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R&CW Conference
May 8 - May 26 | Submissions for Abstracts
July 6 at 4:30 - 6:30 pm | Conference Day

We invite faculty to encourage students to 
participate in this important showcase of learning.

Brown Bag / Pie Talk
May 11 & 12
June 23

Brown Bag Discussions offer faculty an opportunity 
to share lunch together and listen to their colleagues 
speak about topics related to learning and teaching. 
Faculty have the freedom to speak about things they 
feel are innovative and enlightening, items they find 
successful in the classroom, and best practices.

Faculty Banquet
June 8 at 6-7:30 pm

In the spring of every year, faculty members and 
their guests come together to celebrate the teaching 
efforts of faculty at BYU-Idaho. The evening program 
is to uplift and inspire faculty in their teaching efforts 
through presentation of the Exemplary Faculty 
Awards. Spend a wonderful evening with us as we 
celebrate the great faculty of BYU-Idaho.

Faculty Luncheon
May 19 at 11:30-12:30

How do we improve our spiritual impact in  the 
classroom? How does faith impact learning, 
retention, and student mentoring? In this 
presentation, Alan Wilkins, Director of the 
Faculty Center at BYU, will share research 
 on what makes spiritually strengthening  and 
intellectually enlarging faculty.

S AV E  T H E  D A T E S



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

While attending an educational conference at Miami 

University in Oxford, Ohio, I was asked by a professor of 

another institution what it was like to teach at BYU-Idaho. 

As we exchanged our personal and professional teaching 

experiences, I became more and more grateful for the unique 

opportunities afforded me as a teacher at BYU-Idaho. It is truly 

rare to have the freedom to teach and consider religious as 

well as secular subjects with our students.

Being teachers of faith and also lovers of secular learning, 

we are able, in our classrooms, to use the Holy Spirit to 

teach our students while also applying the scientific method. 

Our students are able to use scientific journals as well as 

the scriptures to help make sense of the world around them 

and the great design of our Father in Heaven. We can help 

inspire our students to act for themselves while loving and 

serving others.1 Since not all things have been revealed nor 

discovered, it can be challenging at times to have a gospel-

centered classroom.

Not long before his death, Neal A. Maxwell gave an 

inspiring talk at the CES symposium at Brigham Young 

University entitled “Our Creator’s Cosmos.”  Those of us who 

were lucky enough to attend were in awe of Elder Maxwell’s 

appreciation of how astronomy helped him consider the 

greatness of God. For him, learning astronomy enhanced his 

testimony and gave him a greater appreciation of the vastness 

of God’s creations. His testimony helped him realize and make 

sense of the marvelous discoveries that are continually being 

poured out upon us. In his talk, he quotes Saint Anselm by 

saying, regarding our students, we should help them “Believe 

in order to understand,” rather than “understand in order to 

believe.”2 While testifying of the greatness of our Father in 

heaven, Elder Maxwell quotes Carl Sagan. “In some respects, 

science has far surpassed religion in delivering awe. How is 

it that hardly any major religion has looked at science and 

concluded, ‘This is better than we thought! The Universe is 

much bigger than our prophets said– grander, more subtle, 

more elegant. God must be even greater than we dreamed.’” 
3 We, as teachers at BYU-Idaho, have the freedom to speak in 

such a holistic way– considering our whole selves–physically 

and spiritually.

The Doctrine and Covenants teaches us the following:

I give unto you a commandment that you shall teach one 

another the doctrine of the kingdom.

t E D I T O R

Teach ye diligently and my grace shall attend you, 

that you may be instructed more perfectly in theory, 

in principle, in doctrine, in the law of the gospel, in all 

things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are 

expedient for you to understand;

Of things both in heaven and in the earth, and under 

the earth; things which have been, things which are, 

things which must shortly come to pass; things which 

are at home, things which are abroad; the wars and the 

perplexities of the nations, and the judgments which are 

on the land; and a knowledge also of countries and of 

kingdoms.4

Also, in the same section we are commanded to “...seek ye 

diligently and teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek 

ye out of the best books words of wisdom; seek learning, even 

by study and also by faith.5 

The faculty of BYU-Idaho recently heard and felt the 

concept of gospel learning mixed with secular learning as 

we listened to Clayton Christensen remind us to teach our 

students with love, to help the students feel needed, to help 
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the students teach each other, and to use case studies. I could 

feel his care and kindness while being fascinated with his 

scholarship of disruptive innovation.6

A gospel-centered classroom does not limit our abilities to 

study or teach in any of the fields of our expertise. It enhances 

it. It helps us become teachers more like the Savior–who is 

the master teacher. In this issue, Perspective will share some 

of the ideas and experiences of our teachers as they strive to 

provide a gospel-centered classroom.

CALL FOR PAPERS AND THEMES

The purpose of the publication committee is to encourage faculty to share their insights on learning 
and teaching and then publish them in the Perspective Magazine. To better meet your needs, we are 
soliciting papers for future publication, in print or online. In addition, we want to hear from you about 
the topics and themes that you would like to see covered in future issues of the magazine. 

To share your ideas or submit a paper, please contact the representative on the committee  
from your college.

1. Learning Model: http://www2.byui.edu/LearningModel/student_

example.htm

2. Neal a Maxwell, Our Creator’s Cosmos, CES conference on 

the Doctrine and Covenants and Church History 13 August 2002 

Brigham Young University.

3. Sagan, Carl Pale Blue Dot: A vision of the Human Future in 

space, 1994, 50

4. Doctrine and Covenants 88:77—79

5. Doctrine and Covenants 88:118

6. Presentation for a BYU Idaho Faculty Luncheon, February  

16, 2017
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Life and Teaching 
Intertwined with  
the Gospel
STEVE KUGATH
Department of Health, Rec & Human Performance

Partied!… That was the overwhelming initial response to 
my query. I was teaching a “Leisure in Society” course at a 
small liberal arts school high in the central mountains of 
Colorado. The day’s topic was “The Goodness of Leisure,” 
the idea being that leisure has many outcomes that can be 
measured along a continuum of goodness (Think Elder 
Oaks’s talk on Good, Better, Best). 

Watching TV or playing video games for four hours 
straight is not so good. There are very few positive 
outcomes. In fact, such activities often get lumped into the 

“killing Time” category (a horrible way, really, to treat time). 
Learning a second language, building a tree house with 
the kids, or mastering a Wagner piece on the violin are all 
much further along the spectrum into the realms of better 
and best with many positive and long-lasting outcomes.

We most certainly didn’t start class with a prayer that day 
at the public college, but I had pondered and prayed about 
the day’s topic prior to leaving my office. I was aware that 

every class I taught at this liberal arts school afforded me 
opportunities to connect on many levels with my students. 
I opened the class with, “so how did you spend your leisure 
time this past weekend?” Four or five students, almost in 
unison, loudly let their classmates in on their “Partying.” 
Laughter followed, and I wrote “partied” on the blackboard 
and directed them past this reply to get at some other ways 
their leisure time had been spent, promising we’d come 
back to talk more about partying in a few minutes.

After jotting down on the blackboard a variety of 
their weekend exploits, we dove back into the concept of 
partying. I asked for a show of hands of who had partied 
over the weekend. All but two students lifted their hands. 
The students were all well aware that I was a “Mormon” and 
not a smoker or drinker, but they knew me well enough to 
feel comfortable sharing just about anything. I played up 
the idea that I might not be too educated on the concept of 
partying (though in reality I had been to many parties and 
in high school was a highly sought after designated driver).

“So let me get this straight, “I began. “One parties 
when they go to a designated location most typically 
surrounded by friends or acquaintances. Step two involves 
hopefully free access to beer or other alcohol which is 
then consumed again, and again, and again until a) your 
ride leaves, b) the beer runs out, or c) you pass out on the 
floor. Sometime thereafter, you experience severe nausea, 
a headache, and possible vomiting.” My comments drew 
laughter, and a student blurted out, “Yep!” More laughter… 
they could sense partying didn’t make a whole lot of sense 
to me or in some ways even themselves.

My next question was a simple, why? Followed by 
the comment, “Compared to skiing, rock climbing, or 
mountain biking, or even going to the movies, it doesn’t 
sound like much fun.” Silence. They were thinking of some 
defensible reply that I might not be able to challenge them 
on. The longer the pause, the greater their guilt.

Finally, the replies began to trickle out. “When everyone 
else is drinking it would be strange to not join in… right?” 

“So to clarify,” I responded, “others would think you not 
drinking was strange, or you’d feel a little left out without 
an alcoholic beverage in hand?” 

“Both” they declared. I suggested an experiment where 
they attend a party, drink a root beer or two instead of 
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They knew. They knew my sincerity. They had all been to 
my office at some point where we had talked grades, their 
dreams, and often times just about life and their challenges. 
With many of them I had sat around a campfire in a canyon 
or on a mountain somewhere, and we had meaningful 
talks. They flocked to my office en masse when four of 
their classmates were killed in a tragic avalanche, leaving 
a void in their lives and many unanswered questions in 
their hearts. My love for them was what had allowed their 
behavior to be scrutinized, and in a funny way, they cared 
about how I might respond and what I thought. I had just 
taken a small opportunity to plant a few seeds regarding 
the Word of Wisdom.

As a teacher at a public College in Colorado, I had 
many wonderful opportunities to discuss and testify to 
such things as the importance of honesty, marriage and 
family, service, kindness, and reaching a hand out to the 
downtrodden or persons with disabilities in an effort 
to lift their burdens and provide wholesome recreation 
opportunities for them. The Gospel of Jesus Christ was 
intertwined with who I was and my views on life and living. 

Throughout the 7 year tenure process, 
my classroom was frequently visited 
by fellow faculty, my department chair, 
and even the college’s vice president. 
Their feedback never included remarks 
suggesting I was using classroom time 
to proselytize religious beliefs. Rather, 
typical comments included “refreshing 
perspectives,” “capably challenges student 
beliefs,” “authentic,” “a willingness to 
share personal thoughts, insights, feelings 
and emotions.”

I had invested tremendously in 
my seven years teaching in Colorado. 
However, one week after receiving tenure, 
I spoke with the president of the college 
and told him I had accepted a position 
teaching at a new 4-year University: 

Brigham Young University–Idaho. Leaving Colorado 
would be one of my life’s great challenges, as I grieved 
leaving the “mission field,” but I had undeniably felt the 
call to come to Rexburg. From my first day teaching at 

alcohol, and then note if anyone else really noticed or 
cared. Further, they could note if they had any thoughts 
about feeling left out.

Another response was shared. “When I drink, I’m 
much less shy, and I’m more willing to talk to the ladies.” I 
turned to the ladies who replied that a lot of guys that were 
drinking, especially heavily drinking at parties, often made 
little to no sense, and if they themselves were sober, the 
guys often came off as silly or unattractive. 

“So really what you guys need is some lessons on how 
to talk to girls,” I teased. More laughter, followed by a few 
more weak responses rationalizing drinking behavior and 
me continuing to poke holes in their replies. 

If the class tone was right, I’d pose a rhetorical question: 
“How many of you have driven while under the influence?” 
After a short pause, I continued, “What is the cost for a 
DUI?” and “What might the cost be to human life?” I 
shared how my uncle’s car had been struck by a drunk 
driver one night, killing him and leaving a widow and 
two little boys fatherless. This would always bring the 
classroom to near silence, a window of opportunity, as I 

asked “does anyone here doubt that I love each and every 
one of you? If I came to school one day and was told one 
of you had died in a car accident that involved alcohol, 
do you think I wouldn’t mourn your loss?” More silence. 
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Here are some basic ideas to help bring in gospel topics 
to your classes whether teaching recreation management, 
chemistry, math, or whatever your area of expertise.

1. Know and love your students. It may not always 
be feasible to learn student names in classes with 50+ 
students, but that doesn’t give us a pass on trying. When 
you know a student’s name there grows a natural bond. 
Invite them to your office for an interview to discuss their 
class progress, but also use this time to get to know them 
better, their interests and career aspirations. Knowing 
and loving your students will open the door for personal 
revelation regarding words of testimony they may need to 
hear on a given day. Knowing that you care will help your 
words sink more deeply into their hearts.

2. Place the BYU–Idaho mission statement in those 
classrooms that you teach and remember what is #1 on the 
list: “Building testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus 
Christ and encouraging living its principles”1 

3. Find a few moments in class to discuss Devotional. 
Persons who speak at devotional have spent hours 
pondering and fasting about the Spiritual needs of our 
students, faculty, and staff. Further, if you sense there 
are some students not taking advantage of attending 
Devotional, lovingly encourage them, find out what 
barriers may exist, and help them work to remove them.

4. Read your scriptures and conference talks seeking 
specific insights; pray in preparation for class, and seek 
personal revelation regarding the needs of your students.

5. If you find it hard to work gospel topics into your 
class, simply take a few minutes of your class time every 
now and then to bear your testimony. What an amazing 
blessing to speak openly of a loving Heavenly Father, a 
Savior who made the atonement possible, Joseph Smith 
and his role in the restoration, the truthfulness of the 
Book of Mormon, and living prophets on the earth today! 
These were all words I longed to share with my students 
in Colorado. At BYU–Idaho, we have a special honor and 
privilege to bear testimony daily in both action and word. t

1. BYU–Idaho Mission Statement

BYU–Idaho, I would quickly learn of many opportunities 
to share the gospel and openly speak of Jesus Christ and 
his atonement, all in an effort to help “build student 
testimonies.”

