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Americans seem to value privacy and total self-reliance. We don’t want others telling 
us what to do or how to do it. Look around—how does the new mom respond when 
her mother-in-law tries to guide her new parenting behavior? How does the employee 
respond when corrected by the boss, or worse, another colleague? These and similar 
situations pose some questions: Why are we so territorial about the way we do 
things? Why are we sometimes unwilling to be open to new ideas? In psychology, 
the concept of confirmation bias gives us a little insight on this. Confirmation bias 
articulates that we attend to information that confirms what we think and believe, 
ignoring or rebuffing information that contradicts our beliefs. It’s possible that 
contradictory information threatens our personal values, place or contributions to 
the world. How, then, can we be open to new, and potentially contradictory, ideas 
without feeling threatened?

In the realm of teaching, ideas are just that—ideas. While not every idea will work for 
everyone or every situation, it’s good to have an arsenal of methods to pull from. It 
is desirable to be cognizant of a variety of perspectives, attitudes and approaches to 
teaching to help us figure out what works best for ourselves and those with whom 
we interact. In this issue, many of our own faculty share teaching techniques and 
philosophies that have been productive and successful in their classes. No matter 
where you are in your teacher development—brand new, finding your groove, or a 
veteran teacher—new ideas can always be helpful . . . if we are open to them.

Julian Treasure, author of the book “Sound Business” and a TED Talks lecturer, states 
that we are “losing our listening.”1 Listening entails more than hearing. Listening 
entails comprehending and applying. If we want to improve our teaching, we need 
to improve our listening. Treasure recommends implementing the following acronym: 
RASA. In order to fully listen we must Receive, Appreciate, Summarize, and Ask. Our 
hope this issue is that you will do just that. We hope that you might receive some of 
these new ideas with appreciation and perhaps ask yourself where improvements 
may be desired or necessary in your own teaching. Happy listening! 
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In 2001, President Henry B. Eyring (then Elder Eyring) 
explained that our BYU-Idaho graduates would one day 
become recognized for their ability to “…come up with 
new ideas” and that employers would praise their ability 
to“…find a better way, and the budget doesn’t go up” 
(Eyring). This characteristic was part of a list of qualities 
that President Eyring explained BYU-Idaho graduates 
would possess. The “ability to come up with ideas or 
artefacts that are new, surprising, and valuable” (Boden 1) 
is often referred to as creativity.

A year after President Eyring’s address, President 
Gordon B. Hinckley shared these thoughts with our 
students, “You are just simple kids. You are not geniuses. 
I know that. But the work of the world isn’t done by 
geniuses. It is done by ordinary people who have learned 
to work in an extraordinary way…” (Hinckley). Two 
thoughts occurred to me as I’ve pondered President 
Hinckley’s remarks. First, the vast majority of our students 
will not enter the pantheon of creative geniuses whose 

efforts change the course of human history. Cultivating 
such geniuses is an exclusive effort and the mission of our 
University is much more inclusive. Second, our students, 
many of whom are ordinary kids, need to learn to work 
in extraordinary ways. I believe this means that they need 
to learn how to be creative along with learning the other 
skills so they will be prepared to do extraordinary work. 
This may not happen as well as we would like until we can 
actively teach them both what creativity is and how to be 
creative. I’ve been contemplating how we can do this and 
want to share 
some thoughts. 

First, before we can teach our students how to be 
creative and why it matters, we need to both understand 
how creativity works and develop a deep sense of its 
relevance. So, here’s an important thought: drawing is 
not creativity. I mention this because I often receive the 
following confession when people learn that I teach art: 

“I’m not creative. I can’t even draw a stick figure.” Of course 
drawing—like writing, making music, and other skills 
associated with the arts—can certainly be used to aid 
creative exploration and expression. But creativity itself 
is something altogether different. Creativity can manifest 
itself in any discipline, including business, mathematics, 
any of the sciences, or any other field of study where new 
ideas have instigated a better way. Incidentally, no single 
department or college on campus holds a monopoly on 
creative students. Many of my students who have reached a 
high level of proficiency in the craft of making art struggle 
to grasp the concept of creativity and the processes for 
using it in their work. They don’t understand creativity, 
although they have chosen a profession that is requiring 
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impractical, cliché, or simply not applicable in their current 
form. The deliver phase of the second diamond is full of 
editing and refining effort—critically thinking about each 
aspect of the proposed solution until the final product or 
service perfectly solves the problem defined. 

The double-diamond process is an oversimplification 
of the actual efforts required in any creative endeavor. 
However, it effectively illustrates the back-and-forth 
relationship between exploration and critical thinking that 
is required of creativity.    

Exposure to New Knowledge 
We are accustomed to referring to any creative effort 
as “thinking outside the box.” The phrase is so common 
that I wonder if it has lost it’s metaphoric value. A quick 
search for the phrase in our University library database 
returns more than 16,000 results. Thinking outside the 
box is occurring in studies on social interaction and sports 
medicine, biology, geology, business, engineering, and even 
the arts. If everyone is moving their thought processes 
outside the box, are we simply building another box? The 
more important question might simply be: what is a box? 

Boxes in this sense represent containers of organized
information we have collected about the world through 
both experience and study. They are little bundles of 
assumption, based on accumulated knowledge, which 
allow us to interact with the world and with others with 
some degree of confidence and automation. Boxes are 
useful. They provide a framework for learning (as in 
history books and mathematical formulas). They promote 
understanding by providing a common language to work 
within (as in music scales or other measurement systems). 
They also truncate thought processes, thus freeing up 
cognitive bandwidth. Taken as a whole, they represent 
our conceptual scheme of the world. The only time boxes 
become problematic is when they impede growth or when 
problems arise outside the boundaries of our boxes. 

Each box is filled with other boxes. Interesting things 
happen when the contents of one box get mixed with 

more and more of it. Consequently, I have felt an urgency to 
help them gain that understanding.

Again, if we are to teach our students how to be creative, 
we must first understand it better ourselves. This may seem 
like a daunting task for many, but I think we are better 
prepared than we realize. Many of the ingredients required 
for developing creativity are already integral to a university 
education. Part of our responsibility might simply be to 
recognize them as such and then help our students do the 
same. Here are a few of those ingredients:

Critical Thinking 
BYU-Idaho recently published a list of University outcomes 
focusing on what we want our students to be able to do, 
know, and become as they study here. Number three on 
that list states that our students are to become “creative 
and critical thinkers.”   We are often in the habit of seeing 
these two types of thinking as opposed to one another, that 
when we are engaged in creative thinking we are much less 
inclined to think critically. But critical thinking is vital to 
creative effort. How else can one discern the appropriate 
value of a new and surprising idea?  

To demonstrate this relationship, let me describe one 
of the many processes used by designers to systematically 
develop creative solutions to various problems. In 2005, the 
British Design Council introduced what they call the double-
diamond design process to articulate how creative work is 
approached (see illustrations top). This process begins with 

those from another. James Webb Young famously stated, 
“… an idea is nothing more than a new combination of 
old elements” (Young 10). This process of combining 
previously unrelated box contents to form new boxes 
accounts for many (if not all) of the important inventions 
throughout human history. Filmmaker Kirby Ferguson 
offers Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press and Henry 
Ford’s Model T as two examples of this process (Ferguson). 
Each grew from new combinations of previously existing 
technologies and concepts. It seems that being able to hunt 
for and recognize interesting new combinations between 
previously unrelated boxes is an important creative quality.  
With this in mind, Jack Foster articulates the value of 
accumulating boxes as follows: “If a new idea is ‘nothing 
more than a new combination of old elements,’ then the 
person who knows more old elements is more likely to 
come up with a new idea than a person who knows fewer 
old elements” (Foster 68). Simply put, the more we know, 
the more raw materials we have to creatively work with. In 
this regard, a university education can prove invaluable  
to creative development as our students are exposed to a 
broad range of knowledge.

a discovery phase represented by the two sides of the first 
diamond expanding outward. During this phase research is 
conducted, information is gathered, brainstorming 
occurs, and ideas are captured as sketches. The discovery 
phase is explorative—meaning judgment is withheld and 
those participating are open to any information and ideas 
that emerge.

Once enough information is gathered, it’s time to 
analyze data and look for real possibilities. This define 
phase focuses on defining the real problem and articulating 
the focused efforts of the next explorative push. These 
two sides of the first diamond converge through critical 
analysis to a point where they meet at a clearly defined 
problem to solve. The outcome of this phase is crucial to 
the success of the final product or service. If the defined 
problem is inaccurate or incomplete, the final solution will 
be ineffective. 

The second diamond begins by developing possibilities 
that will potentially solve the previously defined problem. 
Because this develop phase is also explorative, it is 
important to set aside critical analysis of any emerging 
ideas. Editing and assessment curtail questions like “what 
if…” because they are looking for final solutions, not 
possibilities, and in their haste to do so might scuttle great 
ideas before they have had a chance to fully develop. 

However, once sufficient exploration has taken place, 
critical thinking provides the necessary final step. Many of 
the solutions generated during the develop phase will be 

Many of the solutions generated during the develop phase 
will be impractical, cliché or simply not applicable in their 
current form. 
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Deep Knowledge and Broad Knowledge             
Another valuable contribution that a university education 
provides for creative development involves the concept of a 
T-shaped education. Tim Brown, CEO of the creative firm 
IDEO, explains that a T-shaped person possesses a deep 
body of knowledge in one area of expertise (represented by 
the vertical stem of the T) along with a broad, although not 
necessarily deep knowledge of many other things, as well 
as a respect for other disciplines (the horizontal cross bar 
of the T) (Brown 27). A person’s deep knowledge provides 
a standard of measure concerning what constitutes quality 
and what it takes to produce something of substance. Our 
students begin this development within their major field 
of study. They also begin the process of developing a wide 
crossbar of knowledge as they are both exposed to a broad 
range of topics through their foundations experience and 
develop a respect for other areas of study.

Curiosity                                                                                    
Perhaps the only ingredient necessary for creative 
development that isn’t programmatically built into a 
university education is the fostering of curiosity. While 
curiosity is deeply connected to inquiry, its processes are 
often at odds with contemporary education practices. This 
is because curiosity is an intrinsic quality; it suffers under 
extrinsic reward systems, environments that produce 
anxiety, and too much structure. Although these traits 
are not mandatory for formalized education, they often 
develop when standardization and grades become the 
objective over learning. Of course an individual can be 
intrinsically motivated. Even when extrinsic motivation 
is present, they can experience both curiosity and anxiety, 
and they can find ways to explore even in a highly 
structured environment. This will be more apt to happen 
for our students if we first help them understand the value 
of curiosity in their creative development and then teach 
them how to foster their own curiosity.

