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Who we are
Highlight multi-institution collaboration and stakeholder involvement

Dr. Tracie Dodson                                  Dr. M.E. Yancosek Gamble                                                       Dr. Susan Aloi                 
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The Classroom as a Consulting Lab
Applied Entrepreneurship, AI, and Economic Development
 The course is a consulting-based, applied learning model
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• Traditional classroom projects often lack accountability  
• Students need real stakeholder Interactions 
• Communities need fresh research and communication 

support
• EDA’s face limited resources and personnel



Students work with real Economic Development 
Authorities (EDAs)

Applied Entrepreneurship, AI, and Economic Development
 The course is a consulting-based, applied learning model.

Projects are based on active regional challenges, 
not hypothetical cases
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Featured counties:
Marion Featured 

Lewis 
Randolph 
Upshur
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What makes a difference – 
“This course transforms entrepreneurship education into a 
regional engagement model.”
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The Why – Regional Impact and Educational Value

• West Virginia has experienced sustained population decline 
over the past decade or more.

• This is driven, in part, by the outmigration of young people 
ages 18-34, taking their energy and ideas with them.

- limited career opportunities

- lower wages
- fewer lifestyle amenities
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Economic Development Challenges

• County economic development organizations struggle to 
develop a unified approach to addressing this challenge.

• Limited staff time and budget prevents the extended research 

- further understand the problem

- identify fresh ideas for engaging young people in WV

- connect education with workforce needs and employers

- encourage young people to build their future here
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The Educational Value

• Teams of undergrad students at Davis & Elkins College, Fairmont 
State University, and WV Wesleyan College served as consultants.

• Each team designed a targeted, research-based, realistic retention 
strategy for young adults in WV.

- Identification of three primary drivers of youth outmigration

- Three specific solutions

- At least one solution addressed lifestyle, perception, or systems
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The Educational Value – Applied Learning

• Real-world scenario
• EDA “clients”
• Solutions grounded in 

current data
• Professional presentation 

experience
• Final written report for 

professional audience
• Collaboration with faculty 

and teams from other 
IHEs
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The Why  - Potential Strategies

• Career-Internship Programs that connect students to employers in key 
industries with career opportunities

• Talent-Retention Incentives to provide student loan assistance or 
relocation stipends

• Social-Media Campaigns that frame WV as the ideal destination to live, 
prosper, and grow

• Systems for Connections & Engagement that highlight outdoor recreation, 
community events, volunteer opportunities

• Provide Practical Support such as housing guides, roommate connections, 
spaces for remote work
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Partnership at a Glance
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3 4 2 1 6
Colleges

Faculty-led, 
cross-institutional 

collaboration

Counties 

EDA Executive 
Directors

Problems 

Selected from 
EDA input for 

North Central WV

SBA Coach 

Federal small 
business 

perspective 
included

Presentations 

Student Teams 
sharing results 
with partners

Entrepreneurial Leadership Symposium



Student Learning Areas

• Applied research: Moving from theory to real-world problem-solving with 
actual stakeholders

• Working within constraints: Navigating budget limits, data gaps, and 
community context

• Professional communication: Presenting to EDA directors and a SBA 
representative

• Civic engagement: Understanding the economic realities of Central 
Appalachia firsthand
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Reflective Insights
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✅ Strengths
Faculty brought 
complementary expertise:  
economic analysis, 
community planning, and 
business development, 
creating a rich learning 
environment for students.

⚠
Students needed stronger 
foundational training in 
regional data sources, 
demographic analysis, and 
grant-ready proposal 
writing earlier in the 
semester. Each faculty had 
a basis but then 
autonomously adjusted 
their courses.

🔍 Improvement
Earlier and more 
structured EDA feedback 
loops, shared rubrics 
across campuses, and 
coordinated timelines 
would strengthen 
consistency and outcomes. 
Some more consistent final 
presentations.

 Gaps



What Worked
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Stakeholder 
Engagement

EDA directors and the SBA 
representative provided 
authentic, real-world 
context and  students 
responded with higher 
motivation and more 
rigorous work.

Structured 
Deliverables

Clear milestones and 
presentation formats kept 
teams on track across 
three campuses and 
ensured 
professional-quality 
outputs for community 
partners.

Cross-Collaboration

Faculty coordination 
created a shared learning 
experience despite 
institutional dierences 
which we found to be a 
model worth replicating and 
scaling.



What We Would Improve
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Earlier 
Stakeholder 
FeedbackBuild in a mid-semester 
check-in with EDA partners so 
students can course-correct 
before final presentations.

Stronger Data 
TrainingIntegrate regional data literacy 
modules (Census, BEA, EDA 
tools) at the start of the 
semester.

Campus 
AlignmentShared timelines, rubrics, and 
expectations across institutions 
from day one.

More Q&A 
TimeReserve dedicated time for 
interactive discussion — 
stakeholders had valuable 
follow-up that the format didn't 
always allow.



Why “Reverse Pitch” Model

• Higher ROI by focusing on specific problems, states get better returns than 
generic incentives, which often fail to create the promised jobs.

• Strengthening local ecosystems by fostering homegrown innovation and connect 
students, potential local startups with the public sector.

• Reverse pitches can be targeted at in communities, addressing regional 
disparities rather than only focusing on high-growth urban centers.

• They encourage regional, cross-sector partnerships, breaking down silos 
between government agencies, academia, and the private sector.

• Why this works:
• Low-cost, high-impact: leverages existing courses and faculty
• Builds student pipelines into regional economic development
• Creates a replicable framework
• Aligns with federal EDA and SBA priorities for rural innovation
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Exciting Options

20

The Reverse Pitch & WV Entrepreneurship Office

Traditional Model
Students present solutions to stakeholders at 
semester's end with limited iteration, no 
implementation pathway and potential prizes.

Reverse Pitch Model
EDAs present real challenges first. Students 
respond with research-backed proposals which 
may include a new business proposal.

WV Entrepreneurship Office
The new state-level office could serve as the connective tissue, coordinating across campuses, EDAs, 
and the SBA for sustained impact – multi-level education system could be introduced as early as the 
Governor's summer School of Entrepreneurship.



Multi-Term/Year Projects
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How You Can Help

• Share this model with colleagues at other institutions
• Connect us with EDAs in your network
• Advocate for faculty time and institutional support
• Consider your institution/organization as a future partner

• Ask us questions now? 
• What could we do differently?
• Would you want to get involved?
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Thank you!

Questions?

Dr. Susan Aloi  
alois@dewv.edu
Dr. Tracie Dodson
dodson@wvwc.edu
Dr. M. E. Yancosek Gamble 
ME.YancosekGamble@fairmontstate.edu

Davis & Elkins College

West Virginia Wesleyan College

Fairmont State University
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Or join us?