It is rare that I don’t find opportunity in a class to make 
some gospel connection with my students. I was struck 
by President Uchtdorf ’s January home teaching message 
about changing our archery targets to meet conveniently 
where our arrows had landed. I brought a bow with a 
toilet plunger in place of an arrow to my Recreation 
Facility Management class one day (important note: the 
plunger was new). We took turns firing the plunger at 
the classroom whiteboards before delving into President 
Uchtdorf ’s message. The students unanimously agreed 
that firing an arrow into a bale of hay and then drawing 
the target around where the arrow had struck was an odd 
and even silly idea. We had a great gospel discussion on 
how we often will behave this way in life, and acknowledge 
President Uchtdorf ’s message that the bullseye we should 
be aiming for in life was always the same: to love the 
Lord and our fellow man. Our scheduled discussion on 

“strategic planning” picked up from there. Using the bow, 
arrow, and target analogy, how often do businesses change 
their targets after the fact, and how many employees are 
aiming at the wrong target to begin with.

Daily connections are made in my mind with my course 
content and the gospel. When our lives are intertwined 
with the gospel, these connections happen naturally. A 
scripture you read, a hymn you sing, a General Conference 
talk studied cannot help but bring to mind a possible 
classroom application.

Knowing and loving your 
students will open the 
door for personal revelation 
regarding words of testimony 
they may need to hear…
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Brigham Young University-Idaho has a unique charge 
of building disciple leaders. The University’s Mission 
Statement declares one of the ways the University will 
reach its mission is by “Building testimonies of the restored 
gospel of Jesus Christ” (BYU–Idaho Learning Model). 
With this as a main focus of the University, individual 
classes need to be designed and delivered with this goal in 
mind. Making gospel connections in the classroom may 
happen spontaneously, but the frequency and magnitude 
of these connections can be increased by connecting 
four areas of the course. These areas include building the 
classroom environment, course content, assignments, 
and personal preparation. I received great insights 
from conversations I had with faculty members in my 
department. Although we do not claim to be experts in this 
area, I will share lessons we have learned and success we 
have had in making gospel connections in our classrooms. 
Classroom Environment

After Brigham Young asked Dr. Karl G. Maeser to take 
over principalship of Brigham Young Academy, Dr. Maeser 
asked President Young if he had any instructions. President 

Young stated “You should not even teach the alphabet or 
the multiplication tables without the Spirit of God” (Young, 
1928). We can invite the Spirit into our classes through 
prayer and teaching with the Spirit present. The Spirit can 
testify of truth and make gospel connections. During any 
one class, it may be difficult to connect with every student 
individually, depending on class size, but inviting the Spirit 
into the class can individualize the teaching that takes place 
because the Spirit can teach true principles to each person. 

Building the environment of class in which the students 
feel safe and comfortable to make comments can enrich 
the classroom. This dynamic can change from class to class, 
but generally, when an environment has been built that 
allows for sharing of personal experiences, the discussion 
can grow deeper. I post a spiritual thought that relates 
to the topic of that day at the beginning of each class. I 
find these quotes in scriptures, church handbooks, and 
devotional or conference talks. I also have a student share 
a thought at the beginning of class. It is an opportunity 
for the students to share something that has been on 
their mind, to teach each other and to share their brief 

Connect Four: Making Gospel 
Connections in the Classroom
AMANDA CHRISTENSEN
Department of Animal & Food Science
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testimony. Other teachers enjoy starting classes with a 
hymn. I have not been blessed with a great singing voice, 
so I usually don’t do this. Painfully, I’ll admit that the only 
songs we usually sing in class are “You’ve had a Birthday” 
or “Hinges.” Participating in fun activities together also 
helps build an environment where the students get to know 
and relate to each other. 

Another activity I do at the beginning of class is ask for 
good news. This can be any type of news they wish to share. 
Students have shared being awarded free housing contracts, 
pregnancy, acing a biology quiz, or that they went out to 
start their car, and all of the windshields in their parking 
lot were scraped. In one class, a student shared that she 
got engaged at Temple Square the previous weekend and 
a student on the other side of class exclaimed, “I was 
there! I saw that!” The development of these relationships 

allows students to realize they are among friends in an 
inviting atmosphere. Sometimes we feel that making 
these connections is completely up to us as the faculty 
member. However, if the environment is such that students 
feel safe to share, their experiences and comments can 
be the catalyst in making those connections. When this 
environment is maintained, the Spirit is stronger and the 
students share more. 

Course Content
Keeping in line with the mission of the University, we 

must build our courses around the mandate of building 
testimonies of Jesus Christ. If we do this, we will find that 
our minds will be enlightened as to how we can make 
gospel connections to the content taught in our courses, 
regardless of the subject. If the faculty has a sound 
understanding of how their content fits into whom they 
are and their understanding of the gospel, connections can 
be made. It does not have to be a stretch if your testimony 

has grown in the process of obtaining your own education 
and experiences. If gospel connections go unidentified,  
we as faculty and students have the potential to miss out 
on the opportunity for our faith and testimony of Jesus 
Christ to grow. 

Developing courses using the Learning Model 
established at BYU–Idaho may also be helpful. Explaining 
to students that the process of Prepare, Teach One Another, 
and Ponder / Prove is more than reading a chapter in 
a textbook, making a comment in class, completing 
homework and taking a test helps them appreciate the 
principles behind the process. We can teach that the 
learning model can be used as a pattern in all aspects of 
their life, including preparing a lesson, writing a sacrament 
talk, giving a business presentation, or for life-long 
learning and development. Implementing a pattern that 

can be used beyond the scope of 
the classroom can help them see 
the relevance of gospel principles as 
applied to other areas. 

Relating nutrition principles to 
gospel principles has been built into 
the course “Essentials of Human 
Nutrition.” The principles of nutrition 
we discuss are balance, variety, and 

moderation. Making associations between food choices 
and life choices is a theme that is carried throughout 
the entire class. Having a balanced diet can be achieved 
by incorporating fruits and vegetables in your meals to 
balance out lean proteins and carbohydrate choices. We 
can compare that to having a balanced life and that our 
choices will help balance our different responsibilities. 

A professor from the Department of Animal and Food 
Science who teaches this same course online organizes her 
class using the Learning Model, and then incorporates a 
distinctive gospel connections section in her course to draw 
attention to those learning moments. For example, students 
are able to compare digestion and need for physical food to 
their digestion and need for a spiritual feast and the benefits 
of both. These insights give the student opportunities to 
connect the individual lesson with a gospel principle while 
strengthening their faith and testimonies. 

In my nutrition courses, there is an easy gospel 
connection with the Word of Wisdom. However, that is not 

Keeping in line with the mission of the 
University, we must build our courses 
around the mandate of building 
testimonies of Jesus Christ.
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the only connection I make in my class. Since the subject I 
teach is a science, one concept that is taught is the scientific 
method used for discovering evidence based knowledge. 
Our Heavenly Father wants us to attain knowledge, and 
this method leads us in that direction. However, it is also 
important to point out that the knowledge gained from 
this method is secular and the information we find in this 
method all supports an idea known as a theory. Theories 
are accepted only until evidence is found that disproves 
them. This differs from revelation in which we can obtain 
absolute truth. At a devotional given at BYU–Idaho, Elder 
Dallin H. Oaks stated, “I am grateful to know that there 
are two methods of gaining knowledge—the scientific 
method and the spiritual method, which begins with faith 
in God and relies on scriptures, inspired teaching, and 
personal revelation. There is no ultimate conflict between 
knowledge gained by these different methods because 
God our Omnipotent Eternal Father knows all truth and 
beckons us to learn by them both” (Oaks, 2014).

Assignments
Using Elder Oak’s statement, the faculty who teach 

the multi-section Essentials of Human Nutrition course 
have created a Two Types of Knowledge assignment. 
The students are provided reliable scientific nutrition 
recommendations to review. As they review scientific 
information, a principle that is taught is discernment. 
Taking information or a situation and recognizing whether 
or not it is good or true is an important lesson. They are 
then instructed to read Doctrine & Covenants Section 89 
and a talk by President Boyd K. Packer about the Word of 
Wisdom (Packer, 1996). The students are able to compare 
the similarities and differences between the two, such as 
eating a plant-based diet which includes grains, fruits and 
vegetables, and meat sparingly. The students can recognize 
that we receive physical blessings from following both 
secular and spiritual recommendations, but we will receive 
the spiritual blessings promised to us by obedience to 
the revelation our Heavenly Father has given us. “Secular 
knowledge, important as it may be, can never save a soul 
nor open the celestial kingdom nor create a world nor 
make a man a god, but it can be most helpful to that man, 
who, placing first things first, has found the way to eternal 
life and who can now use all knowledge as his tool and 

servant” (Kimball, 1982). As students apply the secular 
knowledge gained during their time at BYU–Idaho, they 
will become better disciple leaders of Jesus Christ.

An awareness of gospel resources is also very helpful 
in making gospel connections. The more material I know 
about, the more relevant the information becomes and is 
an application of the material we discuss in class. Scriptures, 
handbooks and hymns are all good examples of resources 
that may be used to make connections. For example, in my 
Nutrition through the Life Cycle course we discuss eating 
disorders and struggles with weight and overeating. My 
home ward had a fifth Sunday lesson about the Addiction 
Recovery Services (LDS Family Services, 2005) offered by 
the Church. The missionaries that came to speak about 
it told us that there were sessions for eating disorders 
as well as addictive substances and pornography. As I 
researched this resource and then began to use it in my 
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previous job while counseling patients that were struggling 
with weight loss, I saw how their understanding of the 
Atonement increased their desire to overcome this issue. 
After a few semesters of teaching, I was able to use the 
Addiction Recovery Services Handbook to allow students 
to see how that document can help someone heal from an 
eating disorder or overeating. Last 
semester I used this as part of the 
final exam. It was a take-home 
short essay portion of the test in 
which they were asked to review 
the 12-steps process and then select 
two steps they thought would be 
most helpful for an individual recovering from an eating 
disorder or overeating. This was, by far, my favorite test to 
grade. I was reading the testimonies of students about the 
Atonement of the Savior and how it can help overcome all 
obstacles, no matter how big or small they may appear to us.

Personal Preparation
As I discussed this topic of making gospel connections 

with others, the recurring theme was that, even though 
we can have students share thoughts or invite the Spirit 
through prayer or creating assignments, the biggest factor 
that will affect our ability to make connections is our own 
personal preparation. Not only do we need to prepare our 
class material, but we need to prepare spiritually so that we 
can be led by the Spirit and be ready and willing to bear 
testimony when we are prompted to do so, even if we don’t 
realize that is what we are doing. President Henry B. Eyring 
shared a story similar to this about his father: President 
Eyring explained that his dad was a scientist and had given 
speeches across the world to other scientists. At one point 
President Eyring read a talk his father had given at one of 
these conventions. Of this experience, President Eyring said, 

“In it, he referred to creation and a Creator as he talked about 
his science. I knew that few, if any, in that audience would 
have shared his faith. So I said to him with wonder and 
admiration, ‘Dad, you bore your testimony.’ He looked at me 
with surprise on his face and said, ‘Did I?’” (Eyring, 2003).

Students see our examples and who we are before 
they understand the complexities of the content we are 
teaching. When we make personal connections and build 
relationships, the students will see those gospel connections. 

They will recognize that we are covenant members of the 
Church of Jesus Christ with testimonies of the gospel 
teaching principles that we are passionate about and that 
we have obtained that knowledge through study and prayer 
and that we live in a way that emulates the Savior. As Saint 
Francis of Assisi has been attributed as saying “Preach the 

gospel at all times and if necessary, use words.” We must 
live in a way that our students believe what we are saying 
and then go search for the truth on their own.

Teaching the youth of Zion is a solemn responsibility. As 
instructors at BYU–Idaho, I’m sure we all are humbled at 
times at what that really means. John Taylor said,

Let our teachers be men of God, imbued with the Spirit 

of God… that they may lead them forth in the paths 

of life, and warn them against the various evils and 

iniquities that prevail in the world, that they may bear 

off this kingdom when we get through, and be valiant 

in the truths of God. Teach them how to approach God, 

that they may call upon him and he will hear them, and 

by their means we will build up and establish Zion, and 

roll forth that kingdom which God has designed shall 

rule and reign over the nations of the earth. We want to 

prepare them for these things; and to study from the 

best books as well as by faith, and become acquainted 

with the laws of nations, and of kingdoms and 

governments, and with everything calculated to exalt, 

ennoble, and dignify the human family. We should build 

good commodious school-houses, and furnish them 

well; and then secure the services of the best teachers 

you can, and thus “train up your children in the way they 

should go.” Solomon said, if you do, “when they are old 

they will not depart from it.” (Taylor, 1878)

Research conducted by Wilkins and Birch (2011) at 
Brigham Young University reported their efforts to 
have faculty that are “Spiritually Strengthening and 
Intellectually Enlarging.” 

Students see our examples and who we are 

before they understand the complexities of 

the content we are teaching. 
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They conducted focus groups on students and also 

on highly-rated faculty to examine what students 

appreciated and how some faculty were having success 

with this concept. The students appreciated having 

classes where connections were made, however, the 

most important aspects of class they felt made the 

biggest connections were not prayers or hymns or 

scriptures, but that they saw their professors living 

the gospel and believing in their students’ potential. 

The faculty stated a somewhat similar response, 

in that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Each 

faculty member has to find something that fits their 

personality and allow themselves and students to make 

connections, and then follow where they lead (Wilkins & 

Birch, 2011).

