in Boston. About 150
individuals came to this year’s conference.

Lessons Learned:
• This program probably has limited value and should be of lim-

ited duration. The intent of this initiative is to jumpstart
the process of making green business part of the school’s
curriculum. Once green business is entrenched, a free-
standing green business program may not be necessary.

• The classroom component hasn’t worked well. The students
liked the immersion experiences and field study; they
want to work on their projects and enjoy interacting
with alumni at the conference. But they haven’t liked the
classroom component, which has been chaotic and has-
n’t worked particularly well.  

The Global Leader Initiative (Gilmartin) 

What It Is: This innovation resulted from the course leads
seeking to make the educational experience more power-
ful by forging greater integration between courses. This in-
tegration comes from choosing current themes that are
global in nature and that have relevance in multiple courses.
Through integration, business issues are looked at from
multiple perspectives, particularly a global perspective. This
initiative was conducted this past term on five days when
multiple courses were integrated.  

One example included the integration of BGIE and En-
trepreneurial Management courses dealing with emissions
trading and a clean tech start up. One of the key decisions
was where the company should locate its operations. An-
other example involved integration between the Strategy
and Finance courses through cases focused on global phar-
maceuticals and biotech. And yet another example involved
integrating Strategy and Entrepreneurial Management
courses to look at the auto industry in emerging markets,
specifically India.

Student response was very favorable and this program will
continue.

Lessons Learned:
• Integration is important but shouldn’t be forced into a course’s

structure. The first time this program was conducted, four
specific days were designated for the Global Leader Ini-
tiative. This limited flexibility and forced topics to be
taught at a certain point in time, regardless of whether
they fit in the normal flow of a course. The second time
the program was conducted the format was changed so
courses were taught in their appropriate sequence.

• It is possible to over-manage the coordination and teaching of the
class. The second time Global Leaders was run, the coor-
dination was looser, which decreased the coordination
costs.  
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• The assignment changes the teacher-student relationship. By
providing an opportunity for each student to share their
thoughts, this exercise facilitates a one-on-one conversa-
tion between each student and the professor. In some
cases the assignment is to discuss an area where the stu-
dent disagrees with the teacher. This creates an extraor-
dinary dynamic and builds trust.

• The assignment sparks thinking. Students have to write their
own one-pager, but are encouraged to speak with anyone
before doing so. Students find these extracurricular con-
versations thought provoking and valuable.  

• The process raises the bar on the papers and the quality of con-
versation in the classroom. As the course goes on and peo-
ple see the high-quality comments shared in class, they
have an incentive to submit thoughtful, high-quality pa-
pers. This raises the bar.

• Students hungry for frequent feedback will be disappointed.
With 200 students in the course, this means there are 200
papers per week to review and over the course’s 10
weeks, 2,000 papers. Grading each isn’t feasible. In the
absence of receiving grades for each paper, students don’t
know how they stand. This creates some anxiety, but mo-
tivates students to keep doing good papers throughout
the course.  

Several other professors mentioned using similar techniques
(currently, or at some point in the past). A suggestion was
made that professors who are interested in this topic might
want to meet informally to share ideas.

Weekly One-Page Papers (Moon)

What It Is: Professor Moon termed this a small micro-in-
tegration innovation. In Professor Moon’s course, there is
no final exam and no final paper or project. Instead, every
week each student must submit a one-page paper by a
specified deadline. 

There is an assignment each week with two or three op-
tions to write about. But students have the option to write
about anything they want if it pertains to the course. Any-
thing a student writes could be shared with the class. Indi-
vidual papers are not graded; at the end of the course a
student’s entire body of work is graded.

At the end of the second week, one class session is devoted
to what has been learned during the first two weeks. At this
time, Professor Moon surprises the class by exposing stu-
dents to student-written comments. These comments serve
as a springboard for conversation. The disclosure of student
comments gets students’ attention and raises the bar for fu-
ture papers, since students now see that their comments
might be shared publicly.

At the end of the course, many students cite these papers
as the most impactful feature of the course. It forces them
to distill their thinking, take a point of view, and reflect on
lessons learned. They wonder why such a technique is not
employed in other HBS courses.

Lessons Learned: 
• This assignment changes the dynamics in the classroom. Some

people are gifted at speaking in class; others are gifted at
thinking, reflecting, and putting their ideas in writing. In
most classrooms, the orally gifted students shine. This ex-
ercise gives voice to the quieter students. They become
more confident and through their written ideas, gain the
respect of their classmates. They are drawn into partici-
pating in class.
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Lessons Learned: 
• The real action happens in the small discussion groups. This is

the innovation here. Many students report that these are
the first truly authentic conversations they have had with
peers at HBS. The experience in the large classroom is
one of “position” and people feel on display. They have
to present a certain sense of self. The open conversations
in small groups provide an opportunity for open dis-
course; it is an opportunity to expose vulnerabilities and
talk to classmates in an authentic way. Many of these
small groups are continuing for years after graduation. 

• The role of the faculty is different. Professors are used to or-
chestrating the class discussion. With this course, the fac-
ulty member provides a license and a framework, but the
important work takes place outside of the classroom.  

• Ten percent of the groups don’t have a positive experience. It is
not yet clear why 90% of groups have a positive experi-
ence and 10% don’t. Since this isn’t mandatory, those
who participate self-select in. But, even after learning
what the course is about (and typically 8–10 people drop
out once they learn about the specifics of the course),
some people may not be comfortable with the disclo-
sure aspects of the course.

The positive small group experience raises the question of
whether this dynamic could and should be leveraged fur-
ther. It seems to provide an important and different kind of
learning experience from the traditional 100-person classes
built around cases. Should participation in small group ex-
periences be mandatory, or is the positive reaction related
to self selection? Should small groups be incorporated into
orientation?

Authentic Leadership Development (Nohria)

What It Is:This is a course developed by Bill George on au-
thentic leadership. Last year 240 students were enrolled
across four sections. Many students cite this course as their
most transformational educational experience at HBS.

The course has three components:

1.Self reflection. All students must engage in a self-reflection
exercise. The premise is that to be authentic leaders, peo-
ple must first deeply understand themselves. The self-re-
flection exercise uses a workbook developed by Bill
George. It involves answering questions about one’s life
story, childhood, motivations, and “crucible” experiences.
Students also have to answer what their personal purpose
is and what the purpose of their leadership is—why do
they want to lead others? Most have never answered
those questions and have a difficult time doing so.

2.Small group discussions. Each person is assigned to a six-
person discussion group. (These assignments are done by
the faculty based on some design principles. Each group
has at least two women and for groups with international
students, at least two are put in a group.) Each group de-
cides on its own norms and creates a contract docu-
menting them. All group conversations are self facilitated
and are completely confidential. These small group dis-
cussions provide a forum for open, honest, deep, reveal-
ing, personal conversations.

3.Large group classroom discussion and debrief.This is a standard
classroom discussion using a case and including a debrief
regarding key takeaways from the small group discussions.   
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