Why Here?                                                                                      
You may wonder, as I have, how BYU-Idaho graduates will 
develop the uniquely creative attributes President Eyring 
discussed when any university student at any university 
is exposed to more or less the same ingredients. What 
makes BYU-Idaho uniquely qualified to teach students 

about creativity? Two thoughts come to mind. First, 
despite our cultural fascination with the lone creative 
genius, I have learned that creativity flourishes best in a 
collaborative environment where sharing isn’t hampered by 
egos. The gospel of Jesus Christ fosters qualities like trust, 
humility, and good will. Although these qualities can be 
found throughout the world, they manifest themselves in 
abundance on this campus. These qualities provide fertile 
soil for creative endeavors to thrive, especially when we 
recognize them as such.

Second, our students are encouraged to cultivate a 
relationship with the Holy Ghost. Creativity really is more 
about discovery than about originality. Inspiration plays 
an important role in that discovery process. I often remind 
my students that, although artists in our culture revere 
originality, the concept of being original doesn’t completely 
jive with our doctrine. If Heavenly Father is omniscient, 
then we won’t be coming up with any ideas that He doesn’t 
already know. Also, contrary to many religious thoughts 
about the origin of the world, we don’t subscribe to the 
concept of creation ex nihilo or creation out of nothing 
(see Abraham 3:24). New ideas won’t come out of nowhere. 
Our students must understand that the Holy Ghost will 
enlighten our understanding, allowing us to discover both 
ideas that we had never before considered and ways to 

combine the things we already know about into something 
new, surprising, and valuable. We are truly blessed to be 
able to teach the role of revelation in creativity, both clearly 
and consistently, at BYU-Idaho. 

I believe that if we, as faculty at BYU-Idaho, engage in 
the process of understanding the value of creativity and 
discovering how it really works, we will be able to help our 
students realize their creative potential. They will therefore, 
more consistently become the graduates President Eyring 
prophesied they would become. t
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Why Use iPads in the Classroom?
The Office of Educational Technology within the U.S. 
Department of Education produced the document 

“Transforming American Education: Learning Powered 
by Technology” in 2010.1 The document encourages the 
incorporation of technology used in our daily, personal, 
and professional lives into the entire U.S. education 
system. Additionally, many people believe “. . . the 
days of the paper and pencil classroom are coming to 
an end . . .” and “Educators must become experiential 
researchers who constantly search for answers, evolve 
their instruction, and become adaptable to the constantly 
evolving mobile technology.”2 Although daunting, a 
marriage between mobile technology and education 
appears imminent. After careful review of iPad uses in 
the classroom, justification can be summarized with three 
simple outcomes: 1) learning versatility for the students, 
2) teaching versatility for educators, and 3) student 
engagement for the entire class.

Learning Versatility
Mobile devices are considered very personal devices. 
Because of this, the iPad and similar devices are believed 
to be the future of one-to-one educational delivery, and 
even education itself.3 iPad usage encourages personal 
connectivity with knowledge and people, producing an 
individualized education.

In order to adequately investigate iPad learning versatility, 
all students must have their own iPad and use them both 
in and outside the classroom. However, due to my personal 
lack of persuasive skills, the idea of purchasing several iPads 
for students was never pitched to my department chair. In 
addition, after considering the cost and minimal supportive 
data, I did not consider it a justifiable option. Yet, a few 
universities (e.g., Austin Peay State and Rivier Universities) 
have experimented with iPad learning versatility by 
providing iPads for all students enrolled in a course. 
Students were encouraged to use their iPads to access digital 
textbooks (e.g., CourseSmart and iBooks), view course 
videos (e.g., iTunes U), take notes (e.g., Notetaker HD, 
Notability, and Evernote), view and annotate course PDF 
files (e.g., Documents and WritePDF), and other activities 
unique to the course.

Teaching Versatility
I have spent most of my time investigating iPad teaching 
versatility. There are many inexpensive (and often free) 
teaching applications specifically designed for educators. 
In comparison to switching programs using a computer, 
there are relatively seamless transitions between mobile 
applications. Most importantly, a significant number of 

iPads in the Classroom
DAVID COLLINS
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presentation applications allow freehand annotating 
such that items can be highlighted and/or easily 
modified “on the fly.” In addition, many teaching 
applications allow for recording (audio and video) of 
presentations. Most students find this helpful as they 
review lecture material in preparation for an exam.

In order to effectively use the iPad as a classroom-
teaching device, it must be connected to the projector. 
The simplest way to connect the iPad to the projector 
is to use an adapter (Mini DisplayPort to VGA or 
HDMI Adapter) and an extension cable. However, after 
experimenting with this setup, it was apparent that I 
was forfeiting my freedom to walk around the room in 
order to gain the advantages of using the iPad. Besides, I 
was tired of tripping over the cable! To circumvent these 
problems, I decided to purchase an Apple TV. I could 
then enjoy the freedom of walking around the room, 
but unfortunately, at a cost (and not just the $100 price 
tag). Because the Apple TV did not easily connect to the 
BYU-Idaho network, I had to use my smart phone as a 
personal hotspot for connectivity. Although not ideal, it 
worked!

The iPad can also connect to any computer (Apple or 
PC) running AirServer, but problems also arise when 
attempting to use the BYU-Idaho network instead of 
a personal hotspot. However, I assume these problems 
can be resolved with a little help from Information 
Technology. AirServer allows multiple, simultaneous 
mirroring displays. Multiple displays can become 
advantageous when images from two sources are 
necessary for a presentation, or when a student would 
like to share material with the entire class, which has 
been helpful during a review session. Unfortunately, 
only “AirPlay enabled” devices (i.e., Apple products) can 
interface with Apple TV and AirServer; however, the 
third-party software AirParrot can be used to allow any 
PC to become “AirPlay enabled.”

Because the full version of 
PowerPoint is not available on the 
iPad, an initial effort was made 
to convert previously prepared 
PowerPoint files to Keynote files 
(the presentation application 
for Apple products). However, 

significant formatting was lost, and I was ultimately very 
disappointed with the conversion. The mobile application 
SlideShark resolved the PowerPoint formatting issues 
and even displayed complicated animations prepared in 
PowerPoint. Unfortunately, SlideShark did not provide 
an annotating zoom or recording feature. Because of this, 
slides requiring extensive annotations or recording were 
copied and pasted into a recordable virtual whiteboard 
application such as Vittle.

Ideally, an application that combined the features of 
SlideShark and Vittle was desired. Fortunately, this was 
found with the mobile application Doceri. The only 
disadvantage was Doceri could not display complex 
animations, only simple “appear” animations. However, 
Doceri did an excellent job zooming and recording for 
effective use of workspace. In addition, annotations 

Simply trying to use the iPad in the 
classroom has revitalized my teaching 
and brought a new enjoyment...
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could be prepared ahead of time and played during a 
classroom presentation or recording at variable speeds. 
The preparation of annotations and recording options 
in Doceri allowed for an easy transition to a “flipped” 
classroom environment.

Student Engagement
There is evidence suggesting iPads can provide unique 
student engagement activities.3-6 However, due to the 
nascent nature of iPads in the classroom, these articles 
suggest more information is required for validation. 
This has encouraged me to continue using iPads in the 
classroom in order to truly determine their potential. 
One article in particular6 suggests that improved student 
engagement results simply from improved faculty 
engagement in professional development activities. This 
brings comfort knowing that if my excitement for iPad 
use in the classroom cannot improve student engagement 
directly (which I hope it will), it may indirectly. Simply 
trying to use the iPad in the classroom has revitalized my 
teaching and brought a new enjoyment, which I feel to be 
extremely important.

I currently use the mobile application SyncSpace in 
the classroom when groups of students work problems. 
SyncSpace operates on any Apple or Android mobile 
device. The application allows for the sharing of a freehand, 
writing workspace. Approximately 1 in 4 students have an 
Apple or Android mobile device, so at least one student 
in each group can document what they are doing. All 
groups can see what all other groups are doing, and I can 
see what all groups are doing to provide timely assistance 
and correction as needed. The workspace is infinitely 
zoomable, so groups can effectively use their allotted 
workspace. Although an Apple or Android mobile device is 
needed to add to the workspace, any student can view the 
workspace in real time, in or outside the classroom, using 
a browser. Thus, links are provided in I-Learn for each day 
that problems are worked. This allows students to review 
work produced in class by their group and all other groups. 
In order to host a workspace for each day, the $10-version 
of the application was purchased; however, students simply 
need the free version. Another free application similar to 
SyncSpace is Talkboard.

I have used extensively the mobile-device-enabled 
classroom response system PollEverywhere. Students are 

able to ask and answer class questions using their mobile 
devices, cell phones (by texting), or computers. If the 
instructor desires to associate student names with answers, 
each student is charged $14/year. However, the free version 
works very well if student engagement is the sole objective. 
Another mobile-device-enabled classroom response system 
similar to i>clicker GO ($16/year/student) is Socrative, and 
it’s free! There is no paid version, and Socrative even allows 
student names to be associated with answers.

Faculty members at other universities are using iPads 
in the classroom for student development of concept 
maps. Mobile applications such as Idea Sketch and Total 
Recall - Mind Map are used. Students present and discuss 
their concept maps with the entire class from their seat 
using AirPlay. In addition, other faculty members have 
students prepare short video clips of concepts, problems, 
or calculations using a virtual recordable whiteboard such 
as Show Me, Educreations, or ScreenChomp. Students 
subsequently share their videos with the entire class.