Although these four areas might not be where you want 
to start, we can all start with the common focus of 1) A 
testimony of Jesus Christ and 2) A love for the students. 
One faculty member from BYU stated “Part of loving 
them is not watering things down to be popular with them. 
Our Heavenly Father expects great things of them and so 

should we.” When we set high standards and encourage 
the students to make connections, and then build an 
environment in class that allows them to share, we can 
make gospel connections together, each being a teacher 
and a learner. t
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The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was 

organized by God to assist in His work to bring to pass 

the salvation and exaltation of His children. The Church 

invites all to “come unto Christ, and be perfected in him” 

(Moroni 10:32; see also D&C 20:59). The invitation to 

come unto Christ pertains to all who have lived, or will 

ever live, on the earth.

…In fulfilling its purpose to help individuals and families 

qualify for exaltation, the Church focuses on divinely 

appointed responsibilities. These include helping 

members live the gospel of Jesus Christ, gathering 

Israel through missionary work, caring for the poor 

and needy, and enabling the salvation of the dead by 

building temples and performing vicarious ordinances. 

(2010, section 2.2)

The church, therefore, becomes the vehicle that helps 
and encourages people to come unto Christ, and He in 
turn provides immortality and eternal life. Everything the 
church does has that end in mind (or at least should have 
that end in mind). As an entity of the church, BYU–Idaho 
shares in the ultimate mission of the church: inviting all to 
come unto Christ and be perfected in Him. Therein lies our 
reason for existing. BYU–Idaho is to help invite all to come 
unto Christ. If we aren’t doing that, we aren’t fulfilling our 
purpose and are out of sync with prophets and the Lord. 
This mission, inviting all to come unto Christ, justifies  
our existence.

Even the mission statement of BYU–Idaho makes this 
clear. After noting the sponsoring institution, the first and 
preeminent point of the mission is “building testimonies 
of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and encouraging 
living its principles” (retrieved from http://www.byui.edu/
about/our-mission). Given the focus of the church and the 
importance of inviting all to come unto Christ, it shouldn’t 
be a surprise that as a University owned and sponsored by 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, we have a 
responsibility, a mandate even, to help invite all to come 
unto Christ by strengthening testimonies of Him and His 
restored gospel. Obviously, we do need to provide a high-
quality secular education, but we are mandated to do so 
in an environment of faith and testimony. It is important 
enough that I would argue that if we aren’t strengthening 

The Tool-Kit: Tools for 
Testimony
RE X BUT TERFIELD
Department of Religious Education

In Moses 1:39, one of the most oft-quoted passages of 
scripture in the church, there is a lovely, succinct statement 
of what God does: “For behold, this is my work and my 
glory—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of 
man.” In just 20 words, the God of Heaven reveals what 
occupies all of His interest: His children.

The way that He brings to pass our immortality and 
eternal life is also revealed in scripture. Just before burying 
the plates, Moroni, in the midst of his extended hortative, 
invites us all to “come unto Christ and be perfected in 
him” (Moroni 10:32). In order for us to receive immortality 
and eternal life, we first need to come unto the Savior, as 
He is the only one that can supply the immortality and 
cleanliness, even perfection, required to have eternal life. 
We come unto Christ, and we are perfected in him.

It is no surprise that the church has purposes that 
lead us toward the Savior and ultimately to immortality 
and eternal life. The General Handbook of Instructions 
illustrates the purpose of the church. Please notice how 
nicely it dovetails with Moroni’s statement in Moroni 10:
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testimonies, we have lost our justification for existing 
and become like one of the many good and honorable, 
yet not church owned, universities that provide a secular 
education. If that is what we are, the church would have 
no reason to continue to sponsor the University. To use an 
oft-used colloquialism, “if we take their money, we better 
sing their song.” And I would add “and sing pretty.” In one 
of our founding documents, “A Steady Upward Course,” 
President Eyring emphasizes this point:

The first goal, stated boldly and plainly in the prospectus, 

is to “build testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus 

Christ and to encourage living its principles.” That choice 

to put the Savior and His purposes first is the primary 

basis of my confidence in the future.

Every innovation, every change, will be measured 

against this test of the heart. How would this proposed 

change build testimony and true conversion to the 

restored gospel of Jesus Christ in the heart of a 

student? True conversion comes by gaining sufficient 

faith to live the principles of the restored gospel of 

Jesus Christ. Some potential and proposed innovations 

will help that to happen. There will be other innovations 

proposed that would be less helpful or might even 

hinder. The cumulative effect of change here will be to 

build testimony and accelerate true conversion. (2001)

This building of testimony largely justifies our existence, 
but more importantly helps invite our students, whether  
in Rexburg, Rigby, Riverton, Raleigh, or Russia, to come 
unto Christ and be perfected in Him. Happily, a high 
quality secular education and the invitation to come 
unto Christ need not be separate and discrete but can 
be mutually reinforcing. Some ways that can happen are 
suggested below.

It is likely that we would all assent to the fact that 
we have a responsibility to help students maintain and 
strengthen their testimonies. We all know we should do 
that. It is harder, however, to figure out how to do that. 
What type of intellectual skills do our students need to 
withstand the pressures that can hurt a testimony?  

Elder Ballard articulated this very problem in Febru-
ary, 2016 in an address entitled, “The opportunities and 
responsibilities of CES teachers in the 21st century.”  
He stated,

As Church education moves forward in the 21st century, 

each of you needs to consider any changes you should 

make in the way you prepare to teach, how you teach, 

and what you teach if you are to build unwavering faith 

in the lives of our precious youth.

Gone are the days when a student asked an honest 

question and a teacher responded, “Don’t worry about 

it!” Gone are the days when a student raised a sincere 

concern and a teacher bore his or her testimony as a 

response intended to avoid the issue. Gone are the 

days when students were protected from people who 

attacked the Church. Fortunately, the Lord provided this 

timely and timeless counsel to you teachers: “And as all 

have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another 

words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of the best books 

words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and  

also by faith.”

This is especially applicable today because not all of 

your students have the faith necessary to face the 

challenges ahead and because many of them are already 

exposed through the Internet to corrosive forces of an 

increasingly secular world that is hostile to faith, family, 

BYU–Idaho shares in the ultimate mission of the church: 
inviting all to come unto Christ and be perfected in Him. 
Therein lies our reason for existing.



and gospel standards. The Internet is expanding its 

reach across the world into almost every home and into 

the very hands and minds of your students.

You can help students by teaching them what it means 

to combine study and faith as they learn. Teach them by 

modeling this skill and approach in class.

Even before Elder Ballard’s counsel yet bolstered by it, 
the Religion Department was working on not only new 
cornerstone courses that addressed some blank spots in 
students’ knowledge, but also some intellectual skills that 
would help maintain students’ testimonies. This skill set 
has been dubbed, creatively enough, the ‘tool-kit.’ 

The Tool-Kit
The tool-kit skills grew out of research performed both 

here and at BYU Provo and Seminaries and Institutes. 
Part of the responsiveness to this research was the four 
new cornerstone classes that have been adopted church-
wide. The tool-kit is more specific to BYU–Idaho, but 

the principles can apply well beyond religion courses 
here. The new cornerstone courses deliver new content 
and give students what to think about. The tool-kit 
skills attempt to help students know how to think in 
ways that will strengthen testimony. Not only are the 
skills applicable to religion courses, but every course 
in every discipline could help students develop these 
skills which, we believe, can help students maintain and 
strengthen their testimonies even when faced with the 
challenges mentioned by Elder Ballard earlier. Indeed, 
these intellectual skills won’t surprise anyone—they are 
pretty common goals for education at large; herein they 
are articulated from a religious education point of view 
but which, again, can apply across disciplines. In fact, 
they are likely familiar across all disciplines. Here though, 
the goal is to apply them in context of maintaining and 
strengthening testimony. These skills include the following: 
manage ambiguity, exercise diligent inquiry into subjects, 
be thoughtfully critical of source material, recognize how 
others’ premises affect the conclusions they draw, avoiding 

“overclaiming,” and finally, exercising righteous judgment.
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Manage Ambiguity

There are times when new knowledge may contradict 
what we know—or think we know—about a given subject. 
Both viewpoints may have strong adherents with evidence-
based thought informing them. What are we, or our 
students, to do when faced with the ambiguity of more 
than one response? A personal example might help in 
illustrating the importance of this. Though the ages and 
experience levels differ from our students, the lessons and 
principles still apply.

A number of years ago, I was driving my two oldest 
children to piano lessons. From the passenger seat, my son 
asked, “Dad, did we come from monkeys?” Curious about 
his motivation for asking the question, I asked him why 
he asked and was regaled with a story of a nova program 
he had watched where vestigial organs were discussed as 
evidence for evolution. He even noted that some humans 
had the remnants of tails. At the end of his recounting the 
program, I asked him what he thought. His answer was 

“I kind of think we came from monkeys.” From the back 
seat, my sweet daughter, based on what she learned from 
church and television programs like nova, chimed in, “I 
don’t think so.”

What is a father to do at times like this? Do I make 
one child or the other feel like a moron? Or like he or she 
is unworthy? Does one of my children get to become a 
speed-bump for the proverbial bus? The fact is, both of 
them had viewed the evidence available to them and had, 
thoughtfully for children their ages, come to different 
valid conclusions and were now coming into contact with 
some ambiguity that probably most of us have had to 
wrestle with. So, which do I, as a father, sacrifice on the 
altar? Which tender faith or tender intellect do I squash? 
Clearly, the answer must be neither. Rather, I teach them 
to manage the ambiguity.

Sometimes what the scriptures tell us, and our 
understanding thereof, doesn’t precisely square with what 
the rocks tell us, and our understanding thereof. There 
is some ambiguity there. That shouldn’t surprise us in a 
world where we understand neither rocks nor revelation 
perfectly! The fact that in Doctrine and Covenants 101: 30-
33, the Lord tells us that during the millennium He’ll reveal 

“things of the earth, by which it was made, and the purpose 
and the end thereof ” necessarily implies that we simply 

don’t know yet. The scriptures seem to say one thing while 
the rocks seem to say something else, and putting the two 
together without wresting one or the other can be difficult. 
So, what are we to do? And what do we do with students 
who may adhere to one viewpoint or the other? Do we 
belittle one group for their lack of intellectual prowess 
or the other for their lack of faith? Elder Hugh B. Brown 
suggested a better path:

But while very little was written originally on the details 

of the creation of the world and man’s advent upon 

it, it should be observed that God is the author of two 

accounts of the creation, one is written in the Bible 

and amplified by modern revelation and the other was 

written in the strata of the earth. Each has at times  

been wrongly interpreted and misunderstood, and  

they sometimes seemed to be contradictory or at 

variance. If you will remember that these two records 

have the same divine Author, you will know they cannot 

be fundamentally opposed, though man’s interpretation 

of either or both may be seriously at fault. (“Man and 

what he may become.” March 28, 1958, BYU Speeches 

of the year)

When humans are left to interpret both scriptural and 
scientific evidence, minus the clear revelation promised 
in section 101, there is bound to be ambiguity. When 
faced with this in class, I have found some wisdom in the 
stance, “I don’t care whether you believe evolution, but 
you better understand it!” This encourages understanding 
and exploration without belittling faith—managing the 
ambiguity between the two. 

Ambiguity goes beyond science and religion; many 
disciplines have some ambiguity—some areas that aren’t 
well understood. Isn’t that what research helps with? And 
when well-reasoned arguments seem to contradict, it is 
okay to take a step back and realize that we may not know 
everything, but that thinking about it is fun and exciting. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald noted, “The test of a first-rate 
intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in 
the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to 
function” (“The Crack-up.” Originally published as a three-
part series in the February, March, and April 1936 issues of 
Esquire). When a person comes across ambiguity within 
or between subjects, rather than jettisoning one idea or the 
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other, both ideas can be retained, even though we may not 
know yet how they fit together. When a student discovers 
some ambiguity in reference to race and the priesthood or 
plural marriage or science and religion or any number of 
other subjects, they don’t necessarily need to abandon one 
idea or the other; rather, they can understand both sides 

of the issue and thereby learn by study and also by faith. 
Managing ambiguity can help students retain testimony, 
and not have to feel less faithful or less intelligent because 
they still have questions.

Diligent Inquiry
One way to help manage ambiguity is to learn to 

study subjects deeply and thoroughly. It is difficult to 
find the bottom of any subject, religious or otherwise. 
It seems there is always more to study, and those who 
think they know everything there is to know often seem 
to be showing just how superficial their study has been. 
Alexander Pope, the diminutive, 18th century English poet, 
trenchantly observed,

A little learning is a dangerous thing; 

Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring : 

There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, 

And drinking largely sobers us again.  

(Essay on Criticism)

The more we study—the deeper we drink—the more we 
are put into contact with more and more subjects that we 
don’t know much about. This, indeed, largely sobers us 

again. Diligently inquiring ties in closely with the divine 
injunction to “seek learning, even by study and also by 
faith” (D&C 88: 118) in that it emphasizes the study aspect 
of learning. Learning takes work. Hard work. 

A number of years ago, there was a group of BYU–
Idaho students who were on a weekend Nauvoo Student 

Tour. One young man had come across some 
anti-Mormon literature that made a claim 
about Joseph Smith marrying a very young 
woman. As it turned out, the account was true, 
though misleading. Joseph had been sealed 
to the young woman, but as far as the record 
reveals, it was a dynastic sealing between the 
Kimball and Smith families and not a get-
married-and-go-live-together marriage that 
we are familiar with (See Todd S. Compton, In 
Sacred Loneliness, for Helen Mar Kimball’s 
own account of the marriage). While the anti-
Mormon literature tried to paint the prophet 
in the worst possible light, studying the subject 
diligently showed the anti-Mormon bias and 

rather de-fanged the snake. Turning on the lights tends to 
make the cockroaches retreat!

