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2. The idea: The hero’s journey in higher 

education

3. A heroic walk around campus? (Currently in 

development)
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The idea: The hero’s journey in higher education



The idea of the 
hero’s journey “Is your course like a 

journey, a parable, a 
game, a museum, a 
romance, a concerto, 
an Aristotelian 
tragedy, an obstacle 
course, one or all or 
some of the above?”

Ken Bain (2004) What the Best College 
Teachers Do. Harvard University Press, 
p.186



The idea of the 
hero’s journey



The stages of the 
hero’s journey



The stages of the 
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The stages of the 
hero’s journey



The stages of the 
hero’s journey



Stage i) The hero is introduced in their ORDINARY WORLD



Stage ii) The CALL TO ADVENTURE



Stage iii) The hero is reluctant at first (REFUSAL OF THE CALL)



Stage iv) The hero is encouraged by the Wise Old Man or Woman
(MEETING WITH THE MENTOR(S))



Stage v) The hero passes the first threshold (CROSSING THE THRESHOLD)



Stage vi) The hero encounters tests and helpers (TESTS, ALLIES, ENEMIES)



Stage vii) The hero reaches the inmost cave
(APPROACH TO THE INMOST CAVE)



Stage viii) The hero endures the supreme ORDEAL



Stage ix) The hero seizes the sword (SEIZING THE SWORD, REWARD)



Stage x) THE ROAD BACK



Stage xi) RESURRECTION



Stage xii) RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR



iii) The hero is reluctant at first (REFUSAL OF THE 
CALL)

i) The hero is introduced in the ORDINARY WORLD ii) The CALL TO ADVENTURE iv) The hero is encouraged by the Wise Old Man or 
Woman (MEETING WITH THE MENTOR)

v) The hero passes the first threshold
(CROSSING THE THRESHOLD)

vi) The hero encounters tests and helpers
(TESTS, ALLIES, ENEMIES)

vii) The hero reaches the innermost cave
(APPROACH TO THE INMOST CAVE)

viii) The hero endures the supreme ORDEAL

ix) The hero seizes the sword (SEIZING THE SWORD, 
REWARD)

x) THE ROAD BACK xi) RESURRECTION xii) RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR



iv) The hero is encouraged by the Wise Old Man or 
Woman (MEETING WITH THE MENTOR)

i) The hero is introduced in the ORDINARY WORLD ii) The CALL TO ADVENTURE iii) The hero is reluctant at first (REFUSAL OF THE 
CALL)

v) The hero passes the first threshold
(CROSSING THE THRESHOLD)

vi) The hero encounters tests and helpers
(TESTS, ALLIES, ENEMIES)

vii) The hero reaches the innermost cave
(APPROACH TO THE INMOST CAVE)

viii) The hero endures the supreme ORDEAL

ix) The hero seizes the sword (SEIZING THE SWORD, 
REWARD)

x) THE ROAD BACK xi) RESURRECTION xii) RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR



https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/hero/

The hero’s 
journey – a 
learning design 
resource

https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/hero/


A heroic walk around campus?
(Currently in development)











A heroic walk 
around campus • Participants are given a map which contains 

locations, and clues as to what they are 

looking for.

• Each clue solved provides a passcode, which, 

when entered into the website, unlocks that 

stage of the journey.



Location 5: Walking towards the exit from the 
ordinary world into the special world, just 
before you enter the triple-doored airlock, take 
a look at what is written above the exit. What is 
the last word? [6]



Location 7: You approach a cavern, of sorts. 
But in what year was the inmost cave here 
built? Enter your answer in numerals. [4]



Location 8: As you continue along your 
journey, past a herb garden and, later, a metal 
horse, you can almost hear the ancient battle 
cries, hoofbeats and clashing of weapons. An 
ordeal took place here, but in what year? Enter 
your answer in numerals. [4]



Your mission
Persuading students to accept the call to adventure



Motivation Motivating reluctant heroes

“There is no such thing as an unmotivated 

student: all students not in a coma want to do 

something. Our task is to maximize the chances 

that what they want to do is to achieve the 

intended learning outcomes, and any unintended 

but desirable outcomes.