Concluding Thoughts
Just as many computer programs are essential to know 
within disciplines, many prevailing mobile applications 
are becoming essential to know within disciplines.7-9 In 
some cases, these mobile applications are reshaping how 
activities are performed within professions.10 Knowledge 
of mobile technology is becoming increasingly important 
for educators and students. Learning to use this technology 
in our teaching may not only improve teaching, learning, 
and student engagement, but also provide needed exposure 
and application for our students. For anyone interested in 
using the iPad in the classroom, I would suggest beginning 
with the preparation of instructional videos using a free 
recordable virtual whiteboard application such as Show 
Me or Educreactions. As you become comfortable with 
the technology, you can transition into using the iPad 
for live instruction in the classroom. Ultimately, you can 
orchestrate the use of multiple iPads for the purpose of 
student engagement. Good luck! t
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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 

Learning on the Edge     
of Chaos
RICHARD GRIMMET T
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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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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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Learning Requires Sacrifice 
What is ownership? Webster dictionary defines it as the 

“state or fact of owning something”(Pfaffenberger, 2003).  
It can also be defined as “act or fact of possessing,” also 

“that which is possessed” (Online Etymology Dictionary).
From a behavioral standpoint, personal ownership has 

internal motivators, which promote us to a higher level 
of engagement in the learning process. This ownership 
is directly related to the amount of sacrifice required to 
obtain this “possession.” For example, if someone gave 
you a car, what level of care would be put into this gift as 
compared to a personal purchase with your own sweat 
equity? The human tendency is to manage more carefully 
those things for which we have made sacrifices. “People 
tend to retain, protect, and build resources, the potential 
or actual loss of which are seen as threatening” (Kozan, 
M.K., Oksoy, D. & Ozsoy, O., 2012)

The Lord taught this principle to Oliver Cowdery, who, 
though prearranged permission to translate, was unable 
to do so. 

“Do not murmur, my son, for it is wisdom in me that I 
have dealt with you after this manner. Behold, you have 
not understood; you have supposed that I would give it 

unto you, when you took no thought save it was to ask 
me. But behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out 
in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right, and if 
it is right I will cause that your bosom shall burn within 
you; therefore you shall feel that it is right.” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 9:6-9)

Is ownership for personal learning any different? Do 
students have the capacity to own knowledge according 
to their own understanding? Does this ownership 
translate into deeper, more active learning?   Two possible 
answers might include: 1) If we own something, it has a 
personal connection to us and therefore greater meaning, 
and 2) If we have paid a price for this knowledge, it has 
a greater impact on our behavior and how we apply this 
new knowledge.   

Surface Versus Deep Learning
Education is an investment in time, energy, and expense. 
Students deserve more than a surface learning experience. 
As faculty, we are in a position to help new knowledge 
move from a surface or cognitive level to the heart, where 
deep learning takes place.  

Simply stated, deep learning involves the critical 
analysis of new ideas, linking them to already known 
concepts and principles, and leads to understanding 
and long-term retention of concepts so that they can be 
used for problem solving in unfamiliar contexts. “Deep 
learning promotes understanding and application for 

Ownership in Learning
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life. In contrast, surface learning is the tacit acceptance of 
information and memorization as isolated and unlinked 
facts. It leads to superficial retention of material for 
examinations and does not promote understanding 
or long-term retention of knowledge and information” 
(Houghton, 2004).

How do we create ownership in learning? Six points to 
consider when trying to create a deep level of ownership
in learning:  

•  Helping Students Find Their Voice  

•  Creating Trust in the Learning Process

•   Peer Preservation—A Hidden Leverage in Motivation

•  Small Group Discussion

•  The Reflective Journal

•  Faculty Finding their Voice 

Helping Students Find Their Voice 
The first point of creating ownership in learning is to 
provide opportunities for students to find their own voice.  
Students gain ownership in “their perspective” when 
they are allowed to share their ideas with their peers. The 
number of students who do not have a voice on basic 
issues confronting them in a modern world is surprising.  
For example, when a group of students were asked 
their position on immigration, almost all unanimously 
answered, “Whichever answer is going to be on the test.” 
This is a typical response for students learning from a 
behavioristic approach. In a behavioristic approach, the 
students file into the class like empty vessels waiting to 
be filled. This learning approach is actually very passive 
in nature as the student waits to hear the voice of the 
instructor who is considered the expert. It is a difficult 

environment to facilitate deep learning because students 
are seldom given a chance to share their voice with 
their peers, but if they do, it almost always echoes the 
core philosophy of the teacher. The teacher’s expertise 
becomes the voice the students hear and to ensure 
students revere that voice, they are given exams, quizzes, 
and other assessments, in essence forcing the student to 
own something that is impossible to own.  

Advocating for the teacher to be silent, or to be 
unengaged with the student is not the direction that a 
faculty should take. Teachers need to be more trusting in 
the students’ capacity to discover their own voice. Truth 
is truth and each of us must discover it for ourselves. 
Joseph Smith taught this in his search for truth as 
expressed to his mother, “I have learned for myself . . .” 
(Joseph Smith History 1:20, Pearl of Great Price).

Creating Trust
Our students bring to our class experiential learning 
that they have spent decades developing. Their voice is 
there, but it is latent, and requires an environment where 
it can spring forth and bear its fruit. It is to a faculty’s 
advantage to see the students not as they are, but as they 
can become. There is value in trusting the student to 

“pedal his or her own bike,” so to speak. Teachers must 
trust students enough to let go of the planned agenda 
so they (the student) can build their own. There is a 
tendency for faculty to instinctively answer students’ 
questions. Faculty need to train themselves to allow 
students to answer to ensure they get the opportunity 
to reflect and critically problem-solve on their own. 
There are times, however, where the student’s voice 
needs direction from the faculty. For example, David 
Ward from the English department at Brigham Young 
University-Idaho, recently shared an experience where a 
student expressed that she did not like Beethoven and she 

We are in a position to help new knowledge move  
from a surface or cognitive level to the heart, where  
deep learning takes place.    
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didn’t need to, in order to appreciate today’s music. “I’m 
entitled to my own opinion,” said the student, to which 
David responded, “You are not entitled to your own 
opinion, you are entitled to your own educated opinion.” 
This is a profound principle where the teacher helped the 
student understand that there must be ownership in their 
voice.  Students that learn to take a position are naturally 
confronted, even in their own mind’s eye, as to why they 
have this opinion.  As wisely pointed out by David Ward, 
you can have an opinion, but it will better serve you if it 
is an educated one, not something without thought or 
consideration.  

Trusting in a student’s voice doesn’t negate the 
influence of the professor; rather, it is facilitated by the 
instructor, so the student learns from their understanding 
and thus creates a deeper level of ownership in learning. 

Peer Preservation
Appropriate class structure provides students with 
an opportunity to not only find their voice, but the 

environment to prove it. Traditional classrooms that are set 
up with faculty as the sender and the student as the lone 
receiver are misguided. Even if some exchange of thought 
is happening between a few students, many are left in the 
wake of other discussions and simply float in the swells, 
waiting to be picked up at the next opportune time. The 
learning model has created a system that in essence, invites 
all students to engage with the instructor and all students 
to share and “teach one another.”  

The principle to address is student accountability 
through “peer preservation.” Peer preservation is based 
on the premise that, “if I am standing before my peers 
presenting my views, I will be prepared. If I am prepared, 
I won’t look incompetent.” Students who know that they 
will be sharing in class, either in small groups or in large 
groups, will have the tendency to put more effort in their 
preparation. This social phenomenon can be witnessed in 
all aspects of public speaking and houses its own internal 
reward system. The challenge is that most class structures 
are not set up to have students hold each other accountable. 
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Instead of using this invisible leverage, teachers resort to 
other motivation tactics such as quizzes, cold calls, and 
other creative assessments. In these cases, the reward or 
punishment system is external in nature and reinforces 

“another” voice rather than the student’s.  If we want 
students to come prepared, reward them with their efforts 
and a chance to express their voice, by expressing their 
voice. This is the value of small group discussion.  

Small Group Discussion
Students that come prepared can share their ideas and 
gain great voice in small groups. Small groups work for a 
couple of reasons:  1) They are less intimidating than large 
group comments; 2) They are more intimate in nature 
allowing for everyone to share rather than a “gutsy” few; 3) 
The student is given a chance to hear his or her own voice 
and the voice of others allowing them to build at multiple 
level interesting thoughts and creative ideas. As mentioned 
earlier, natural systems are about community and 
variability. Myopic views are not favorable for discovery, 
especially when these views are from the landing zone of 
those present. We simply learn differently from each other.  

Groups succeed if they are organized and have structure 
within themselves. Role assignment is a necessary first step 
in small group work. A leader is assigned and assumes 
the responsibility to facilitate.  The leader is the critical 
force that keeps layers unfolding before the group through 
Socratic dialogue. Small group work partnered with “peer 
preservation,” motivates students within the group to 
develop valuable insight that can be shared in large group 
discussion. Structured groups provide every member with 
a chance to cultivate and clarify new insights by sharing. 
Shared insights further develop into a group summary, 
synergistically fueled by each student’s contribution thus 
connecting greater insight and ownership of knowledge.   

The Reflection Journal 
A requirement for the reflection journal is that students 
are required to purchase a composition notebook. This 

The number of students who do not have a voice on basic 
issues confronting them in a modern world is surprising. 
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notebook is simply a scaffolding to help capture personal 
insight, to develop key talking points, and to organize 
their thoughts in the event they are invited to lead a class 
discussion. A traditional pre-class and in-class assignment 
would include the following: 

Definitions: The definitions serve to create a foundation 

or lens in which the class will be moving towards 

each day. Most definitions are static in nature and not 

necessarily reflective. The intention here is to make 

sure the student understands the principles at hand. 

These principles can be woven throughout the reading 

assignment, but left for the student to discover their 

meaning both formally and in context in their reading. 

Reflective Questions:  These are simply questions to 

help the student transition to a single, pronoun, and 

personal voice. These questions trigger students into a 

reflective mode, triggering their curiosity, and preparing 

them for additional reading where they will have to 

create their own questions and personal insight. There 

is a tremendous emphasis put on the students to write 

in first-person. Again, this first-person experience helps 

them gain personal voice and opinion. 

Conversational Format: This format was designed with 

a great deal of flexibility in mind.  Students are given a 

reading assignment with a particular focus and then the 

permission to, as one student wrote, “go on a rampage 

of writing.” It is of particular interest for the students 

to respond to the author in their own voice, identifying 

particular key talking points and insight. This flexibility in 

their writing is where students are given full access to 

their voice. Trust is reiterated in student’s ability to write 

what is significant and important to them. In addition, 

students highlight particularly insightful comments. 

These highlighted insights have a couple of purposes: 1) 

They allow the student writer to reflect upon their writing 

and thus identify inspired thought which in turns gives 

the student great confidence as they move forward 

in faith; 2) They create a quick access for the students 

to refer to as they create further development of their 

insight. 

The open side of their journal then becomes the in-class, 

working document. This is where students are invited to 

give insight from their own personal impressions, and 

from small and large group interaction. Students are 

given time to write on the open side and in many ways 

from where some of their greatest insight will come. 