As an aside, when the subject of Joseph marrying a 
young woman came up in my own home, my daughter, 
who was slightly younger than the prophet’s plural wife, 
once she understood that this was just a sealing and not 
a marriage like we think of them, said, “I’d have myself 
sealed to him if I had the chance.” That was an interesting 
reaction for a girl roughly the same age as the plural 
wife. While clearly she doesn’t know all the ramifications 
that plural marriage would have in her life and even 
her descendant’s lives, her response illustrates that our 
students and other very young people are prepared to 
wrestle with and attempt to understand and have some 
measure of peace about difficult subjects when they 
understand them well. And understanding them well 
requires diligent inquiry.

Be Source Critical
The advent of the internet and Google have been great 

boons to study, and have even added a new verb to the 
English language. But they have also lent themselves to 
sloppy scholarship. Not all internet searches yield the 

Understanding that others don’t 
have the same starting point can 
help our students have more 
confidence in their testimony, 
and also to be charitable toward 
others who may think differently. 
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best information. Students need to be able to sift between 
good sources, less good sources, and even the outright 
bad and misleading sources. The young man mentioned 
earlier came across one of those! But weren’t the youth of 
today the generals in the war in heaven? And of course we 
all know that if a male is over 26 and unmarried, he is a 
menace to the church. Steve Young even quoted it on 60 
minutes so it must be true. Or is it? Being source critical 
reveals that neither of the above examples are true. 

Students need to understand that when a tobacco 
company funds cardiovascular research, the results 
might not be the best source of solid information. When 
anti-Mormons publish research, the students need to 
understand that there is a definite bias, and it isn’t in the 
favor of maintaining and strengthening testimony. In each 
discipline, students should learn to discriminate between 
good sources and less-reliable sources.

Recognize How Premises Affect Conclusions
Some challenges to faith and testimony come because 

of interactions with others who think differently than we 
do. Often, these good people state their points of view 
with such fervor that our students might be inclined 
to question their own viewpoint (which can be a good 
thing!) and sometimes even their testimony. Elder Dallin 
H. Oaks observed,

When I say that Latter-day Saints “think differently,” I do 

not suggest that we have a different way of reasoning 

in the sense of how we think. I am referring to the fact 

that on many important subjects our assumptions—our 

starting points or major premises—are different from 

many of our friends and associates. They are also 

different from many assumptions currently used in the 

media and in other common discourse. For example, 

because Latter-day Saints know our Heavenly Father’s 

plan for His children, we know that this mortal life is 

not a one-act play sandwiched between an unknowable 

past and an uncertain future. This life is like the second 

act in a three-act play. Its purpose is defined by what 

is revealed about our spiritual existence in act 1 and 

our eternal destiny in act 3. Because of our knowledge 

of this plan and other truths that God has revealed, we 

start with different assumptions than those who do not 

share our knowledge. As a result, we reach different 

conclusions on many important subjects that others 

judge only in terms of their opinions about mortal life. 

(Evening with a General Authority Feb. 8, 2013. “As He 

Thinketh in His Heart”)

It isn’t that our students are necessarily wrong in their 
viewpoints; indeed, having a testimony is the right thing! 
The conflict sometimes comes because we frequently start 
from a different place than others. Understanding that 
others don’t have the same starting point can help our 
students have more confidence in their testimony, and also 
to be charitable toward others who may think differently. 

Avoid “Overclaiming”
Some teachers, as they learn more and more about any 

given subject, whether it be the Gospel or statistics, are 
sometimes tempted to exaggerate what they know. Perhaps 
this is out of a desire to be renowned as the expert, or 
maybe simply to not appear foolish, or maybe they simply 
don’t know that they don’t know, having assumed that 
their study has equipped them to answer any question. 
Regardless of the reason, when a teacher claims more 
knowledge than he or she actually possesses, passing on 
inaccurate information can be the result. Elder Ballard, in 
his above mentioned article, cautions against this:

Now a word of caution: Please recognize you may come 

to believe, like many of your students do, that you are a 

scriptural, doctrinal, and history expert. A recent study 

revealed that “the more people think they know about 

a topic, the more likely they are to allege understanding 

beyond what they know, even to the point of feigning 

knowledge of false facts and fabricated information.”

Identified as “overclaiming,” this temptation must be 

avoided by you CES teachers. It is perfectly all right 

to say, “I do not know.” However, once that is said, 

you have a responsibility to find the best answers to 

thoughtful questions your students ask.

In teaching your students and in responding to their 

questions, let me warn you not to pass along faith-

promoting or unsubstantiated rumors or outdated 

understandings and explanations of our doctrine and 
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practices from the past. It is always wise to make it 

a practice to study the words of the living prophets 

and apostles; keep updated on current Church issues, 

policies, and statements through mormonnewsroom.

org and LDS.org; and consult the works of recognized, 

thoughtful, and faithful LDS scholars to ensure you  

do not teach things that are untrue, out of date, or  

odd and quirky.

The authors of the “overclaiming” study noted that “a 

tendency to overclaim, especially in self-perceived 

experts, may actually discourage individuals from 

educating themselves in precisely those areas in which 

they consider themselves knowledgeable.” (2016)

Approaching every subject with humility, and maybe 
even a little wonder, could help us heed Elder Ballard’s 
caution in addition to helping us be better resources to our 
students—who could rightly be called our fellow students!

Exercising Righteous Judgment
In one of the most often misquoted passages in the  

New Testament, the Savior appears to give an injunction 
against judging (Matthew 7:1-2). The Joseph Smith 
Translation clarifies that the injunction was actually 
to “judge not unrighteously that ye be not judged; but 
judge righteous judgment.” Of course, we have to make 
judgments—frequently! The standard therefore becomes 
making righteous judgments. In the August 1999  
Ensign, Elder Oaks, who knows a bit about judging, 

outlined seven principles of righteous judgment. These 
principles also inform the skill of withholding judgment. 
The principles were:

First, a righteous judgment must, by definition, be 

intermediate. 

Second, a righteous judgment will be guided by the 

Spirit of the Lord, not by anger, revenge, jealousy, or 

self-interest.

Third, to be righteous, an intermediate judgment must 

be within our stewardship.

Fourth, we should, if possible, refrain from judging until 

we have adequate knowledge of the facts.

A fifth principle of a righteous intermediate judgment 

is that whenever possible we will refrain from judging 

people and only judge situations. 

Sixth, forgiveness is a companion principle to the 

commandment that in final judgments we judge not and 

in intermediate judgments we judge righteously. 

Seventh, a final ingredient or principle of a righteous 

judgment is that it will apply righteous standards. 

Our students can learn to withhold judgment until 
they have applied the other skills in the tool-kit. This 
helps them to be more charitable, but also helps them to 
keep their testimony strong, perhaps by virtue of the very 
charity they display.

Conclusion
There are other intellectual skills that our students  

can learn—this list isn’t meant to be exhaustive. When 
applied specifically to the building of testimony and 
inviting all to come unto Christ, they can be a starting 
point though. Seeing these skills modeled across campus 
could help with our first and foremost mission: building 
testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and 
encouraging living its principles. t
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Cultivating Tolerance, Appreciation, 
and Respect for Others Bringing the 
Gospel into Classroom Instruction
DAVID D. PECK
Department of History, Geography, and Political Science

“The people of the earth are all our Father’s children and 
are of many and varied religious persuasions. We must 
cultivate tolerance and appreciation and respect one 
another. We have differences of doctrine. This need not 
bring about animosity or any kind of holier-than-thou 
attitude” (Gordon B. Hinckley, emphasis added).1 

I would like to introduce my essay using an actual event 
reported to me by one of our students. A BYU–Idaho 
instructor began class with a prayer and a scripture. 
The instructor next showed a youtube.com video of a 
(supposedly) Muslim suicide bomber, including a graphic 
and deadly explosion and bloody aftermath. The instructor 
then began teaching the lesson for that day—which had 
nothing to do with Muslims, or with violence, or with 
suicide bombings. The video was gratuitous and unrelated 
to content or course objectives. This student was deeply 
shocked and felt violated for having been exposed to 
graphic violence without warning. Upon reflection, the use 

of the video appears wonton, designed to propagate hatred, 
to increase fear, to denigrate Islam and Muslims—anything 
but to teach the subject at hand or to bring the gospel 
into the classroom. In this sequence of prayer/scripture/
suicide bombing/teaching course content, which activities 
brought the gospel of peace into the classroom, and which 
activities brought in an anti-gospel of hate? Does this 
story incorporate the counsel of President Hinckley and 
actively cultivate tolerance, appreciation, and respect for 
individuals of other faiths?

This sort of event is, hopefully, rare. I have reason to 
believe, however, that analogous events still happen, and 
that they negatively impact a number of our students. 
Furthermore, students who have confided this and 
similar stories to me see this for what it is: anti-gospel 
indoctrination. They are not only confused, but in some 
cases become suspicious of the motives behind such 
a rhetoric of hate. Additionally, our student body is 
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increasingly international, and many of our students now 
have more sustained and direct experience with Muslims 
than nearly all of our faculty members. These students 
have gone on missions where they interacted positively 
with Muslims and where they learned to distrust media 
bias and anti-Muslim hatemongering. Other students 
count Muslims among their best friends and cherish their 
interfaith friendships. These students know differently, and 
are dismayed when professors teach anti-Muslim hate in 
the classroom. This raises important questions regarding 
how we may be succeeding or failing to bring the gospel 
into our classroom instruction.

Whose “Gospel” Are We Bringing Into Our 
Classroom Instruction?

I am now in my twenty-fifth year at Ricks College / 
BYU–Idaho, and on several occasions I have asked our 
presidents and other administrators, our faculty, and 
our students what it means to “bring the gospel into the 
classroom.” With little variation I have been told that 
bringing the gospel into the classroom means enforcing 
the dress code, holding a devotional at the beginning of 
class sessions, or including a scripture or two in the lesson. 
While these activities are laudable at BYU–Idaho and 

hopefully help create a class culture in which bringing the 
gospel into our instruction is more likely, I wonder if our 
instructional commitment shouldn’t go deeper, shouldn’t 
be more organic and less formulistic. Once the devotionals 
and scripture reading are over, what happens next? Do 
some of us continue to teach in ways that are anti-gospel? 
How might we evaluate how well we bring the gospel into 
our classroom instruction after the devotional has ended?

There are numerous scriptural examples of how we, as 
Christians and as Latter-day Saints, should teach about the 
other. We are not taught to seek for that which is tawdry, 
calumnious, denigrating, or demeaning in others, but to 
instead seek for what is “virtuous, lovely, or of good report, 
or praiseworthy” (Article of Faith 13). We are taught to 
do unto others as we would have done to ourselves, or as 
I put it in an inter-faith context, howsoever you would 
that others speak of your religion, speak so even of theirs. 
Nowhere are we commanded to hate, despise, vilify, or 
dehumanize others or their beliefs. Instead, we are taught 
to allow all people to “worship how, where, or what they 
may” (Article of Faith 11). Turning to the methods of our 
master, Jesus’s use of those individuals who were defamed 
by his own culture as ideal protagonists provides a model 
for gospel instruction in our classrooms. Jesus critiqued, 
criticized, and in some cases condemned, his own culture, 
and, sought for and praised the virtues found in persons 
from other cultures. He often made them the heroines 
and heroes of his teachings, exemplars of virtue and good 
works. We should do no less in our courses and in our 
personal lives. In so doing we may bring his gospel of 
peace more completely into our classroom instruction.

Critiquing Our Own Culture
 We are each raised in a culture—the environment that 

trains us how to value or devalue the persons, things, faiths, 
or viewpoints around us. We often accept our culture’s 
values unquestioningly, folding them into our version 
of the gospel in ways that may prove contrary to Jesus’s 
version. Our scriptures, however, warn us repeatedly about 
unquestioningly accepting our culture—often referred to 
scripturally as the “traditions of the fathers.” The scriptures 
likewise illustrate the influence such traditions may exert 
both positively and negatively upon living the principles 
of the gospel. Too often our culture and traditions become 

Author’s photograph of children from the orphanage school of 

Gobind Sadan, singing songs about the life and miracles of Jesus 

(South of Delhi, India 2010)
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standards by which we evaluate and implement the gospel, 
rather than the gospel becoming a fixed moral and spiritual 
point of departure from which we evaluate our culture. 

President Kimball critiqued his culture in the essay, 
“The False Gods We Worship.”2 Written for the June 1976 
volume of the Ensign magazine in the days immediately 
preceding the bicentennial celebration of the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence, readers might have expected 
a typical July 4th essay praising the liberties and freedoms 
of the United States, or the wisdom found in the doctrines 
of separation of powers. Instead, President Kimball 
delivered a perhaps unexpected critique of both American 
and Latter-day Saint culture:

We are a warlike people, easily distracted from our 

assignment of preparing for the coming of the Lord. 

When enemies rise up, we commit vast resources 

to the fabrication of gods of stone and steel—ships, 

planes, missiles, fortifications—and depend on them 

for protection and deliverance. When threatened, we 

become antienemy instead of pro-kingdom of God; we 

train a man in the art of war and call him a patriot, thus, 

in the manner of Satan’s counterfeit of true patriotism, 

perverting the Savior’s teaching:

“Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do 

good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 

despitefully use you, and persecute you; That ye may 

be the children of your Father which is in heaven.” (Matt. 