Motivation Motivating reluctant heroes 

“The best sort of motivation arises from intrinsic 

interest, fascination, call it what you will, but, 

unfortunately, that occurs well down the track, 

when the student already knows a lot about the 

topic and … is already involved in it. Our problem 

as teachers is getting students to engage in 

learning before they have reached that stage.”



“Two factors make students (or anyone, come to that) want to learn something:
It has to be important; it must have some value to the learner.

The learner needs to expect success when engaging the learning task.
Nobody wants to do something they see as worthless. Neither do they want to do something, however valued, if they believe 

they have no chance of succeeding. In both cases, doing the task will be seen as a waste of time.”

Of course, it’s worth bearing in mind that while the learner needs to expect success, if success is guaranteed because the task is 
too easy then it may be regarded as valueless by the learner.

Motivation Motivating reluctant heroes

Two factors make students (or anyone, come to 

that) want to learn something:

• It has to be important; it must have some value 

to the learner.

• The learner needs to expect success when 

engaging the learning task.”
(Biggs & Tang, Teaching for Quality Learning at University, 4th Edition, pp.34-5)



“Two factors make students (or anyone, come to that) want to learn something:
It has to be important; it must have some value to the learner.

The learner needs to expect success when engaging the learning task.
Nobody wants to do something they see as worthless. Neither do they want to do something, however valued, if they believe 

they have no chance of succeeding. In both cases, doing the task will be seen as a waste of time.”

Of course, it’s worth bearing in mind that while the learner needs to expect success, if success is guaranteed because the task is 
too easy then it may be regarded as valueless by the learner.

Your mission
Consider the following questions:

1. What motivates characters in stories to accept 

the call to adventure, and to journey from their 

ordinary world into the unknown special world? 

Can you group these into positive and negative 

motivations?



“Two factors make students (or anyone, come to that) want to learn something:
It has to be important; it must have some value to the learner.

The learner needs to expect success when engaging the learning task.
Nobody wants to do something they see as worthless. Neither do they want to do something, however valued, if they believe 

they have no chance of succeeding. In both cases, doing the task will be seen as a waste of time.”

Of course, it’s worth bearing in mind that while the learner needs to expect success, if success is guaranteed because the task is 
too easy then it may be regarded as valueless by the learner.

Your mission
Consider the following questions:

2. What strategies can we put in at the course 

design stage to positively motivate students to 

accept the call to adventure? I.e., how do we 

present the call to adventure to try and tap into 

students’ “intrinsic interest, fascination, call it 

what you will”?



“Two factors make students (or anyone, come to that) want to learn something:
It has to be important; it must have some value to the learner.

The learner needs to expect success when engaging the learning task.
Nobody wants to do something they see as worthless. Neither do they want to do something, however valued, if they believe 

they have no chance of succeeding. In both cases, doing the task will be seen as a waste of time.”

Of course, it’s worth bearing in mind that while the learner needs to expect success, if success is guaranteed because the task is 
too easy then it may be regarded as valueless by the learner.

Your mission
Consider the following questions:

3. What strategies do we have for dealing with 

students who refuse the call? What might we 

design into our courses to help up to find these 

students, so as to help address their motivational 

deficits as early as possible?



“Two factors make students (or anyone, come to that) want to learn something:
It has to be important; it must have some value to the learner.

The learner needs to expect success when engaging the learning task.
Nobody wants to do something they see as worthless. Neither do they want to do something, however valued, if they believe 

they have no chance of succeeding. In both cases, doing the task will be seen as a waste of time.”

Of course, it’s worth bearing in mind that while the learner needs to expect success, if success is guaranteed because the task is 
too easy then it may be regarded as valueless by the learner.

Your mission
Consider the following questions:

4. Once motivated, how do we retain that 

motivation throughout the journey? And what 

kinds of thing might cause it to be lost?
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