In order for this open side to be of value, it is critical 

that time is given for the student to write down their 

thoughts, particularly if there has been an exchange of 

information in either large or small groups where new 

insight was evident. 

Key insight: At the end of the day, the students are given 

time to reflect on the most important insight they have 

received. This insight is an accumulation of several hours 

of work and should, by this point, be of greater interest 

to the student because they have hopefully found their 

voice.  

Faculty Finding Their Voice

In conclusion, one of the most powerful ways to help the 
students find their voices is for the faculty to find theirs. 
It is to our advantage to discover what our position is on 
learning and teaching. It is the ownership of our pedagogy 
that creates the energy and enthusiasm that transfers to 
our students. The same principle of ownership we invite for 
our students must begin with us. What is our passion and 
interest? What is the core principle being taught and what 
does it mean to me? It has been my practice over the last 
several years to ask no more from the students then I am 
willing to do myself.  

As I peel the onion back on my knowledge and 
understanding, I find it very advantageous to “eat swill” 
with my students and know the effort required to create 
the outcomes I am attempting to have for my students. I do 

this by following the same preparation I ask of my students. 
I, too, keep a journal where I define the terms, respond to 
the reflective question, and also address the authors in our 
reading and find agreement or disagreement. I understand 
the challenge of talking in first-person when our tendency 
is to be more general. I recognize the pain involved in 
writing in an attempt to unearth a particular principle or 
to find application in my own life. However, it is the work 
and struggle I go through that helps me connect with my 
students and also to find the value of new ideas and their 
personal connection to me.  

I feel the thrill of listening to new insights from my 
students as I sit in their groups. I try with great effort to 
model what I am looking for. I share knowledge, but equally 
and eagerly share my questions and lack of knowledge. For, 
like them, I too am a student looking for deeper insight and 
greater understanding of truth. As Albert Einstein taught, 

“Learning is not a product of schooling, but the lifelong 
attempt to acquire it” (Robinson, 2010). t
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During the summer of 2014, nations were enthralled as 
they watched some of the finest soccer players battle for the 
title of world champion. Athleticism, finesse, strength, and 
endurance were displayed. It was hard not to get caught up 
in the excitement of it all. To create some contrast, I would 
like to leave this arena and move to a very different world of 
soccer—one without such command of the game. I would 
like to reflect on the junior soccer leagues of my children’s 
youth. Three words paint this picture well: Cones, butterflies, 
and dandelions. I’ll never forget the game when I discovered 
my boys running around the field with the sideline cones on 
their heads. The kids were laughing, parents were snickering 
and the coach was fuming. Not many games later, as I 
watched the swarm of children chasing the ball and kicking 
at shins, I realized my son was nowhere to be found. I 
wondered why he was not in the action. As my gaze left the 
chaos on the one end of the field and shifted to the other, I 

found my child. Rather than chasing the ball with the pack, 
he was alone, on the other end of the field, chasing a butterfly. 
Several weeks later, similar to the game just mentioned, I 
again was surprised to see my child not intent on chasing the 
ball with the rest of his team. This time, instead of chasing a 
butterfly, he was stooped down, alone on the opposite side 
of the field, picking a dandelion from the field. He was in his 
own world—one very different from his teammates. While 
at first glance, these stories may seem disconnected and 
unrelated to the classroom, upon further examination, one 
will find that sometimes cones, butterflies, and dandelions do 
find their way into our classrooms.

Cones
Cones could take the form of any behavior in class that is 
distracting or detracting from the objectives of the course. 
Cones can be subtle, because in some settings, they serve 
an important purpose. When they are misused or overused, 
however, they can be a deterrent. A classroom cone could 
be something as simple as two students who won’t refrain 
from private discussion with each other. When on task, it is 
desirable for students to share, but when not, the behavior 
distracts the teacher, students, and sometimes even the Spirit. 

Butterflies 
Butterflies show up in the class when students chase 
something other than a meaningful learning experience. 
When a student texts a friend in class, checks a score or 
updates a profile, they are chasing a butterfly.

Dandelions
Dandelions appear whenever a student simply checks out 
and finds himself in another place. They go into another 
world as their mind wanders, or when they put their head 
down and drift off to sleep. Elder Randall L. Ridd warned 
particularly against butterflies and dandelions when he 
invited young people to “Follow the adage ‘Be where you are 
when you are there.’” 

All these situations have one thing in common: a student 
is not in the game. They are not engaged in the activities 
of the class. There may be a variety of reasons why this 
happens. Maybe they don’t enjoy the subject. Maybe they 

Getting Students in the 
Game: Simple Strategies 
for Increasing Student 
Involvement
DAVID R. PECK
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don’t know how the class works, or haven’t caught the vision. 
Maybe they don’t feel a part of the team or have had a bad 
experience in the past. Regardless of the reason, any efforts 
a teacher can make to bring them back into the game will be 
of lasting value to the student. Below, I will describe briefly 
a few principles and techniques that can aid a teacher in 
getting a student engaged in the learning experience.

Pass Them the Ball
No one likes to be on a team or play a game without 
touching the ball at least once. There are many simple ways 
a teacher can “pass students the ball.” This can begin with 
something as simple as learning the students’ names. This 
permits teachers to have a more personal connection with 
the students, and allows them to call on students by name.  
A short answer question that everyone responds to can be an 
easy way to get the whole class involved. Like a quick touch 
soccer drill, these are simple and safe ways to give everyone 
a turn. There are tools on the school’s website, such as the 

seating chart feature, that can allow teachers to randomly 
shuffle and organize students into groups, or sharing 
rotations.  This can provide teachers structure in inviting 
participation from students and ensuring no one gets left out. 
It would be meaningful for students if we found a way to let 
students know every day that we know they are there.

Beware of the Ball Hog 
In sports, a ball hog is one who monopolizes the ball and 
disregards teammates. This kind of play is discouraging to 
the other players and detrimental to the overall wellbeing 
of the team. Similarly, in a classroom setting, a student who 
disproportionately controls the class discussion diminishes 
other students’ opportunities for meaningful learning 
experiences. President Boyd K. Packer offers some practical 
suggestions on how to minimize this occurrence.

Another student we should discuss is the one who is 

too cooperative, the know-it-all, who is overzealous. He 

can quickly get himself in trouble with his associates by 
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answering every question and being just too smart. He can 

be a nuisance in a class by monopolizing the time blurting 

out answers while others are trying to figure them out. In 

other ways he can distract the teacher’s attention from 

students who do not know the answers. Actually, a teacher 

has a greater obligation to those who don’t know and who 

seemingly don’t seem to be able to find out for themselves 

than to the other type of student.

When I have taught such a student, I have called him aside, 

complimented him on his preparation, and given him a 

special assignment. “You will be my reserve,” I have told him. 

“I’ll call you in as the last resort. I’ll give the other students an 

opportunity to respond to the questions. However, if we ever 

have a question that they can’t answer, then I’m going to call 

on you. I will expect you to have the right answer.

This generally worked very well. Such students were proud 

of their quiet and unannounced role. 

Keep the Game Moving

Choosing an appropriate pace for a lesson can be integral 
in preventing students from checking out and becoming 
disengaged. This can be a difficult balance to find, however. If 
a teacher moves too quickly through the material, much of the 
class may be left behind and become discouraged. If, however, 
the pace is too slow, then students become uninterested or 
feel unchallenged. As teachers get to know their students, ask 
meaningful and searching questions, and listen intently to 
students’ responses and concerns, they will be better able to 
adapt lessons to meet the needs of their students. Furthermore, 

as teachers come to class well prepared with meaningful 
substance, students will sense the importance of the discussion, 
and want to stay involved. President Packer reminds: 

Be well prepared and have an abundance of subject matter 

organized and ready to serve. There is no substitute for this 

preparation. As long as you are feeding the students well, 

few discipline problems will occur….It is essential that those 

you teach be fed, that they be taught something. Each time 

they come there should be at least one thought, one idea, 

one inspiration that is theirs for having been in the class. 

Create a Safe Environment

If students feel unsafe emotionally or intellectually, their ability 
to learn and thrive can be significantly diminished. Students 
need to feel safe and valued. We can help them participate in 
a way that builds confidence and provides them opportunities 
to succeed. Group work that is structured and prepared 
can offer a setting where they are eager to teach (i.e., jigsaw 
activities).  Paired activities where they highlight the insights 
of their partner can help less eager students feel comfortable 
sharing in class (i.e., “Brag on your buddy”). Journal writing 
gives students a chance to collect their thoughts before sharing 
verbally in class. This extra process time can help bring new 
and significant insights to the surface. Even the use of humor 
can be a factor in students’ willingness to participate. Humor 
in the classroom, when used properly, can be an excellent 
aid in diffusing tense situations, putting students at ease, and 
helping them connect with their teacher. When used carelessly, 
however, it can also isolate and alienate. Teachers should never 
use humor at the expense of their students.
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The Coach Matters

Let me finish where I began—with the World Cup. One factor 
all great international soccer teams share in common—they 
all have great coaches. A great coach gives the team vision, 
unifies players and fosters talent. Such a coach stretches and 
develops athletes, but also motivates and helps the team to 
achieve. In short—the coach matters. So it is in the classroom. 
The teacher matters. A teacher with vision and a passion for 
learning can instill this in their students. They set the tone 
for the classroom and the bar for their students. A great 
coach and a great teacher can turn ordinary individuals 
into something extraordinary. I conclude with the words of 
Bryant S. Hinckley.

When we look across the years and search our memories 
for the people who have influenced our lives most, we often 
discover some teacher, who has not only rescued us from 
failure, but awakened within us interests that were dormant 
and thus changed the direction of our lives. We have all had 
teachers who were not bad; they met their classes, knew their 
subject, maintained proper discipline, but they were not 
inspired; consequently, we were not inspired.
Teachers we never forget were those who did their teaching 
from the heart, appealed to our imagination, and  
awakened our minds. They enriched our lives in a way  
that others did not….

The measure of all true teaching is the power to kindle— 
to awaken. There is no other word in our language that 
conveys so accurately the process by which one is educated  
as that word. Only when the love for learning burns in  

your heart can you kindle that love in the hearts of others—
that is great teaching. 