5:44–45.) (Emphasis added)

How might our classroom instruction concerning other 
cultures and peoples promote an anti-enemy—rather than 
a pro-kingdom of God—attitude? If we find ourselves 
teaching anti-gospel values of hatred, what might be done 
to remedy and reverse that, and bring the gospel more 
deeply into our classroom instruction?

We might follow the advice of Elder Richard G. Scott in 
his conference address, “Removing Barriers to Happiness” 
(Ensign, May, 1998).3 He pointed out that one’s culture 
might “perpetuate patterns of life that should be set aside 
by a devoted Latter-day Saint.” Quoting President Howard 
W. Hunter, Elder Scott continued, “Measure whatever 
anyone else asks you to do, whether it be from your 
family, loved ones, your cultural heritage, or traditions 

you have inherited—measure everything against the 
teachings of the Savior” (emphasis added). Reminding 
us that critiquing one’s own culture is challenging, Elder 
Scott counseled us to begin with the scriptures, followed 
by the counsel of prophets, and to “evaluate each part 
of your life and make any adjustments that are needed.” 
He then identified aspects of culture that “should be set 
aside,” including any “heritage…that breeds conflict with 
other cultures.” Acting from ignorance of one’s cultural 
faults provides no excuse: “Should you choose, even 
unknowingly, to follow tradition which is in conflict with 
the teachings of the Lord, you choose to violate the sacred 
covenants made at baptism.” In other words, we have an 
affirmative and ongoing duty to critique and to adjust our 

cultural heritage to conform and advance gospel standards. 
In conclusion, Elder Scott instructed that, “where family or 
national traditions or customs conflict with the teachings 
of God, set them aside.” If anti-gospel cultural conflict 
or hatred makes its way from our personal life into the 
classroom, should it not also be set aside?

Finding Virtue in the Other
Whether or not one is challenged by knowingly 

or unknowingly teaching an anti-gospel of hatred in 
the classroom, there is always more room to include 
instruction in gospel principles regarding treatment of 

Author’s photo of Schoolboys in Luxor, Egypt (2004).
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the other. We can teach about virtues in other faiths and 
cultures, following the instructional example of Jesus: 
teaching about good Samaritans, about Roman centurions 
with faith greater than all Israel, about Publicans who were 
justified in their prayers, and prostitutes who loved and 
worshiped Jesus, washing his feet with sincere kisses and 
tears while anointing them with precious ointments. In our 
modern environment, might not Jesus have substituted 
virtuous Muslims for virtuous Samaritans? Might we not 
likewise find examples of faith, steadfastness, generosity, 
love, and honesty in the other, and bring those gospel-
based teachings into our classroom instruction?

Joseph Smith taught that the “Great Parent of the 
Universe looks upon the whole of the human family with 
a fatherly care and paternal regard,” and will judge each 
person “not according to what they have not, but according 
to what they have.”4 When we search for virtues such as 
love, honesty, and generosity in the other, we are judging 
them based upon what they have, not what they lack when 
compared to us. This helps us acknowledge differences 
while avoiding animosity or a holier-than-thou attitude, as 
counseled by President Hinckley.

In addition to teaching us about how the great parent 
of the universe judges others based upon the virtues 
they have, the Prophet Joseph also taught us how to end 
war and conflict, not with the “gods of stone and steel” 
President Kimball warned about, but through friendship 
and respect:

“Friendship is one of the grand fundamental principles of 

‘Mormonism’; [it is designed] to revolutionize and civilize 

the world, and cause wars and contentions to cease  

and men to become friends and brothers…That 

friendship which intelligent beings would accept as 

sincere must arise from love, and that love grow out of 

virtue, which is as much a part of religion as light is  

a part of Jehovah.”5 

I invite you to join me in continually critiquing cultural 
influences of hatred that contaminate our spiritual life, and 
seek instead to identify and teach about virtues in the other. 
This will build a gospel vision of friendship and love that 
fulfills our commitment to bringing the gospel into the 
classroom. t

“The Work Moves Forward” at https://www.lds.org/ensign/1999/05/the-work-
moves-forward?lang=eng, accessed 28 February 2017. All citations of online LDS 
Church materials use the lds.org url, one citation per essay or talk. 

https://www.lds.org/ensign/1976/06/the-false-gods-we-worship.p1?lang=eng, 
accessed 28 February 2017.

https://www.lds.org/ensign/1998/05/removing-barriers-to-happiness.p1?lang=eng, 
accessed 28 February 2017. I I have explored the topics in this essay rather directly, 
without intention to offend. I join with Elder Scott in saying, “If in an awkward 
attempt to express a truth I have stirred feelings of offense, I apologize. Please 
overlook my inadequacy and try to understand the truth of what is being said.” Ibid.

Joseph Fielding Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City, 
Utah: Deseret Book Company, 1976), 218.

https://www.lds.org/manual/teachings-joseph-smith/chapter-40?lang=eng, accessed 
28 February 2017.

How might we evaluate how well we bring the gospel into 
our classroom instruction after the devotional has ended?

Author’s photograph of a mural advocating the education of girls at 

Jamia Millia Islamia in New Delhi, India (2008)
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DAN MOORE
Department of Geology

I have taught thousands of students about beginnings in 
nature—mostly through foundations courses that explore 
discovered and revealed truths relating to the origins of 
the universe, earth, and life. Below, I share a few ideas 
from these courses about the nature of truth, the Creator, 
creation records, and the dangers of dogmatism. 

Truth. Wise seekers of truth understand the nature 
of discovered and revealed truth and regard them as 
complementary; they also make clear distinctions 
between observations and interpretations. Discovered 
truth explains how nature works, is true in the sense that 
it works to explain the observations used to test it, and 
can discover absolute truth—but cannot demonstrate 
that it has discovered it. Revealed truth shows how to be 

saved and explains our relationship to God and nature, is 
true in the sense that the Holy Spirit has revealed it to 
our souls, and provides certain knowledge—but rarely 
explains the workings of what is revealed. Those who 
are wise in seeking truth from God’s words and works 
recognize that observations are essentially indisputable, 
but interpretations are not. These individuals accept 
observations and judge interpretations on their merits. 
Those who understand the nature of discovered truth 
accept scientific theories for what they are—accurate 
explanations of the observations that have failed to falsify 
them. They understand that scientific theories may or may 
not be ultimate truths, but they are certainly proximate 
truths. These theories include those that explain the origins 
of the Universe, Earth, and Life—the Big Bang, Ancient 
Earth, and Evolution. 
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The Creator. God is the Creator in part because He is 
indivisibly connected to nature—He is in galaxies, stars, 
planets, organisms, cells, atoms, and quarks, and He is in 
space-time laws, tectonic laws, genetic laws, and atomic 
laws (D&C 88:6-13). God is not separate from nature; 
He does not act on nature from outside nature; He is 
in nature; He and nature are one. To God, everything 
is natural; He understands and abides by all law. Law 
governs all natural systems (D&C 88:6-13, 132:12), and 
this law acts independently (D&C 93:30; 88:38). Thus, 
the supernatural does not exist; instead, what seems 
supernatural is natural—but a part of nature that we do 
not yet understand. It is no surprise that scientists studying 
nature find law operating independently in systems such as 
galaxies, solar systems, planets, organisms, cells, atoms, etc. 
This does not displace God, for he Creator is in that law. 

When we study nature, we study God as Creator, we feel  
in awe of the universal, the divine, and we sense His 
presence (D&C 88:47-50). 

Creation Records. History shows that trying to answer 
questions about how nature works from interpretations 
of written scripture alone is fraught with problems. A 
better approach is to study nature—God’s natural 
scripture—together with God’s written scriptures. No true 
interpretation of God’s words can contradict observations 
of His works, and vice-versa. Individuals who choose 
to form opinions about nature based solely on God’s 
words choose to reject His command to study nature 
(D&C 88:77-80); they pit interpretations of God’s words 
against the testimony of His works. An analogy is helpful: 
Imagine living at the time of Christ and choosing only to 
learn from what He said, while ignoring what He did.  

TRUE EDUCATION DOES 
NOT CONSIST MERELY 
 IN THE ACQUIRING OF 

 A FEW FACTS… BUT IN  
THE DEVELOPMENT  

OF CHARACTER.
DAVID O. MCK AY
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That would be unthinkable, and yet those who ignore 
God’s works in considering nature do just that—knowingly 
or not. God has provided us with two scriptural records of 
the creation—natural and written scripture. Wise seekers 
of truth use and are deeply committed to both. 

Dogmatism. Knowing how to return to live with 
God is the primary domain of revealed truth—religion, 
and knowing how nature works is the primary domain 
of discovered truth—science. Anyone who, for a season, 
cannot reconcile revealed and discovered truth should cling 
to what is essential—saving truths, while not attacking 
what also comes from God—discovered truths. Dogmatic 
scientists, who gained deep knowledge of nature but 
taught against religious truths revealed by God, will learn 
they were wrong: they will realize that in studying nature, 
they were studying Him. Likewise, dogmatic religionists, 
who gained deep knowledge of the path to salvation 
but preached against the scientific discoveries of nature 
revealed by God, will come to know that they were wrong: 
they will realize that these discoveries lead to, not away, 

from God. The adversary cunningly employs dogmatists 
on both sides—science and religion—to decrease faith by 
spreading the lie that science and religion work against 
each other. While the motives of these individuals may  
be pure, their efforts pit truth against truth, cause 
confusion, and diminish faith. Although we do not 
understand all truth at this time, revealed and discovered 
truth are compatible—no matter how incomplete our 
present understanding. t

Kevin Galbraith
“BY SMALL AND SIMPLE THINGS…”
Department of Home and Family

Powerful lessons taught by the Spirit often come in small 
and simple ways. For example, periodically I like to take a 
few minutes at the beginning of class to ask a basic, general 
question, such as, “What did you learn yesterday (Sunday) 
at church that you would like to share with the class?”  
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Or “What thought or insight have you learned in a 
previous class today that you would like to share?” Or  

“In what way has (principle) affected you?” 
These types of basic questions often elicit superficial 

comments, but I have acquired an appreciation for the in-
depth, heartfelt, gospel-related discussions that frequently 
unfold, especially as I take the time to listen carefully and 
to ask follow-up questions to further draw students out. 
Just last week I started class with the following question: 

“As a student at BYU-Idaho, what are some of the most 
important lessons you are learning about life?” For the next 
10-12 minutes, student after student elaborated on what 
it meant to live and act with faith in Christ. At the end of 
class, one of the students approached me and said, in a 
sober tone of voice, “Brother Galbraith, thank-you for the 
discussion at the beginning of class. That discussion was 
specifically for me.” t

Dave Harrell
THE BEST PART ABOUT TE ACHING
Department of Business Management

The best part of teaching is actually when I am not teaching. 
The best part is the interaction outside of class with 
students I’m privileged to spend time with. 

After a career in finance and accounting for 17 years, I 
thought my dreams were fulfilled when I was granted 
the opportunity to teach Business at BYU-Idaho. I didn’t 
understand that being a mentor outside of the classroom 
would become the most meaningful part of my new job. 

As a new teacher, I created office hours so students could 
visit to get help on class studies. Occasionally, students 
visited with questions about internships, careers, or 
general advice. During these discussions, I had a chance 
to help students see their potential. I was able to express 
confidence in them and their ability to find the best 
internships and jobs. We spoke of prayer and getting help 
from above. In fact, sometimes I got emotional as I was 
blessed to feel a touch of the love God has for them. The 
Holy Ghost expanded my heart. Those moments became 
the sweetest moments of all. 

The best part about teaching is mentoring students to 
achieve their amazing potential. t

Lawrence Chilton
Associate Dean

“Gospel learning in the on-campus classroom takes many 
forms. A direct approach includes a devotional of sorts, 
where students and teachers take turns sharing and 
discussing scriptures and other words of God.  Another 
approach is to illustrate course concepts using gospel 
analogies as context or otherwise identifying connections 
between the course contents and eternal truths. A more 
organic approach is to design the course so it models 
the plan of salvation or other gospel principles in ways 
obvious to the students. This provides an applied gospel 
learning experience by participating in the course. By 
purposefully implementing such strategies, faculty become 
a critical component in building testimonies of the 
restored gospel of Jesus Christ, helping students integrate 
the various compartments in their lives, and building 
lifelong disciples of Christ.” t

Scott Ferguson
FIVE SKILLS WHICH FOSTER LE ARNING BY 
STUDY AND BY FAITH
Associate Dean

Megan sits on the front row of my Book of Mormon 
class. She pauses from vigorous note taking to register, 
with a look of disgruntlement, her displeasure with 
something I just taught. Today we are discussing the 
creation. As a pre-med student, she has just come from 
her biology class where they too discussed theories of 
creation and evolution. Clearly our different approaches 
to understanding this topic are varied enough that she is 
experiencing serious anxiety as she seeks to reconcile her 
blossoming understanding of the Creation. Lacking the 
skills of “learning by study and by faith” (D&C 88:118) will 
likely result in or contribute to her unsettledness. In this 
state of anxiousness, she may even draw conclusions that 
are either doctrinally or scientifically incorrect.

