
We live in a world that is undergoing amazing changes. 
When I was young, the only dishwashers in my family’s 
home were my three sisters and me. My children laugh 
when I ask them to load or unload the dishwasher, as 
it is normally accompanied with a lecture on how good 
they have it now. Yet I tell my students their children 
will someday laugh at them as there is a good chance 
that the dishwashers of the future will load and unload 
themselves. The same is true in the area of technology and 
communication. I can remember when it was unusual to 
have a computer. Now everyone carries one with them 
everywhere. In the future computers won’t even be carried; 
they will be worn, perhaps as contact lenses. 

The careers our students need to prepare for are also 
changing. Many of the top in-demand jobs today did not 
even exist 10 years ago.1 Just as this country went through 
the shift from an agrarian-based society to an industrial 
one, it is now undergoing an equally radical shift to a 
knowledge-based society.  If we are to prepare our students  
for employment, parenthood, citizenship in the world, and 

leadership in the church, we must constantly evaluate 
whether we are helping them develop the skills that will 
make them successful.

Fortunately, there are sources that help us understand 
what these skills might be. Google, a data driven 
company2, recently shared some insights that are 
extremely useful to both educational institutions as well 
as industry. What they have discovered is that college 

“G.P.A.’s are worthless as a criteria for hiring, and test 
scores are worthless.” This mirrors earlier research3 that 
found college GPAs, the current measure of success of 
learning for college students, correlates to later career 
success in only two instances: Ivy Law school graduates 
and graduates of military academies.

So what did Google find as key skills that indicate 
employee success? The first thing is that the successful 
employee needs the basic technical skills to do the 
job. But just as important, they found that successful 
employees shared three key non-technical characteristics: 
cognitive ability, leadership/followership, and humility. 

Cognitive ability, according to Google, is “learning 
ability. It’s the ability to process on the fly. It’s the ability 
to pull together disparate bits of information.” This is 
not memorized sets of information stored in a person’s 
brain.  In fact it is the opposite. It is understanding how 
to access large amounts of information that the student 
has not even seen yet in order to find a solution to an 
unknown problem.

Leadership/followership, also as stated by Google, is 
“the sense of responsibility, the sense of ownership, to 
step in . . . your end goal is what we can do together to 
problem-solve. I’ve contributed my piece, and then I 
step back.” This speaks to individuals who know how 
to work together to solve problems, who can work in a 
collaborative environment.

Humility, as defined by Google, is connected to 
individuals who have experienced failure and are able 
to work through it. “Successful bright people rarely 
experience failure, and so they don’t learn how to 
learn from that failure . . . they, instead, commit the 
fundamental attribution error, which is if something 
good happens, it’s because I’m a genius. If something bad 
happens, it’s because someone’s an idiot or I didn’t get the 
resources or the market moved.” This speaks to students 
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education. It is student, not teacher driven. It is dominated 
by projects that are worked on by groups of students. It is 
open ended and interactive; and it is chaotic with often 
unpredictable results.

But for us perhaps the most important question is, 
“What are the important characteristics of educational 
environments that support active learning?” While we 
may not have the complete answer to this question, we are 
learning about what makes this type of learning effective. 
First, it requires a very different set of skills from those 
who facilitate the learning process. Second, it is much less 
rigid and pre-planned and much more student driven. 
Third, what happens outside the classroom, not inside the 
classroom, dominates the learning process.

The large lecture room of the past, and the 
accompanying homework and closed book exams are 
giving way to a much more fluid environment where 
student learning is guided by mentors as opposed to 
dispensed by experts. This can lead to a very dynamic 
learning environment, which cannot be pre-programmed 
into a computer spreadsheet. It is up to the mentor to 
constantly be interacting with the students to find out 
where they are and gently guide them in the learning 
process. While not as predictable as pre-programmed 

who understand the risk associated with tackling  
problems beyond their abilities, something outside their 
own safety zone.

If we stare at these, and then at our current educational 
system with standardized lecture slide sets, closed-book, 
one-hour exams, and on-line assignments, all which must 
be completed alone, without any outside help, we must 
ask ourselves whether our current approach adequately 
prepares the students for employment, parenthood, 
citizenship, or leadership in the church. Our students aren’t 
going to be successful if they develop a limited, memorized 
set of knowledge that solves well-defined and familiar 
problems. They will need to become individuals who can 
work with others to bring a vast array of resources to solve 
emerging and complex problems.

How do we accomplish this? Fortunately, there is already 
some excellent work in the area of active learning that 
shows significant promise in developing these skill sets. 
Many universities, including Brigham Young University 

- Idaho, are beginning to initiate active learning based 
educational models. In fact, Olin College in Massachusetts 
runs entirely on this active learning paradigm. One thing 
is clear from these types of institutional efforts: active 
learning looks very different from traditional forms of 
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Humility, as defined by Google, is connected to individuals 
who have experienced failure and are able to work through it.  



assignments, using student curiosity as a motivator 
significantly improves knowledge retention4. When 
students are motivated then guided learning can happen 
at almost any time of the day.

This approach is not without its challenges. How does 
the mentor help the students fulfill the desired outcome for 
a specific class? How do we measure student mastery? And 
how do we help students understand and rebound from 
failure in effective ways? Perhaps the biggest challenge is 
with student dissatisfaction itself. Many students have been 
so preprogrammed with the current lecture – memorize 

- test – forget model that they have become very skilled at 
the education game.  When someone challenges this game 
by asking these students to actually understand what they 
are doing the students will often express frustration and 
challenge the new approach.

For these students their GPA is much higher than 
their understanding. And, unfortunately, this is often 
uncovered in the job interview process. While it is painful 
to wean these students of their dependence on the flawed 
educational model, we must convince them that in the long 
run it will better prepare them for the interview process as 
well as for full-time employment.

Change, especially this sort of significant change, is 
often painful for all involved. However if we are to fulfill 
our responsibility to offer an environment of learning to 

our students we have to be prepared to make this change. 
Change will not be easy; it will seem chaotic, and there 
will be times when we will experience failure. Interestingly, 
this environment mirrors that of the family, of industry, 
and of the church. The history of the church is replete 
with examples where the early brethren wrestled with new 
problems that had no easy answers. Often they would 
receive revelation, but just as often they were left to their 
own devices to come up with answers. And they failed. But 
they persevered and grew as a result. We must offer the 
same opportunity to our students. t
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