Our success as teachers may not be measured in the form 
of trophies. As we find ways to engage the students so that 
they feel free to learn, feel and do, lives will be blessed, and 
we will be making a difference. t
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Dear Sister Smith:
I just wondered if you could change my final grade from an 
A- to an A. If you do this, I will have a 4.0 this semester, and 
I think it would be really neat to have that experience just 
once in my college career. Thanks!
Sally Student

Whoa!  That was my first response when my colleague 
shared this email with me. Other emotions, equally 
inarticulate, followed: amusement, shock, and even awe at 
the student’s combined audacity and courage for making 
such a request. 

Of course this email is an aberration in our students’ 
search for good grades. Yet I sometimes wonder if this 
student was just more honest in her argument about 
why she “deserved” an A grade.  Perhaps more common 
reasons, such as “I spent so much time on this project” or 

“I worked really hard on this assignment,” convey a similar 
sense that grades, particularly A grades, are somewhat 

arbitrarily given to students rather than earned through 
quality work.  At minimum, these statements show that 
students don’t understand the criteria for an A grade. 

Yet the University has made that criteria very clear:
‘A’ represents outstanding understanding, application, 

and integration of subject material and extensive evidence 
of original thinking, skillful use of concepts, and ability 
to analyze and solve complex problems. Demonstrates 
diligent application of Learning Model principles, 
including initiative in serving other students. (BYU-Idaho 
Grading System)     

This statement spells out the rigor that an A should 
represent: outstanding understanding, extensive evidence 
of original thinking, and ability to analyze and solve 
complex problems. Unfortunately, some students don’t 
seem to appreciate that “outstanding,” “extensive,” and 

“complex” are not synonyms for “bare minimum.” 
Although I introduce the initiative project within the 

framework of earning an A, my true motives for instituting 
this project can be illustrated by the following example. 
While we were studying Thomas Carlyle and Frederick 
Engels in a Victorian and Modern British literature class, a 
student majoring in economics commented that Carlyle 
and Engels seemed to be responding, in part, to theories 
outlined in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations. He 
then asked if he could explain some of Smith’s economic 
theories so that we could discuss how they compare and 
contrast to Carlyle and Engels. 

What followed was a rich and substantive discussion 
regarding a historical context that I hadn’t considered 
in my own research of these two authors. Similarly, 
nearly every semester I find students with backgrounds 

The Not-So-Easy A: 
Initiative Projects and 
Student Learning
ANNE PAP WORTH
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for “bare minimum.”
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and interests in subjects that complement our class 
studies, but often I discover these interests too late. The 
initiative project 1 grew out of a desire to tap into students’ 
knowledge of and interests in specific topics and to 
encourage them to push beyond the bare minimum of 
class requirements. 

The fundamentals of the initiative project are these. 
If students want to earn an A in a course, they must 
successfully complete all the assignments required by 
the course and then complete an additional project. The 
project must

•  Focus on a topic relevant to the student’s personal 

interests as well as class content;

•  Require a minimum of eight hours of research, original 

thinking, synthesis/analysis, problem solving to 

complete the project;

•  Lead to a lesson or other method of sharing, developed 

and taught by the student, that allows others benefit 

from the student’s research, critical thinking, synthesis/

analysis, problem solving.

The initiative project should be considered a regular 
course assignment, posted in the gradebook like any other 
assignment. Therefore, if students choose not to complete 
the initiative project, they cannot earn enough points 
for an A in the class. For students who might argue this 
project asks them to complete more work than the course 
requires, an instructor can explain that this project is a 
required assignment like all other required assignments. 
The only distinction is that the student, not the instructor, 
is responsible for designing the assignment. 

Initiative Project Topics
Initiative projects offer students an opportunity to explore 
topics or areas that instructors might not have time to 
cover within the constraints of the semester. Typical  

topics for initiative projects might focus on one of three 
areas: supplemental contexts, additional content, and/or 
sample projects. Below are some examples, not just from 
my own courses, of initiative projects that illustrate  
these three areas:

Supplemental Contexts

•  A student in a religion class researched the 

blogosphere debate about whether Mormons are 

Christian, which occurred only months prior to Elder 

Holland’s 2007 conference address titled “The Only 

True God and Jesus Christ Whom He Hath Sent.” In 

his lesson, the student had his classmates identify 

how Elder Holland addressed the key elements of the 

blog debates and then compared/contrasted Holland’s 

rationale for Mormons’ Christianity with those of the 

bloggers.

•  In a drama course, a student interested in graphic art 

used a 3-D rendering program to design a stage for 

a production of Henry V. The three levels of the set 

symbolized not only the multiple audiences that would 

have viewed Henry V but also the complex layering of 

Henry’s characterization

Additional Content

•  Students in a history class read additional articles 

or chapters in the class textbook and developed a 

presentation for a poster conference that helped 

classmates understand key material in these readings.

•  Students in a literature survey course read additional 

novels that should have been studied in class but 

couldn’t be assigned due to semester constraints. Each 

student then prepared a five-minute video convincing 

their classmates that they should read that specific 

novel. Each video not only promoted that specific novel 

but also compared the novel to the literary context 

Initiative projects offer students an opportunity to explore 
topics or areas that instructors might not have time to 
cover within the constraints of the semester. 
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of the course, the author’s body of work, or other 

relevant topics for comparison.

Sample Projects and More Practice

•   A business student researched successful business 

plans and wrote a model business plan as a sample 

for the class. This model was annotated, illustrating 

the specific “moves” of a successful plan within 

this example. This model was posted on I-Learn for 

classmates to emulate as they prepared their own 

business plans.

•  Students in an editing class gained additional practice 

by finding their own clients, creating a contract for the 

project, developing a project plan, and completing all 

aspects of the editing contract. They then prepared a 

“Helpful Hints and Pitfalls” website for future editing 

students, based on their experiences.

Faculty members can direct students’ projects to the 
area(s) that best suit the course’s subject matter and 
objectives. For example, students in the liberal arts or 
humanities might benefit from projects that provide 
supplemental contexts or additional content. Students 
in courses such as construction management or 
engineering might benefit from initiative projects that 
offer additional practice of particular skills. Some courses 
might use the initiative project as a cumulative exam, 
where students can incorporate the entire semester’s 
content and skill into a final, independent project. For 
example, construction management students might find 
their own clients, create their own design proposals, 
and then present the proposal to the client. Students 
could share with the class the successes and failures of 
these independent projects, showing how they adapted 
course content to the specific experience. As with any 
teaching strategy, this project can be adjusted, expanded, 
or narrowed, according to the instructor’s creativity and 
goals for the course.

The Process for the Initiative Project
Although instructors might establish initiative projects in 
many ways, here is an outline of the process I follow: 

Proposal
By week 2 of semester, students submit a proposal 

outlining the initiative project they plan on completing. 
Each proposal should offer a description of the project 
and a rationale for how the project applies to the course. 
Additionally, the proposal should provide two deadlines, 
indicating when the student will meet with the instructor 
for a project check and when the project will be shared 
with the class. Students should also explain their vision 
for sharing/teaching the class, and what materials they 
will prepare for the class to use in the lesson.

The proposal serves two important functions. First, it 
shows who is interested in the initiative project, which 
helps the instructor know how much class time will be 
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needed for these projects. The more important purpose is 
the opportunity to check the quality and relevance of the 
proposed research and lesson. One student, who wanted 
to conduct biographical research on a historical figure, 
proposed a Jeopardy! style game as her lesson. While 
entertaining, the superficial biographical research and 
game added no substance to the course or understanding 
of the historical figure, and her proposal was rejected. 
Some students will give up if their proposals are rejected. 
Others will tweak and revise until they have a better sense 
of what rigorous research and teaching requires.

Approval
Depending on the class size and the number of 

proposals received, an instructor can simply review the 
proposals and give written approval or recommendations 
for adjustments. Another option is to use class time for 
the approval process. While students are working in 
small groups, the instructor could meet with students 
individually to discuss their proposals. A two or three 
minute conference allows both the students and instructor 
to brainstorm adjustments to the projects.

Progress Check
A week before students teach/share their research 

with the class, they schedule a progress check with the 
instructor. During this meeting, students share their 
findings from their research, the lesson plan for the 
class, as well as the materials prepared for the lesson. The 
instructor might then request either major or minor 
tweaks in the lesson or materials, depending on the quality 
of the students’ projects.

Lesson/Sharing Research
This is a critical component to the initiative project, as 

it requires students to synthesize their outside research 
with class content. Students can share their research in a 
variety of ways. The instructor might allot class time (15-20 
minutes is about the best time frame) for students to teach 
the class. The emphasis should be teaching, not presenting. 
Students should not only prepare content to present to 
the class but also design methods for assessing the class’ 

understanding of this content and application of this new 
content to existing course material. 

Depending on class size, some faculty might ask for 
collaborative initiative projects. Or use poster conferences 
or other conference-type sessions as a forum for sharing 
the students’ research. Additionally, online resources can 
help accommodate large classes. Students could prepare 
videos, tutorials, or other materials that shares their 
research, and classmates could use discussion boards, 
Google Hangouts, or other online locations to engage with 
this material.

Assessment
Initiative projects can be assessed on three levels. 

Student Assessment. The student prepares an   
assessment packet that includes the following: 

1 Tracking Sheet, which includes two elements:

A) A time log. This log should be fairly descriptive. 

Students will want to record statements such as “Three 

hours – research.” Instead, direct them to trace their 

research process: “Thirty minutes comparing Barthes’ 

theory on post colonialism to Sandal’s theory of the 

oppressed.”                                                                                            

B) A resources list that includes a bibliography and a 

rationale for the quality and quantity of resources used 

in the project. Since an A requires an “ability to analyze 

and solve complex problems,” students should show 

the ability to analyze the complex problem of how much 

research is enough research.

2 Numerical Assessment: Students complete a 

rubric that assesses their project on two levels:                            

 A) Quality of research/learning: Ranking on a scale 0-10

 B) Quality of teaching/sharing: Ranking on a scale 0-10  

3 Reflection: Students write a brief reflection on 

their experience with the initiative project. Some 

reflection prompts might include:

 A) What did you learn that you expected to learn

 B) What did you learn that surprised you?
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C) Where did you struggle the most in your research

D) What worked well in your lesson?

E) What flopped? Why did it flop?

F) How well did the class learn what you taught? 

Peer Assessment. Three classmates use an instructor-
generated rubric to assess the quality of the students’ 
teaching/sharing. Questions in the rubric could easily divide 
into two areas:

Qualitative Assessment

•  Explain three concepts that you learned from your peer. 

How/why are these ideas important to our class?

•  What were the greatest strengths of your peer’s lesson 

(both in content and style)?

•  Where could your peer improve (both in content and 

style)?