Samuel is taking my eternal family class. Because I 
have had Samuel as a student in prior classes, we have 
talked privately regarding some of the challenges he faces 
regarding same-sex attraction. I know our discussion 
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today will trigger feelings of dissonance and discord. We 
are discussing gender as taught in the “The Family: a 
Proclamation to the World.” I know he is particularly hurt 
by the church’s recent emphasis that children of gay parents 
must wait until they are eighteen to receive the ordinance 
of baptism. He feels ostracized by his church. He doesn’t 
like feeling this way but has not yet found peace for himself. 
Unless Samuel masters five skills of “learning by study 
and by faith” (D&C 88:118), he will likely be unsettled for 
some time. In his anxiousness, he may even find himself 
increasingly disenchanted with the church and more 
comfortable with the teachings of the world.

How do we raise the level of our instruction to help the 
Megans and the Samuels in our classrooms to resolve their 
intellectual and spiritual conundrums in an atmosphere 
of faith and truth? This is the challenge we as faculty will 
increasingly face in the classroom of the future. Whether 
it is a nursing student whose values are threatened by a 
workplace requirement to offer mandatory abortion and 
contraception counseling in a clinical rotation; or the 
student teacher who must instruct a ninth grade class that 
same-sex attraction is normal. There is a host of challenges 
on the horizon that our students must possess the skills to 
resolve, or they will surely struggle.

The Lord provides direction to answer this question in 
the fiftieth section of the Doctrine and Covenants: “let us 
reason together, that ye may understand; Let us reason 
even as a man reasoneth one with another face to face. 
Now, when a man reasoneth he is understood of man, 
because he reasoneth as a man; even so will I, the Lord, 
reason with you that you may understand” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 50:10-12). What does “reason together” mean? 

Doesn’t this phrase suggest dialogue, back and forth 
conversation, to think ideas through to their logical 
conclusions, “to conclude or infer; to convince, persuade 
by reasoning”?

Reasoning with one another as a form of instruction is 
a very different approach to teaching and learning than 
presenting information. We are seeking to educate and 
prepare our students to live in an increasingly complex 
society. Our approach to teaching and learning may be as 
important as the specific information we share. We must 
improve at adapting our teaching to the new orientations 
of millennial students.

In the Department of Religious Education, we have 
identified five skills that we must master if we are to “learn 
by study and by faith.” Modeling these skills in our own 
classrooms enables us to help our students grow in their 
ability and confidence to do the same. We can develop 
the capacity to learn and reason by the power of the Holy 
Ghost as we cultivate the following skill set:

• Manage ambiguity while still acting in accordance 

with revealed doctrine and in ways that produce 

growth and more mature thinking.

• Hold two ideas in tension, recognizing that God, as 

of now, has not revealed all things.

• Learn the art of diligent inquiry wherein questions 

are addressed maturely and responsibly.

• Be source-critical, consulting scripture text and 

other authoritative sources to find answers to 

difficult questions.

CONNECTIONS SEEM TO FLOW 
FROM THE FACULTY MEMBER IN 

 WAYS THAT INDICATE THAT 
MAKING GOSPEL CONNECTIONS 

 IS A NORMAL PART OF THEIR LIFE. 
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• Maintain charity as we learn with others. Recognize 

how each person’s premises affect conclusions, 

even our own, while maintaining charity and 

respect for one another. 

Managing Ambiguity 

The truth is not up for private interpretation or a shifting 
relativism. It is fixed; it is eternal. The way we teach truth, 
however, is not fixed at all. We can teach our students 
that our search for truth is often a bit messy. It involves 
patience, questions, and at times, doubting our doubts. 
We as teachers like classrooms devoid of uncertainty 
and dissonance. In fact, for most teachers, uncertainty is 
evidence our classrooms are failing. Instructors dislike 
ambivalence as much as students and often strive for 
closure of ideas too quickly. 

The road to deep and satisfying learning is more 
difficult to navigate than the freeway of shallow 
assumptions, and both students and teachers must 
accept this reality. Moving students from simplistic 
thinking into more mature thinking is not for the faint 
of heart. Allowing our students to wrestle questions in 
the classroom increases the likelihood—frustrations 
notwithstanding—that they not only learn the truth in 
their minds but in their hearts as well.

Instruction done right edifies and enlarges one’s 
capacity so that, “he that preacheth and he that receiveth, 
understand one another, and both are edified and rejoice 
together” (Doctrine and Covenants 50:22). This is 
especially true when the instructor teaches in the spirit  
of being the “least and the servant of all” (Doctrine  
and Covenants 50:27).
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Right or wrong, black or white, formulations do a 
disservice to many forms of learning. If our instruction 
is based on simply learning facts and information to pass 
an exam, students will likely struggle to solve the more 
complicated problems they face when they leave campus. 

Holding Two Ideas in Tension

Students feel less anxiety as they mature in their 
metacognitive skills and are able to navigate the turbulent 
waters that arise when ideas seem to oppose one another. 
Some of the untested ideas they embrace for a time may 
even be in tension with each other. However, deeper 
study on their part may yield greater understanding not 
possible in a dualistic paradigm. As students learn the 
art of holding ideas in tension while trusting the Lord for 
greater understanding, they begin to see options heretofore 
unavailable to them and allow themselves room to navigate 
present and future difficult doctrinal conflicts with greater 
faith and hope. 

The Art of Diligent Inquiry and Being Source Critical

Alma explained that he had “inquired diligently” (Alma 
40:3) about a doctrine and had gained peace and insight 
that eluded his son Corianton. Nephi gained the faith 
to obey and strengthen Sam through a similar process, 
while Laman questioned in a way that only resulted in 
murmuring. Adam approached sacrifice in a manner that 
resulted in revelation and enlightenment while Cain’s 
approach to sacrifice enslaved him to Satan. Patiently 
trusting in the Lord for greater understanding coupled 
with diligent study is a powerful approach to resolving 
tough questions. Diligent inquirers pay a price in faith, 
obedience, study, prayer, pondering, and prioritized 
investigation of possible sources of truth to come to 
understand the truth of the matter. They “study to shew 
[themselves] approved unto God, a workman that needth 
not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 
Timothy 2:15). They distinguish between spurious and 
divine sources and give greater and earlier attention to 
scriptures and prophets than sceptics and critics.
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Students may hesitate to seek further light and 
knowledge which threaten treasured assumptions. Our 
instruction should encourage students to willingly 
challenge their own thinking as they consider another point 
of view. As we model this type of inquiry in our classes, 
we give them the confidence they need to find answers 
on their own and to develop the comfort found in greater 
understanding. Teaching students where to go for “a greater 
portion of the word” (Alma 12:10), greater understanding, 
sources they can trust, and understanding of the hierarchy 
of established truth is an essential component to developing 
a willingness to learn in a spirit of humility. He “that 
receiveth light, and continueth in God, receiveth more 
light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter until the 
perfect day” (Doctrine and Covenants 50:24).

Maintain Charity as We Learn with Others

We must help our students recognize and examine their 
own biases and learn to withhold judgment of others 
with whom they disagree. Once learning becomes more 
important than validating opinions, we will seek to interact 
respectfully with those who differ from our point of view.

Research shows that few undergraduates reach this 
level of thinking by the time they graduate. This shouldn’t 
surprise us. Most of us struggle to maintain this same 
level of maturity with our own teaching and learning. All 
too often, faculty heavily influence the conversation with 
their own biases. Without even noticing, they are just as 
dualistic in their thinking as their students. When we trust 
that God has not revealed all truth, we begin to appreciate 
more deeply that one’s knowledge and values depend upon 
their own encounter with truth. We realize that the Lord 
is teaching each of us, “line upon line,” “here a little,” and 

“there a little”. 
As we demonstrate our own patience in waiting for 

greater understanding and model how to withhold 
judgment of others with whom we disagree, our students 
are shown a worthy approach to problem solving. We 
are okay with differing opinions and better prepared to 
accept ongoing struggles that grow out of incongruence. 
We realize some differences of opinion may never be fully 
resolved in this life, but we rejoice in those differences as 

a sign that we have future learning ahead of us, line upon 
line, until the day comes when we can understand the 
whole (see Doctrine and Covenants 101:32-33).

Each department across campus will be different in 
their own implementation of these principles—but if each 
discipline begins application, our students will be very well 
served. These five guideposts help us stay on the pathway 
to learning by study and by faith. t

John Zenger
College Dean of the College of Agriculture  
& Life Sciences

I have asked several students how faculty best make gospel 
connections in or out of the classroom. While some said 
that they appreciate formal thoughts or devotionals at the 
beginning of class, they all felt the most powerful form of 
gospel connections are those that seem to occur naturally 
as part of a class discussion. These connections seem to 
flow from the faculty member in ways that indicate that 
making gospel connections is a normal part of their life. 
These insights connect students to the material and help 
them see that the gospel has important relevance in all 
that we do and study. From my experience, these “natural” 
gospel connections are often achieved through planning 
and experience, but they also come in moments of 
unexpected inspiration as I teach, particularly when I feel 
close to the Spirit and when I have taken the time to pray 
before going to class. t
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Spiritually Strengthening and Intellectually 
Enlarging Faculty: What Students Want
AL AN L. WILKINS & A. JANE BIRCH 

The founding charge of BYU is to teach every subject with 
the Spirit of God. As he sent Karl G. Maeser to Provo to 
lead the fledgling Brigham Young Academy, Brigham 
Young told him: “Brother Maeser, I want you to remember 
that you ought not to teach even the alphabet or the 
multiplication tables without the Spirit of God.”1 Reflecting 
on that charge, Elder Spencer W. Kimball explained 
that it is not intended “that all of the faculty should be 
categorically teaching religion constantly in their classes, 
but… that every… teacher in this institution would keep 
his subject matter bathed in the light and color of the 
restored gospel.”2

We have heard faculty across campus who desire to 
provide educational experiences to their students that 

This article is being published in preparation for our General Faculty Luncheon on May 19, 2016. In this meeting 
Brother Alan L. Wilkins will explore research on what faculty activities have proven to be more effective in deepening 
the faith and learning of students at Brigham Young University. Brother Wilkins is a lifelong educator in the church and 
higher education. He has taught in the Marriott School of Management, served as the Academic Vice President of BYU, 
and currently directs the Faculty Center at that institution.

are both “spiritually strengthening and intellectually 
enlarging” (Aims of a BYU Education) in the spirit of 
Brigham Young’s charge but who wonder how it can be 
done. Some have asked how they can cover everything 
necessary in their classes and still have time to incorporate 
gospel ideas. Others are concerned that praying in class or 
bringing up gospel topics may lead to less critical thinking 
and lower expectations for performance (a “Sunday 
School” approach). Still others are concerned that the 
gospel may not fit with or inform course subjects that 
traditionally have no relationship to religion and therefore 
feel it may not be realistic to expect that every course in 
every discipline can be both intellectually enlarging and 
spiritually strengthening. This article reports on a multi-
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year, ongoing investigation by the BYU Faculty Center to 
learn from BYU faculty and students how Brigham Young’s 
charge is being implemented at the University today. Our 
hope is that these findings will stimulate more informed 
discussions and experiments to improve our ability to 
provide learning opportunities that are both spiritually 
strengthening and intellectually enlarging for our students.

Is Secular Learning Helped or Hindered by 
Spiritual / Gospel Integration?

We began our investigation by asking whether, in general, 
keeping one’s “subject matter bathed in the light and 
color of the restored gospel” (or seeking to be “spiritually 
strengthening”) is seen by students as helping rather than 
hindering their learning of academic subject matter. One 
data set we used was student ratings. We used the survey 
item, “I learned a great deal in this course” as a measure of 
intellectually enlarging. For “spiritually strengthening,” we 
averaged the ratings from the four relevant student rating 
items: “contributed to Aims,” “testimony strengthened,” 

“integrates gospel into subject,” and “spiritually inspiring.” 
We then looked at the correlation between these two 
variables using data from courses taught at BYU between 
fall 2006 and winter 2008.

Figure 1 presents the scatterplot of the correlation 
between “learned a great deal” and “spiritually 
strengthening.” The R squared was .48 and the correlation 
was r=.693, indicating a strong positive correlation between 
these two variables. Of course this result does not suggest 

causality, i.e., that involving the gospel in the class or 
being spiritually inspiring, for example, causes increased 
intellectual learning. Rather, it suggests that in BYU classes 
where students feel that they are learning a lot they also 
often feel that the course is spiritually strengthening in 
some way. It is important to note that many of the variables 
in the student ratings are correlated with each other 
(most correlate with “learned a great deal” at the level of 
between r=.5 and r=.9.). In fact, these items were selected 
for inclusion in the instrument because they have been 
shown to be associated with good learning in a variety of 
studies. What is interesting to us is that these spiritually 
strengthening student rating items are associated with 
good teaching and learning at a level similar to other items 
included in the student ratings. We also conclude that there 
does not appear to be a contradiction in general between 
courses being both spiritually strengthening and helping 
students to learn a great deal.

Highly-rated Faculty “Hypotheses”
We wanted to understand in greater depth how 

BYU faculty can be both spiritually strengthening and 
intellectually enlarging and whether that varied across 
disciplines. Using the same student rating data, we 
identified faculty in each college who were in the top 25% 
of their respective colleges in both “amount learned” and 
our composite “spiritually strengthening” variables. In 
March and April of 2009, we invited these professors 
to participate in 90-minute focus group discussions in 
groups of 5 to 7. Forty-four professors participated. We 
filmed and transcribed these discussions and developed 
themes of common ways they were trying to strengthen 
their students both intellectually and spiritually. We also 
developed themes about ways in which they differed and 
even disagreed in their approaches.