Numerical Assessment

•  Scale 0-10: Quality of content (relevance, depth of 

coverage, application). Explain reasoning for rating.

•  Scale 0-10: Quality of lesson and why.

Instructor Assessment. The instructor could also assess 
the students’ teaching/sharing based on a rubric or holistic 
method of grading based on areas such as content, class 
engagement, or other criteria emphasized by the instructor.

Grading
Instructors should remind students that the initiative 

project is not an extra credit assignment. It is a required 
course assignment and should be entered in the gradebook 
like any other course assignment. Typically, the project is 
worth five to seven percent of the course’s final grade. This 
keeps students out of an A range, if they don’t participate. 
Instructors may need to remind students this project does 
not guarantee an A. They might not earn As on their other 
assignments and/or they might not earn an A on this 
assignment.

When calculating the grade for this project, instructors 
might consider a ratio such as the following: 

1/4  Self Assessment (rubric rating) 

1/4 Peer Assessment (rubric rating) 

1/4 Time/quality of research 

1/4 Faculty Assessment (scale rating)

Pitfalls to the Project

A few final comments about the challenges of this project. 
First, as with almost any teaching strategy, large classes 
(more than thirty students) can be a challenge. For larger 
classes, the proposal and approval process might be 
burdensome. Similarly, finding 15-20 minutes of class 
time to give to individual projects may not be practical. 
Instructors can find creative solutions to these problems. 
Some faculty might require collaborative projects. Students 
could research the material independently and then 
collaborate on how they teach or share this material with 
the class. Other instructors might choose a different format 
for sharing information. For example, an instructor could 
devote 1-2 class periods to poster sessions, where students 
share their research with the class. Students could develop 
YouTube videos and corresponding discussion board 
questions, and the instructor could have the class access 
this information outside of class. 

Here are a Few Additional Considerations:

•  Don’t schedule student lessons/sharing during the last 

one or two days of the semester. Worn out students 

see these end-of-the semester lessons as busy work 

or external to the course content.

•  Ignoring the proposal and progress check negates 

the instructor’s assurance for quality research and 

teaching/sharing. 

•  Avoid scheduling more than one lesson per class 

period as the novelty and impact of one student 

lesson is diminished. The exception would be a poster 

conference or other conference format.

•  Don’t allow students to reschedule lessons. Project 

dates should be as firm as any other deadline 

established by the instructor. 

•  Refer to students’ lessons throughout the semester. 

Incorporate the concepts from the students’ teaching 

into your own day’s material. This validates the 

students’ material for the entire class and integrates 

their teaching/research into the overall course content.

•  While students should involve the class in their 

teaching/sharing plans, caution them against pointless 

group discussion/activities. Students should have a 

clear purpose for putting the class into small groups or 

for working through a series of discussion questions. 
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Spend a few minutes before the first initiative project 

modeling effective group discussions/activities.

•  Be flexible. Students continually surprise me with their 

creativity and their insights. Guidelines such as those 

above can offer comfort and structure to students 

who might fear this project because it is “unknown.” 

However, guidelines and examples can also limit 

students’ creativity in how they might engage the class 

with their research.

•  Recognize that, as with any collaborative project, 

students might contribute unevenly to a collaborative 

initiative project. As with any collaborative project, 

some faculty argue that the team earned the same 

grade, regardless of how the work was divided. Others 

might factor in another grading component that asks 

the group to evaluate each member’s contribution to 

the project.  

Finally, be honest about the success of this assignment 
and be willing to adjust if the projects are not benefiting 
the students and the class. One semester the initiative 
projects were not going well, and I’m not sure why. The 
class was a senior-level course that explored ethics in 
literature. I had used the initiative project in this course 
for several semesters and usually these projects were 
the highlight of the semester. But this semester they 
just weren’t working. Perhaps I had minimized the 
importance of these projects and the poor quality reflected 
this. Perhaps it was the group dynamics, as these were 
collaborative projects. Despite strong proposals and 
interesting research projects, the teaching activities were 
not good. For the most part, they were formulaic: a video 
clip or popular culture-based game, a PowerPoint read by 
the presenters, pointless discussion questions followed by a 
half-hearted “any questions?” 

The day after the fourth lackluster project, I asked the 
students if they were getting anything of value from these 
projects. Fortunately, they were honest with themselves 
and me and admitted that these projects were bad. We 
discussed where to go from here. The entire class, both 
those who had not yet shared their projects and those who 
had already, decided to change the assignment. Instead 
of using class time for what had devolved into boring 
lectures, the students had to find alternatives to sharing 
their research with the class. Some students chose to write 
essays that I incorporated into the course’s reading. Others 

developed jigsaw activities that incorporated their research 
into the day’s reading assignments. I can’t say that every 
project was excellent, but in the end of the semester course 
evaluation, students indicated that they were glad we had 
revamped these projects.

The Initiative Project is No Slam Dunk
Even in a good semester, not every project is successful. 
As with my own teaching, some lessons are outstanding, 
some are average, and some are inadequate. However, I’m 
going to continue implementing and adapting this project. 
A large part of my motivation comes from the memory 
of one student’s project related to Aldous Huxley’s novel 
Brave New World. Her objective was to persuade the 
class that they should read the novel. She’d chosen this 
particular novel because, in another course, she had read 
Neil Postman’s article “Amusing Ourselves to Death,” which 
heavily references Huxley. Since she liked Postman’s article, 
she expected to like Huxley’s novel. 

Her opening words to the class got everyone’s attention: 
“I hated this book.” As visions of being called to President 
Clark’s office danced in my head, I refocused on her 
comments. “I hated this book. This book made me think!” 

Despite this young woman’s complaints that she had to 
think, she offered a thoughtful and challenging analysis of 
a novel that had engaged this student more than any of the 
other texts we’d read that semester. Did those other readings 
ask her to think? They should have, but perhaps her 
safety net—“the instructor and the class will explain it to 
me”—minimized those demands. Being solely responsible 
for understanding this particular novel made her think. 
Ironically, her insistence that she hated this book because 
it made her think, partnered with her vibrant discussion of 
the novel, generated greater class interest in the novel than I 
could have achieved. 

So I’ll keep asking students to think, to show initiative 
in their own research and learning. And hopefully, as the 
semester closes, students will know that they have earned 
their A. t
 

References
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Teaching From Within: 
Some Lessons 
Learned from 20+ 
Years of Teaching
EDWIN C. KUMFERMAN
 

This above all: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.
Lord Polonius, Hamlet, Act I Scene 3

Why do you teach? Why did you enter this profession 
filled with so many twists and turns, ups and downs, 
disappointments and successes, setbacks and rewards? Is 
teaching your profession or your vocation?

When I was first approached to take part in the Faculty 
Conference, I was hesitant to participate. After all, what 
could I add to the conversation about teaching excellence 
that I had not already heard (and seen) from my 
colleagues during the course of my Ricks College/BYU-
Idaho teaching career? Then I received some astonishing 
figures from Human Resources:

BYU-I Faculty Hired Number Percentage of Total Faculty

1-10 Years Ago 315 58

11-20 Years Ago 163 30

21+ Years Ago 66 12

I was struck by the percentage of BYU-Idaho faculty who 
have been here 10 years or less. Certainly, this will be one 
of the most significant legacies that President Clark will 
leave during his tenure here, a legacy that will continue 
influencing and shaping young minds for decades. When I 
saw those numbers, I knew I had a responsibility (as do all of 
us who have been here awhile) to somehow pass along what 
little I have learned about teaching to those who are just 
starting their teaching journey. However, those who are new 
teachers here also have the responsibility to seek out advice 
and counsel from those who have more experience. This 
article is written primarily for them, although it is my hope 
that anyone who reads it may gain something useful from it.

It has always been remarkable to me that we tend to 
approach teaching, a very social occupation, as an individual 
endeavor. We teach our classes, and when we finish, we 
retreat to our offices to plan lessons and grade papers, rarely 
talking or communicating with our colleagues, except 
when we might have a problem or question. I welcome 
opportunities such as the Faculty Conference or the 
Perspective magazine where we may come together and 
discuss what good teaching looks like and what it means to 
be a good teacher.

My View of Teaching
Although the theme of this conference is “techniques 
and tools that work in the classroom,” I feel I must first 
present my view of teaching in general and my specific 
teaching philosophy in order for my techniques to make 
sense. Perhaps this could best be done with the analogy that 
teaching for me is like a tree. First, a tree, like our teaching, 
is alive and ever growing and changing. Second, a tree, like 
our teaching, is complex and made up of different parts 
that all fit together to form a complete entity. Third, the 
older a tree gets, like our teaching, the less flexible and less 
susceptible to change it seems to become.
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As I see the teaching tree, the branches represent what 
we accomplish (or hope to accomplish) in our classes. 
These could be our goals or objectives for the semester or 
what we hope to do on a certain day or in a certain unit of 
instruction. The branches uphold the leaves and the fruit of 
the tree. The leaves symbolize how we will accomplish what 
we hope to do in a day, unit, or semester. These are the tools, 
techniques, and strategies that will be employed in order 
to achieve the goals and objectives of the class. Like leaves 
on a tree, these may fall away and be replaced by others, 
but the branches (objectives) usually remain the same. The 
fruit, I believe, represents the students. Just as the fruit is 
the ultimate product of the tree, students who have truly 
learned (that is, implemented and applied) what has been 
taught are the ultimate end product of our teaching, and 
they go forth with seeds of learning and knowledge that can 
be planted and disseminated throughout their lives. 

The trunk of the tree represents why we do what we do or 
the philosophy or principles behind what we do. The trunk 
supports the branches, leaves, and fruit and gives stability 
to the tree. Similarly, when we make known to the students 
why we do what we do, they can appreciate what we are 
trying to do in class and how we are going about it. This 
part of our teaching tree is also directly connected to and 
stems from the roots of the tree that symbolize who we are 
both as a teacher and as a person (see Figure 1 for a visual 
representation of my teaching tree analogy).

Just as the roots help nourish the tree, so our teaching 
is directly nourished by who we are as people. In fact, it is 
impossible to separate one from the other. Parker J. Palmer, 
veteran teacher and author, has written:

Those who are new 
teachers here also have 
the responsibility to seek 
out advice and counsel 
from those who have more 
experience. 
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“Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from 
one’s inwardness, for better or worse. As I teach, I project 
the condition of my soul onto my students, my subject, 
and our way of being together. . . . Viewed from this angle, 
teaching holds a mirror to the soul” (1998, p. 2).