Many of these professors remarked that they had some 
ideas about what helped students, but they suggested that 
we ask students what they thought helped. Following their 
advice, we decided to distill what we learned from these 
highly-rated professors into a few preliminary “hypotheses” 
and survey students to determine their reactions. We will 
first present the responses of students to the hypotheses 
and then share the themes and advice from the highly-
rated faculty members.
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Figure 1

Correlation of “Spiritually Strengthening” and “Learned a Great Deal”
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Student Survey

In order to collect data from students, we partnered with 
an applied-research graduate class under the direction of 
Professor Robert D. Ridge. In March 2010, the students 
sent a Qualtrics survey instrument via email to a random 
sample of 1200 sophomores and juniors at BYU to ask 
about the hypotheses we had generated, along with 
some more general questions. They received 451 useable 
responses (response rate of 28%), resulting in a 95% 
confidence interval (+/- 3%). Based on their distribution 
of major, age, membership in the LDS Church, and 
ethnicity, the participants appeared to be representative of 
the BYU sophomore and junior student population. We 
selected this sample because students at this stage of their 
undergraduate experience are still taking, or can at least 
remember taking, general education classes and most have 
started taking major classes.

Students were first asked to what extent they agreed 
that “every course at BYU should be both spiritually 
strengthening and intellectually enlarging.” Figure 2 
displays their responses in a pie chart. Seventy-two percent 
of the students “agree” or “agree strongly” with this 
statement and another 18% “somewhat agree.” Only 3% of 
the students “disagree” or “disagree strongly.”

It appears that only a few students may have questions 
similar to those raised by some BYU professors about the 
extent to which every course in every discipline can be 
both intellectually enlarging and spiritually strengthening. 
As one student expressed, referring to being spiritually 
strengthening, “it doesn’t necessarily matter what kind of 

a class, whether it’s big or small. If the professor wants to 
and they try, they can create an experience that will uplift 
the students.”

We next asked students for their assessment of the 
importance of courses being both spiritually and 
intellectually strengthening, how well BYU meets their 

expectations, and how often they have experienced this 
sort of teaching at BYU. Figure 3 displays their responses.

As can be seen in Figure 3a, almost 60% of our students 
feel that such courses are “very important” while only 
35% believe we are doing “very well” at meeting their 
expectations. We can note that most of our students are 
in general expecting that BYU courses will involve some 
amount of both spiritual and intellectual content. One 
student put it this way:

The most meaningful classes that I have taken have 

helped me to understand how the gospel and the 

course topic are interconnected. The professors actively 

discuss gospel topics and how they apply to the course, 

and they aren’t hesitant to get a little off-topic on a 

gospel topic if the situation comes up.

Figure 2

Every course should be both spiritually strengthening  

and intellectually enlarging
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While most students think we are doing at least 
“somewhat well” in this area, they also suggest that we 
could do better. This perception of wanting more spiritually 
strengthening influences is reinforced in Figure 3b. On 
average, students are expecting to see a combination of 
spiritual and intellectual strengthening somewhere between 

“some” and “most class periods,” whereas their experience 
(on average) is that this occurs in only “some” class 
periods. However, for the most part they don’t appear to be 
suggesting that we stretch to make spiritual/gospel ideas fit. 
One student represented the feeling expressed by many:

I think that teachers and teaching assistants should 

take advantage of any opportunity they have to share 

gospel insights and/or connections when it fits in with 

secular subjects. But I do not feel like it is necessary 

or even effective if they go out of their way to make a 

stretched connection. But I definitely appreciate it when 

they genuinely express how their area of teaching has 

brought them joy, strengthened their testimony, brought 

them closer to the Lord, or however it helped them.

We explore in greater detail below the kinds of things 
students most value as spiritually strengthening elements 
in their classroom experience.

Rather than assuming that professors need to shoulder 
the entire responsibility for combining the spiritual and 
intellectual elements in class, students responded that they 
also bear a significant responsibility. As may be seen in 
Figure 4, they believe that the instructor bears the greatest 
responsibility, but they don’t place their own responsibility 
far behind.

They do hope, however, that faculty will take the lead. 
For example, one student offered the following comment at 
the end of the survey:

There is no field of study that cannot help us come 

closer to God. Teachers need to be more clear though 

in making it comfortable for students to give spiritual 

insights. There have been many times when I have been 

in class or writing a paper and wanted to make a spiritual 

connection, but I did not know if that was acceptable.

We next asked students what their professors could do 
to encourage such learning and gave them a number of 

factors mentioned by our highly-rated faculty members. 
We asked them to use a scale of “extremely important” 
to “extremely unimportant” to rate each factor. We were 
interested to see that while students felt most of these 
factors were at least “slightly important” on average, some 
of the things faculty members report to us anecdotally that 
they do rather frequently are among the least important to 
students compared with other factors. Figure 5a shows the 
lowest-rated factors. Figure 5b presents the average ratings 
for the most highly-rated factors, and Figure 5c contains a 
list of all of the factors we asked students to rate in order of 
their average importance to students. 

What is most interesting to us is that the factors students 
find most helpful are characteristics of professors more 
than techniques or specific practices. As we can see in 
Figure 5b, the large majority of our students are more 
interested in who we are (role models of living the gospel, 
and authentic and genuine) and how we feel about them 
(believe in their students’ potential) than the specific 
things we do in the classroom. One student researcher who 
reviewed student focus group discussions (reported more 
fully later) noted:

I found it fascinating that most of the spiritual 

experiences that students have occur during moments 

when a faculty member is not overtly trying to integrate 

the gospel and scholarship. Rather, it can occur at any 

given moment when a faculty member is living a sincere 

and genuine life. Ultimately I learned that often we learn 

more from what people do then from what they say.
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Nevertheless, there are several quite important activities 
that students also value highly. For example, they appreciate 
receiving preparation to deal with professional ethical 
issues (e.g., how I can be a faithful church member in 
this profession), placing controversial subjects in a gospel 
context, and hearing how their professors reconcile 
differences between their faith and their intellectual 
learning. They also value gospel insights that seem to relate 
naturally to the subject at hand and having faculty members 
share personal experiences (related to their faith). Note that 
they also strongly agree that they are strengthened when 
professors have rigorous intellectual standards.

One of the most highly-valued practices—“feeling and 
expressing concern and empathy for the students”—relates 
again to what students think their professors feel about 

them more than an explicit connection to the gospel. 
Many of our highly-rated faculty members remarked 
that in their experience “students don’t care how much 
you know until they know how much you care.” While 
they recognized that some may think this phrase is trite, 
they felt it is nonetheless true. One student focus group 
researcher observed:

I thought that many students would say that in order to 

have faith in learning, you had to find some explicit way 

of showing such as prayer, share a scripture, or mention 

spiritual things. The students surprised me when they 

said that many of those things were not important to 

them. What was more important was how the teachers 

act and treat their students.

5c. Characteristics and Practices

(in order of importance to students)

• Showing they believe in students’ potential (6.51 on 

a 7-point scale extremely unimportant=1 to extremely 

important=7)

• Being authentic and genuine (6.47)

• Being a role model of living the gospel (6.44)

• Helping students deal with professional ethical issues 

people of faith might encounter (5.97)

• Mentioning gospel connections and insights where it 

flows naturally (5.95)

• Feeling and expressing concern and empathy for the 

students (5.89)

• Having rigorous intellectual standards (5.7)

• Taking on controversial subjects in their field with a 

gospel perspective (5.56)

• Sharing personal experiences of reconciling differences 

between their faith and intellect (5.53)

• Being personal and sharing personal experiences (5.43)

• Praying in the classroom (5.42)

• Explicitly sharing their testimony on occasion (4.9)

• Being open to deviations from the lesson plan to address 

gospel topics or questions from the students (4.8)

• Continuing honest attemps at bringing in the gospel even 

if awkward at times (4.74)

• Sharing spiritual thought, devotionals, scriptures, or 

hymns during class (4.34)
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What do BYU students mean when they say they feel 
professors care about them? Figure 6 shows the actions of 
professors that most help students to feel the professor’s 
love or concern for them. We find it interesting that 
students aren’t in general asking for “soft” or “mushy” 
expressions of love from their professors. They appear to 
be most interested in having the faculty member help them 
progress, particularly with difficult assignments. They also 
appreciate being recognized as a unique individual with a 
name when possible.

Student Focus Groups

We collaborated with Dr. Robert Ridge again in the 
winter semester of 2011 to see if we could gain more 
specific insights about what students mean when they 
say that faculty members are, for example, authentic 
and genuine, believe in their potential, or are good 
role models of living the gospel. We weren’t looking for 
specific techniques by which faculty members can act as 
if they were “authentic and genuine,” of course. Rather, 
we were hoping to get students to contrast what they see 
in faculty members who help them open themselves to 
both intellectual and spiritual growth with what they see 
in those who don’t help them as much. Dr. Ridge’s class 
conducted nine focus groups during March of 2011 with 
each group focusing on a specific characteristic (e.g., belief 
in student potential, authentic/genuine, etc.).

We have just begun to examine the transcripts of 
those focus groups and that analysis must be left for a 
subsequent effort. However, initial themes uncovered by 
Dr. Ridge’s students confirm what we are learning from 
the initial student survey, though in some unexpected 
ways. For example, we were surprised to note that no 
matter what specific question each focus group was asked 
to address, some of the same themes were represented 

in the responses of the students. They almost invariably 
mentioned the importance of having an instructor who 
really cares about their learning and extends himself / 
herself to get to know them, someone who is approachable. 
They often said that they saw a professor’s efforts to 
extend himself or herself in helping them learn as being 
Christ-like. One of the student focus group facilitators 
summarized these comments in this way:

I was amazed at how important this was to the students 

we talked to. The over-arching theme seemed to be that 

living the standards of the Gospel wasn’t manifested by 

saying prayers in class or singing hymns, but by acting 

as Christ would…In the end, what shows a student that 

teachers honestly strive to live the Gospel is when they 

love their students and are willing to sacrifice for them.

This feeling encouraged them more than anything  
else to learn both intellectually and spiritually from these 
professors.

Many students expressed how important it was that 
faculty members knew or tried to know their names, 
even when the size of the class made it very difficult. One 
student offered an extraordinary example:

When I took physical science from Dr. X, he teaches 

about 900 students every semester but he has all of 

them give him their name, where they are from, and 

something unique about them, and he studies those 

on his bus rides to and from work every day. When 

someone raised their hand one day, he called her by 

name, said where she was from and she was like, ‘How 

do you know my name?’ and he was like, ‘Oh, I met you 

on the bus coming to work this morning.’ That is really 

impressive. Professors that make that sacrifice to do 

that, it makes all the difference to a student who feels 

that their education means nothing.

Students also appreciate a professor who is passionate 
about his or her subject, but many said that this effect was 
significantly less important if they didn’t feel a sincere 
effort to help students learn that subject. One student 
expressed this feeling as follows:

In [some] classes where the teacher is really scholarly, 

really knowledgeable about their subject, I feel like they 
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are just trying to survive the semester and that in turn, 

I feel like the students are just trying to survive the 

semester. And you get students asking ‘Do we need to 

know this for the test, do we need to know the order 

of this’ all you hear is test, test, test. And once the 

semester is over and you have any questions and want 

to go talk to the professor or anything, it’s kind of like 

they’re sweeping you under the rug, the semester is 

over you’re not in my class, I have more students now 

you have to move on. But the opposite to that, teachers 

who are really scholarly, but also have a good testimony, 

care about their students, I feel so much more motivated 

in the classes to do my homework to keep caught up 

over what we’ve learned. And just by the things they 

bring up in class, it… is like the class feels like it is… 

thriving instead of just trying to survive. It is a much 

better environment to learn and to inspire thought.

Highly-rated Faculty Themes
We now turn to what highly-rated faculty members told 

us about what they felt most encouraged both spiritual and 
intellectual growth in their students. Perhaps what most 
intrigued us was that while we heard much agreement 

among them, we also noted some rather interesting 
differences among these professors. For example, one 
faculty member said:

I pray every day in class. I just decided I’d do that every 

day, not just at the beginning of the week, but every 

class. Because I’m thinking, what happens in this class, 

we’ve got to have the Spirit in here somehow. 

Another faculty member in the same focus group 
responded:

I’m just the opposite, I never pray. I mean, I pray every 

day, but [not] in class. It’s always been awkward for me. 

It’s always seemed artific[ial] to me. And that’s why, 

because there are several on our floor who do [pray in 

class] and some swear by it, and I on the other hand, 

I’ve always felt like it was awkward.3 

Some of these faculty members share personal 
experiences with their students and others are quite 
reticent to open up their personal lives. Many of these 
faculty members felt that gospel or spiritual ideas should 
only be introduced spontaneously when the spirit is right 
or it just fits in very naturally with the flow of a discussion, 
while others carefully plan when and how to bring up 
gospel themes. A few even said that they would only bring 
gospel ideas up when a student explicitly raises a question 
about gospel connections (although they also seem to plan 
discussion questions that would lead students to raise just 
such questions). 