In a very real and inescapable way, we teach who we 
are. Just as in trees the root system and canopy must be in 
balance, so in our teaching what we do in class and how 
and why we do it must be in balance with who we are as 
teachers and individuals (see Figure 2).

What is the role of techniques, tools, and strategies in 
the teaching process? They, like leaves, help nourish the 
tree, but they are only as strong as the roots sustaining 
them. In other words, if our techniques and strategies are 
not supported by who we are and flow from within, they 
may entertain students, but they will not be in line with 

Figure 1 (Illustration taken from Google Images)

Figure 2 (Illustration taken from Google Images)



our goals and objectives for the class. Palmer explained it 
this way: “Here, I believe, is the proper and powerful role of 
technique: as we learn more about who we are, we can learn 
techniques that reveal rather than conceal the personhood 
from which good teaching comes” (1998, p. 24).

My Teaching Philosophy
Because true teaching flows from and is nourished by 
who we are as teachers and individuals, I believe it is 
necessary for every teacher to create his or her own teaching 
philosophy. A teaching philosophy is in essence a mission 
statement that both describes and guides who one is as a 
teacher. According to one source, a teaching philosophy is 

“a self-reflective statement of your beliefs about teaching and 
learning. In addition to general comments, your teaching 
philosophy should discuss how you put your beliefs into 
practice by including concrete examples of what you do or 
anticipate doing in the classroom” (http://www1.umn.edu/
ohr/teachlearn/tutorials/philosophy/). 

My teaching philosophy stems from my belief that 
when we teach we are engaged in evoking our students 
to learn, that is, to know and properly apply what we are 
teaching them. We cannot force learning, but we can create 
conditions favorable to learning and invite or evoke our 
students to take action. It is enlightening to examine the 
etymology of the word evoke (see Figure 3).

To evoke learning is to call our students out. Out 
of what? Out of darkness, ignorance, inactivity, and 
misunderstanding, among other things. With my belief that 
to teach is to evoke, I have used the word evoke to form an 
acronym for what constitutes successful teaching:

My Teaching Philosophy = E.V.O.K.E.

Environment 

Variety

Organization

Knowledge

Enthusiasm

I will now share a few tools, techniques, and strategies 
from each area of my philosophy that have worked for me 
in the classroom. Most of these ideas have not originated 

with me; instead I have gladly “stolen” them from other 
teachers throughout my teaching journey and invite you to 
steal them from me.

Environment 
Setting the proper environment for your classroom is often 
overlooked but pays big dividends, and it starts from your 
first meeting together. Here are some strategies I have 
found that help set the proper classroom atmosphere:

•  Use humor. Humor always seems to lessen any anxiety 

or tension that naturally comes with any classroom 

setting. Studies also show it improves attitudes and 

increases student attention and achievement. I find 

that the best ways to do this are: 1) Smile and be in 

good humor yourself; 2) Learn your students’ names 

and call them by name; and 3) Use teaching strategies 

that invite the creation of humor. For example, recount 

examples of your own mistakes as a teacher or a 

student. However, a warning should be given: Don’t 

play the stand-up comic. Studies show that college 

students are turned off by a professor’s self-conscious 

efforts to be funny. Relax, and let humor emerge 

naturally from the moment-to-moment context of your 

class.

•  “I’m on your side.” Too many students have the mindset 

that in the classroom it is us vs. them. Diffuse that on 

the first day by letting them know that you are on their 
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Figure 3  Etymology of evoke (taken from a Google search for “etymology of evoke”)

side and you want them to succeed and will try to help 

them do their best.

•  Let them decide. I jokingly tell my students that I 

run my class like a Russian democracy: that is, they 

can vote about things in the class (syllabus changes, 

changing dates of tests, quizzes for credit or not, 

etc.) but if I don’t like their vote, I can override it. For 

example, if they have a test scheduled for a Friday 

and they want to take it Monday so they can have the 

weekend to prepare, I usually will allow it. I will let 

them win some “battles” as long as I win the “war.”

•  ”Let’s make mistakes.” In my Russian language classes, 

I say to my students that in order to be a fluent Russian 

speaker one has to make a million or so mistakes. Then 

I say, “Let’s get a couple hundred thousand out of the 

way this semester.” Make no mistake: I still require 

high standards from my students, just not perfection, 

and that puts them at ease. I actually want them to 

make mistakes, because I believe that you win or you 

learn—you never lose.

•  “Look how far you have come!” Every now and again 

during the semester, I pause and ask them to consider 

how far they have come (in their skills, knowledge, 

development, etc.) since the semester started. 

Sometimes when they may be discouraged about 

where they are, it helps to look back and see where 

they have been.

Variety
Variety truly is the spice of life in the college classroom. 
Studies have shown that the average attention span for a 
student’s brain is 7-10 minutes (http://ctl.byu.edu/teaching-
tips/helping-brain-learn). In other words, you will lose the 
students’ attention and the brain will lose its focus unless 
you somehow change up your lesson every ten minutes or 
so. It may not be a bad idea to divide up your hour-long 
lesson into at least six ten-minute segments. Here are some 
tried and true techniques that work in the classroom:

•   “Turn & Teach.” This activity, which requires very little 

to no preparation, involves simply asking the students 

to turn to their neighbors and teach the latest concept 

to each other. You may use it at the beginning of class 

to review something they should have read outside 

of class, or at the end of class to summarize the 

content of the class or lecture. It can be as simple or as 

involved as you like.

•   “Vote With Your Feet.” All this activity requires is 

four walls, four pre-made signs, and a few thought 

provoking sentences. On each wall you will hang a 

sign that reads “Strongly Agree,” “Agree,” “Strongly 

Disagree” and “Disagree.” The students stand, and 

when you read your first statement, they walk to the 

sign that best demonstrates their point of view. The 

teacher may then call on students to justify why they 

have taken that stand (pun intended). Three ground 

rules for this activity are: 1) every student must 

participate by voting; 2) a student may change his or 

her vote at anytime (i.e., walk to a new position); and 3) 

in giving their opinions students may disagree but not 

be disagreeable. 

•   Jigsaw. This activity uses the power of groups to 

involve everyone in teaching. Let’s say that you have 

16 students and four principles that you want the 

students to know well. First you would randomly divide 

the students up into four “home” groups with four 

members apiece. Once in groups you would assign 

one principle to student #1, another to student #2, 

and so on for each member of the group. Then they 

would assemble into four “expert” teams formed by 

Figure 4: Formation of Jigsaw Activity (from Google Images)

Figure 5: Think Pair-Share Activity (Google Images)
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their original assignments (all the #1 students from all four 

groups would be in expert team #1 to discuss principle 

#1, and so on). After they have all had time to discuss their 

principles, they would reassemble into their home teams 

and teach the other members of their team the concept 

they discussed in their expert teams (see Figure 4).

•  Think-Pair-Share. As the name implies, this activity is made 

up of the following steps: 1) The teacher asks the students 

a question; 2) The students think about and come up with 

an answer; 3) The students then pair up and teach their 

answers to their partners; and 4) The teacher and students 

share their opinions in a class discussion about the answer 

to the question (see Figure 5). 

There are many variations of this activity, for example:

•  Think-Write-Pair-Share: Same as above, only the students 

write their answers down before sharing.

•  Think-Draw-Pair-Share: Same as above, only the students 

render the answer to the teacher’s question in an 

illustration.

•  Think-Pair-Square: Same as above, only instead of doing 

a class discussion, one pair pairs up with another pair and 

teaches them their answers (thus forming a “square”).

•  Think-Mix-Pair-Share: Same as above, but handy for larger 

classes. The students ponder the answer to the question, 

then they get up from their seats and walk around until the 

teacher gives the signal, and a student then pairs with the 

closest student to him or her.

•  Think-Pair-Brag: Same as above, but when it comes time to 

share, a student is only allowed to volunteer what his or her 

partner taught, thereby “bragging” on his or her partner.

Organization

A good teacher will be organized both in and out of the 
classroom. A better teacher will also help his or her students 
to be organized with the subject material. Here are some tools 
and techniques I have found to help with organization:

•  Teaching Journal. A teaching journal is just a way to keep 

track of what works and what does not work in your class. 

Our classrooms are like laboratories—we are constantly 

trying new techniques and strategies (all the while staying 

true to ourselves as teachers), throwing out what doesn’t 
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work, or tweaking what could have gone better. A 

teaching journal, which can be something as simple as an 

inexpensive spiral bound notebook, can help us do that.

•  “Road Maps.” In his classic book, Teach Ye Diligently, 

Boyd K. Packer writes: “I have always thought it helpful 

to the student to have an overview of the entire course 

to begin with. If he has an overview of the course or of 

the subject, then the teacher can go back and fill in the 

details and a lot more will be taught. “. . . The students 

then know where they are going and will be collecting 

information along the way. The class will be much more 

meaningful to them“ (1991, pp. 141-142).  I thought if such 

a “road map” for the whole semester could be useful, 

why not use one for an overview of a unit or even a given 

class period? Let them know where you are going so they 

will enjoy the ride better. Like any of these ideas, road 

maps should be used sparingly for best results. 

•  The Guiding/Driving Question. When I teach my course 

in Russian history and culture, I pose a question to the 

students on the very first day: “What makes a Russian 

Russian?” This guiding question serves as a lens through 

which we examine everything that we come into contact 

with. Like the Road Maps above, this strategy could be 

used on a daily basis, or for a given conceptual unit.

•  What’s the pattern or theme? Training students to look for 

patterns or themes is another way to help them see the 

big picture and organize their own learning. For example, 

in my Russian literature class, my students and I identify 

several themes in the very first Russian novel we read in 

the semester. When we read the second novel, I ask the 

students to identify which ones were repeated from the 

first one. Soon, they are looking for themes in everything 

we read which also aids in their overall comprehension of 

each piece of literature. I believe this can be done in any 

subject.

•  X is like Y. This is just another way of using the students’ 

background knowledge to help them better understand 

what they don’t know. Elder Packer (1991) calls this “the 

principle of apperception: [Jesus] employed the technique 

of likening the intangible, invisible ideal to a well-known, 

ordinary object about which His disciples already knew. To 

relate the unknown to the familiar is known to educators 

as the principle of apperception” (p. 34).

Knowledge

Frederick Stephenson has written, “Extraordinary teachers have 
passion for four things—learning, their fields, their students, 
and teaching. In other words, they believe deeply in their work, 
the people they serve, and their mission. If teachers lack passion 
for any of these four elements, achieving extraordinary teaching 
success is unlikely” (2001, p. xxii). I believe that all four of 
these elements have to do with knowledge: seeking knowledge, 
knowing one’s field, knowing one’s students, and knowing how 
to teach. In this article I would simply like to mention a few 
ways to possibly improve our knowledge of teaching:

•  Observe other teachers. One of the best ways to increase 

one’s effectiveness as a teacher is to watch what other 

successful teachers do. Ever since I began my teaching 

journey here, I have sat in on a colleague’s class every 

day for the whole semester. I have always chosen not 

only an instructor whom I respect, but also a subject that 

I was curious to know more about. That way I keep my 

love of learning alive as well as increase my own capacity 

to become a good teacher by watching a good teacher in 

action—a definite double win situation for me. As I sit in on 

the class, I take two sets of notes: one about the topic being 

taught and one about how the teacher conducts the class.

•  Read a good book on teaching. If we are truly passionate 

about teaching, then we will want to devour books about 

teaching as much as about our own disciplines. 

•  Join the discussion. Opportunities abound at this University 

for those who wish to discuss what it means to be an 

effective teacher. Anything from attending a national 

conference, participating in the Jacob Spori Teaching 

Summit here on campus, or having a simple discussion with 

a colleague can be helpful. 

•  Get fast feedback from your students on how you are 

doing as a teacher. One of the best ways to do this is by 

employing Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs). 

Angelo and Cross (1993) write: 

 CATs are ‘feedback devices,’ instruments that faculty can 

use to find out how much, how well, and even how students 

are learning what they are trying to teach. Each Classroom 

Assessment Technique is a specific procedure or activity 

designed to help faculty get immediate and useful answers 

to very focused questions about student learning. . . . At the 

same time,  

Classroom Assessment Techniques can complement the 

informal evaluation techniques that faculty already use to inform 

their teaching (pp. 25-26).  

 There are many different types of CATs, but the best ones 

are those that take very little or no preparation, are easy to 

administer (very little explanation), are easy to respond to (very 

little student writing and teacher reading), and are anonymous. 

My favorite five CATs are as follows:

•  The One-Sentence Summary. As the name implies, you 

ask the students to summarize in writing a large amount of 

information within the grammatical constraints of a single 

sentence.

•  The Muddiest Point. This technique consists of asking 

students to jot down a quick response to one question: 

“What was the muddiest point in ____?” They then respond 

in writing on what they found least clear or most confusing 

about a particular lesson or topic.

•  The Minute Paper (a.k.a. The Half-Sheet Response). An 

instructor stops class two or three minutes early and asks 

students to respond briefly to some variation on the following 

two questions: “What was the most important thing you 

learned in class today?” and “What important question 

remains unanswered?”

•  Student-Generated Test Questions. The students are asked 

to write down one short-answer or multiple choice question 

about what was covered in class that day. As an added bonus, 

you may inform your students that if good enough, you will 

use their questions on your test. 

•  Simple Survey. This is not unlike the Minute Paper and the 

Muddiest Point. The instructor asks the students to jot down 

responses to the following “survey:” 

 3  Things I Learned Today…

 2  Things I Found Interesting…

 1  Question I Still Have…

Enthusiasm
The last element of my teaching philosophy is enthusiasm. 
By enthusiasm, I don’t necessarily mean a strong excitement 
about something (which is usually the definition one finds in a 
dictionary), although that part of it is important. Rather, I am 
focusing on the true etymology of the word enthusiasm, which 
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is from the Greek entheos “divinely inspired, possessed by a 
god, or having god in us” (from en- “in” + theos “god”). Here 
are a few ways to have God in us, or in our class:
1) Meet your class. Although you might feel that you don’t 
have enough time to go through and get to know your class, 
I feel it is time well spent. I meet them in two ways: First, I 
have them write the following six items on a 3x5 card to turn 
in to me:

•  Name, local address, cell phone, email address, what 

information and/or skills they hopt to gain from the class, 

and how they learn best (i.e., what kind of learner are 

they and what might I do in class that will help them)

Then I have them stand, one by one, and introduce 
themselves to the rest of the class using these six items:

•  Name? Where from? Mission? Major? Married? 

Something unique about themselves? (i.e., something 

they could say about themselves that no one in class 

could. This is always interesting to other students and 

helps them to make quick connections with each other.

2) Know your class by name. Sometimes you may think 
that your classes are too large to learn every student’s name, 
but I have found that one of the best ways to earn the trust 
of your students and invite the Spirit into your classes is to 
know their names and call on them by name. I know some 
colleagues who use seating charts while others glue students’ 
pictures onto 3x5 cards and make their own “flashcards.” The 
important thing is to do whatever works best for you. The 
benefits are worth it.

3) Pray for your class members by name. One of the 
benefits of knowing your students by name is that it allows 
you as a teacher to pray for them by name. This is a great 
blessing not only in your students’ lives, but in yours as well. 
There seems to be a spiritual power available to you and to 
your students when you call upon our Heavenly Father for 
their benefit.

4) Bear testimony. I try to find at least one occasion  
during the semester at least to bear testimony of the Gospel 
to my students. I believe it is very healthy and appropriate 
that they know that the most important thing in my life is  
not my discipline, but that I am trying to be a better disciple 
of Jesus Christ. 

Some Final Thoughts
People regularly ask me what I teach. As cheesy as it may 

seem, my answer is not Russian or Religion, but students. I 

have lost count of how many Russian 101 sections I have 
taught during my teaching journey through the years, 
but it never gets boring because each class, made up of 
different individuals, has its own personality. Teaching, 
regardless of class size, is still for me very much a one-
on-one interpersonal profession. It always has been so 
and I hope it always will. My objective is to treat each 
of my students as my son or daughter inasmuch as I am 
able. Why? The first reason is that this attitude keeps me 
focused on being an effective teacher. The second reason 
is more personal. When I look at my students, I know that 
they are away from home (in some cases very far from 
home), and I see in my mind’s eye parents at home who 
have sacrificed to send their children to BYU-Idaho and 
who pray every day that they will be protected not only 
physically, but spiritually as well, and that they might have 
spiritual experiences to fortify their testimony and faith. 
While they are in my class, I feel I need to do what I can to 
help those prayers come to fruition. Two of my children 
are currently attending universities, and in a few months 
that number will double. I would hope that they are taking 
classes taught by teachers who feel the same about them as 
I do toward my students.

Teaching is my vocation. It calls to me from within. It 
is a part of who I am. I can identify with the following 
statement by the author George Orwell:

From a very early age, perhaps the age of five or six, I 
knew that when I grew up I should be a writer. Between 
the ages of about seventeen and twenty-four I tried to 
abandon this idea, but I did so with the consciousness that 
I was outraging my true nature and that sooner or later I 
should have to settle down to write books. (“Why I Write,” 
1947)

I wish you well along your teaching journey as you strive 
to combine what you do in the classroom with who you are 
as teachers and individuals. t
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At the Victoria and 
Albert Museum
MARK D. BENNION

When you knelt down 
at the information kiosk
and offered up the smoldering bones
and teardrop chokes
of your six-year-old body,
asking for the return of your Harrods’ chocolate,

I witnessed art,
and it wasn’t jade jewelry from China
or silver from the Malay world,
and it wasn’t a Michelangelo fresco
from 15th century Rome 
or even a Da Vinci sketch hanging
in a darkened room,

it was you
pleading to God
as tangible and real 
as the security officer
who brought back your little bag.

The rest of that day, skipping
across London, you knew
the ineffable could be named,
your hair framed
the smile of belief
beneath the deep eyes of knowing
while the rest of us admired
your soft lines curving
across chin and cheeks,
your well of good cheer
rising 
from a tingling, nimble heart. t
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Considering What’s 
Undone
MARK D. BENNION

    For my children

I’ll hear incessant ringing
of the phone after dinner
or watch the simultaneous nod
and “Uh-huh” when I ask, “Who’s texting?”

and of course the initial interrogation
masked by handshake and smile
just before the homecoming dance.
I’ll fight haze before sleep 

as I hear you tiptoe past curfew and through
the front door, but then the cost 
of a first job interview and calculus, 
let alone insurance, and the diatribe

in your journal about breaking out
of this popsicle town and pulling one over
on your navvy1  parents who’ve forgotten
how to skip rocks across water.

I’ll look away from prosaic news
when you tug at the corners 
of the living room couch
and can’t bring yourself to say “Dad,”

how it hurts to swallow before you speak.
All you manage are tears
at the lost playoff game
and shaky hands ripping

the form letter of an unoffered scholarship,
yet I’ll hear you wake at 4:00 a.m.
to hike mountains and train
for triathlons, your aura lighting

up the kitchen in the deep freeze
of January. You’ll rope a sibling
from the cliff ’s edge and provide
a safe landing to the man

with a broken parachute. From our backyard
to Canada, across Italy and around the Cape 
of Good Hope, you’ll feel earth
and firmament push you

into the headwinds of someone new,
someone I’ll keep reaching toward
as my knees give way to worn tendons
and torn ligaments, even as I hold

your children on Thanksgiving
or Easter or a random afternoon.
In their faces, I’ll see swimming pool
creases and umber birthmarks,

smattering of ancestral patterns
in their hairlines and reach, their
voices echoing the canned and idiosyncratic, 
and I won’t have to listen for it

I’ll simply hear it in piano recitals
and extra-inning baseball games, the thrum
of innocence and resiliency. I’ll hear you
forge into their bodies the swift current

of habit and discipline as they flow down
the street into vast prisms of rain
and sunshine, remnants of you always
emerging, vestiges I love and know. t

      1 navvy: an unskilled laborer.
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CALL FOR 
PAPERS
We are accepting articles for an array of 
topics: collaboration in teaching, religion 
in teaching, innovative teaching ideas, and 
outcomes & assessment.

We would like to issue a call to faculty to submit short 
articles devoted to any of these themes and would like to 
have each college represented. Articles can range in length 
from 1800 to 3000 words (approximately 6-12, double-
spaced pages of text). If willing to submit an article or if 
you have questions, please contact one of the editors for 
Perspective or send an email message to: 
perspective@byui.edu
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Creativity can manifest itself in 
any discipline, including business, 
mathematics, any of the sciences, or 
any other field of study where new 
ideas have instigated a better way. 
Incidentally, no single department or 
college on campus holds a monopoly 
on creative students.  

BRIAN MEMMOT T