These faculty members also varied in the relationship 
they see in general between the gospel and their 
discipline. Some see the gospel and the discipline as 
mutually reinforcing. Particularly in the sciences, several 
of these professors emphasized that there is no inherent 
incompatibility between searching for truth using science 
or relying on revelation from prophets and seeking 
inspiration in their work. However, others see their 
discipline as needing to be “disciplined” or improved using 
a thoughtful and faithful perspective based on modern 
revelation. Yet others see the scriptures and counsel from 
living prophets as ways to help students cope successfully 
and faithfully with professional challenges they would 
face rather than as a way to develop better or more faithful 
theoretical approaches.
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On the other hand, these professors demonstrated 
significant agreement with each other and with the 
students we surveyed on several matters. The highest level 
of agreement among them was that sincerely loving and 
caring for students opens the way for not only gospel or 
spiritual discussions but for learning in general. Many 
added that they see their students as colleagues who are 
just a few years and some life and learning experiences 
behind them, many of whom would surpass their own 
achievements. They perceived that the sincere respect they 
have for these budding scholars, professionals, fathers and 
mothers, and Church leaders is felt and appreciated by 
their students. One faculty member observed:

Students feel engaged… [when] you are willing to 

listen to the[ir] ideas… as if they were on a par with 

your own intellect… granted, professors have perhaps 

more education, more experience, but their capacity 

to think and bring forward creative ideas is no greater 

than that of their students… your willingness to engage 

in intellectual discussions with your students as if you 

are, and in fact you are, peers together learning goes 

a long way to demonstrate your respect for them as 

people and your love for who they are and what they 

can contribute.

Another point of significant agreement was that the life 
and integrity of the professor are more important than 
what he or she says. As one commented:

There’s another part, and I want to say this carefully so 

I don’t sound like I think that I’m doing this well. But 

when we are trying to teach these students by example 

that the gospel goes together with their academics and 

their profession and everything else in the world, we’re 

doing it as much by modeling as we’re doing anything… 

it’s the concept of making what we do with them 

consistent with what we say we are.

Most of these faculty members also pointed out that 
encouraging both spiritual and intellectual growth required 
rigor, commitment to standards, and real effort by both 
the student and the professor. One of them noted, “part 
of loving them is not watering things down to be popular 
with them. Our Heavenly Father expects great things 
of them and so should we.” Contrary to some notions 
of what students value, BYU students report excitement 
and enthusiasm in being challenged and stretched to new 
heights when they feel the care and support of a professor 
who is committed to helping them succeed. This is not a 
path for those who seek an easy climb, whether they are 
students or faculty members. 

And last, all of the faculty members we interviewed were 
in agreement that it is vital to be genuine and authentic. As 
one observed:

You can’t fake it… you have to come in as a person who 

is striving to be who we need to be, and our students 

need to feel that and we need to be open enough to 

share that with our students. We have to reveal enough 

of us so they can trust us and feel like they can open 

up to us… and if you do… the students will trust you, 

they’ll open up their hearts and minds to be taught, both 

the information and the more spiritual aspects of it. You 

know, you can put together a long list of things, but 

unless 1. we’re striving to be who we need to be, and 2. 

we truly do love our students, I don’t know how much 

good the rest of the list does you.

Advice from Highly-rated Faculty

At the conclusion of each focus group, we asked the 
highly-rated professors what advice they would give to 
their colleagues, imagining that they were talking with new 
faculty who are just starting at BYU. A common theme 
in their responses was that “each teacher, each professor, 

Students report excitement and enthusiasm in being 
challenged and stretched to new heights when they feel 
the care and support of a professor… 
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needs to find his or her own voice.” One focus group 
participant stated:

I’m not sure how you’d go in from the outside and say, 

you know what, you need to bring the Spirit into your 

classroom and here’s what you should do. Because I 

don’t think that would have worked for me, because 

his method wouldn’t work for me personally, and mine 

probably doesn’t work for him. But somehow it works 

for us.

Another said:

The thing that I’ve learned is that one size does not fit 

all, and we need to identify what our abilities and talents 

and strengths are, and to use them to really reach the 

students, to identify our weaknesses and to consistently 

chip away at those. But to continually try to improve,  

to not worry if you’re not doing it exactly like someone 

else is, to do the best that you can do as a faculty 

member. And always trying to do better and learn  

from others.

Another theme in their advice dealt with developing 
integrity in commitments to God, family, their discipline, 
and their students. Even beyond striving to be consistent 
with their religious values in the classroom, several faculty 
members pointed to the importance of maintaining 
appropriate commitments in other aspects of their life 
because this integrity influences the kind of role model 
they are and the extent to which the Spirit of the Lord 
accompanies them. One put it this way:

I can’t fake things in the sense that I have to be fully 

integrated in my life for me to be able to integrate faith 

and learning in the classroom, or to shape the whole 

person, I’ve got to be integrated myself. And integration, 

I think another word that comes to mind is consecration. 

I have to look at my home life, my civic life, my church 

life, work life—they’re all being interconnected in some 

profound way in my research.

Yet another theme was to be spiritually and intellectually 
current or alive. Study, pray, be open, and search the 
scriptures for insights and comparisons to the issues 
in your professional life. Your scholarship and practice 
in the gospel must be as real as that in your discipline if 

you are to help your students grow in both areas. As one 
participant said:

…when I do share a testimony or something, I make 

sure that it is organic, that it’s inspired by something 

active in my life; that it’s not so much a memory but 

it’s something that is going on in my life and it is [more 

likely to] have impact.

He continued saying that true spiritual preparation 
becomes a “well of water that flows over” in the classroom:

If you have to metaphorically dip down deep into the 

well to find a spiritual experience, it won’t be as natural 

and it won’t feel as right. But, if we’re doing the things 

that we’re encouraged to do, we’ll all have current 

experiences with the Spirit. And when they spill over 

just so very naturally, then the students will see it.”

All agreed “you can’t fake it.” As one person emphasized, 
students “can read sincerity so quickly. They can read it as 
quickly as they can insincerity.” 

New Faculty Interests / Questions
We have recently begun to interview new BYU faculty 

members, asking them what their questions and ideas are 
regarding these matters. Most of these new professors, just 
like most of those who have been at BYU longer, want 
to help students in these ways. However, many of those 
with whom we spoke are hoping for help in the following 
ways: 1) examples of BYU professors with diverse gifts 
who are lifting students in different yet significant ways; 
2) inspiration and invitations from general leaders to 
remind us that this is important to do; 3) conversations 
with experienced colleagues in their own disciplines about 
the specifics of what they do, as well as their philosophy 
and approach; and 4) encouragement and permission to 
try different approaches and to learn from their mistakes. 
Indeed, some worry that they can’t make any mistakes and 
still earn continuing status. They want to know whether 
they have the opportunity before continuing status to learn 
how to do this sort of teaching.

Our Invitation to BYU Faculty
Based on the advice from highly-rated faculty members 

and the interests we hear from new faculty, we encourage 
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you to engage in more individual self-discovery and 
more public sharing. You might experiment with one or 
two ideas from this research that seem appropriate for 
you and your students. Examples could include learning 
student names and showing interest in their learning in 
specific ways, sharing more of yourself, finding ways to 
encourage students to better reach their potential, leading 
a discussion about how to be a faithful member of the 
Church as a professional in your discipline, or even 
stopping to consider how you want to feel about students 
and their learning before each class session.

Once you have tried something, we encourage you to 
discuss your experience with colleagues. Please share your 
experience with us (the Faculty Center) as well so we can 
find ways to make it available to the BYU community. t

We express sincere gratitude to student research assistants 
who helped us with various aspects of this research: Brent 
Melling, Seth Melling, and Robyn Rowley.

1. Brigham Young, in Reinhard Maeser, Karl G. Maeser: A Biography (Provo: 
Brigham Young University, 1928), p. 79.

2. Spencer W. Kimball, “Education for Eternity,” Preschool Address to BYU Faculty 
and Staff, 12 September 1967, p. 11.

3. Students, on the other hand, seemed to be generally in favor of the idea

of praying in class (see Figure 5c).



The “Why”

Fear is real. Fear often prevents us from participating 
in activities that invoke this strong emotion within. 
According to a study by the Statistic Brain Research 
Institute in September 2016, “Of all the phobias out there, 
public speaking is considered the highest. It affects three 
out of four people, or 75 percent of individuals that suffer 
from speech anxiety”.1 Comedian Jerry Seinfeld suggests: 

“According to most studies, people’s number one fear is 
public speaking. Number two is death. Death is number 
two. Does that sound right? This means to the average 
person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket 
than doing the eulogy”.2

BYU–Idaho’s records and registration indicate there 
are 378 students enrolled in the public speaking course 
in winter semester 2017. I can attest that public speaking 
ranks up there among courses such as math, chemistry, 
foreign language, or English where fear is commonly and 
deeply experienced. I currently teach public speaking to 

76 students and feel a great responsibility to incorporate 
teaching strategies to help ease fear as well as convey the 
skills and knowledge of this subject area. Ultimately our 
goal is to help students be confident and competent, which 
in turn will lead to the ultimate outcomes we seek as a 
University.3 How can we effectively teach a subject that 
many students want to avoid altogether? How can the 
barrier of fear be eased so learning can occur?

I was fortunate to take a course entitled “Methods of 
Teaching” by Dr. John Murdoch. There it was suggested 
that creating a positive learning environment is a key factor 
in the learning process. Positive feeling tones within a 
classroom provide a setting where students thrive.4 A 2011 
Teach for America document reinforces this idea: “In order 
to effect the dramatic academic gains necessary to level the 
playing field for the students in our classrooms, we must 
build a classroom culture of achievement—a culture in 
which students are inspired to work hard to attain success, 

Harmonizing Communication 
Principles: The Why and How
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the Lord Jesus Christ. Quality of this kind will only come 

through revelation applied and implemented. It will come 

through innovation by revelation. I have no doubt that 

the revelation will come. The Holy Ghost will minister 

here in our work; and the Lord will watch over us, guide 

us, and lift us beyond our own talents and capacities.6

The “How”
Determined to implement President Clark’s advice to 

seek innovation by revelation, I thoughtfully pondered how 
to pursue the outcomes of a public speaking course with 
a positive learning environment where students could feel 
the Spirit and, hopefully, overcome their fear of judgment 
from others and themselves while presenting. We began to 
sing a hymn at the beginning of each class, and I tried to 
carefully choose a hymn that closely related to the public 
speaking concept we were discussing that day. 

When the new hymnal was prepared by the Church’s 
General Music Committee in 1985, “The doctrine expressed 
in each hymn was of prime consideration”.7 There clearly 
is power in music to prepare us to learn and be receptive 
to the Spirit. I see this clearly in my assignment to play the 
organ at the Rexburg Temple. Why should my classrooms 
be any different? 

My hymn selection is dependent on the communication 
principle we are learning, and I’ve discovered a myriad of 
possibilities for each topic. For example, as I consider how 

to teach managing nervousness, the 
hymns “Go Forth with Faith” or “The 
Lord Is My Light” are particularly 
appropriate. “Go Forth with Faith” 
suggests that we will “spread the 
word abroad” and “tell the world the 
joy of families.” Verse three states, 

“Go forth with power to tell the 
world the gospel is restored.” As we 

complete the singing of this hymn, I have the opportunity 
to share my thoughts regarding these key phrases and 
how they relate to overcoming nervousness. Managing 
nervousness is an important key to confidence and success 
as a missionary, and in most classes I have a returned 
missionary who can share an example of how he or she had 
to overcome fear of rejection or embarrassment in order 

a culture in which students are motivated to learn, a culture 
in which students collaborate with their peers to bring the 
whole class to higher levels of achievement. Ultimately, 
creating this powerful classroom culture will make it easier 
to ensure that your students meet your ambitious goals for 
behavior and for academic performance”.5 

The BYU–Idaho learning model embodies these same 
objectives toward creating a positive environment for 
learning. President Kim B. Clark shared some advice 
that especially resonated for me at an October 2011 all-
employee meeting: 

Inspired creativity is the engine that makes innovation 

go. But we also need inspired discipline—objectives, 

reviews, plans, processes, and some structure, but 

not too much. Inspired processes of discipline can 

become a forum for revelation. The key is in the balance 

between creativity and discipline, and that balance 

shifts over time as an innovation begins to take shape. 

In this season ahead—when the University will grow 

in students, in reach, and in new modes of education—

raising substantially the quality of what we do must be 

paramount. It must be quality of our kind. It must be 

rooted in eternal truths and grounded in deep learning 

as we help our students become disciples of Christ and 

leaders in their families, in the kingdom, and in their 

work. We must help our students know, and do, and 

become what God wants them to know, and do, and 

become. Quality of our kind must be infused with the 

Spirit of Ricks so that even as we serve more of them, 

each student will feel the power of the Holy Ghost in 

their daily lives. Each will feel loved and nurtured by 

God and by you, His servants; and each student will 

be imbued with a spirit of responsibility, obedience, 

humility, sacrifice, service, and deep and abiding faith in 

Ultimately our goal is to help students 
be confident and competent, which in 
turn will lead to the ultimate outcomes 
we seek as a University.



to effectively teach the gospel. In those brief moments of 
reflection following the singing of a hymn, I have felt the 
Holy Ghost testify to my heart that it is important to learn 
how to manage nervousness in order to be effective in 
spreading the gospel. I can testify to the students of that 
truth and promise them that their coming opportunity to 
overcome nervousness in our public speaking class will 
help them in other venues throughout their lives.

When teaching the communication principle of 
concise and precise verbal choice, “Oh, How Lovely 
Was the Morning” is a wonderful example of visual 
imagery created from effective word choice. The words 

“undaunted,” “assailing,” and “rapture” evoke particularly 
powerful visual images.

Singing “I Need Thee Every Hour” on the first day that 
speeches are presented is an opportunity for students to 
remember how the Savior’s help is necessary in our lives 
and that he will “stay thou nearby” and “come quickly and 
abide,” even in matters such as a presentation in a public 
speaking class.

We also sing the Primary children’s hymn “Heavenly 
Father Loves Me,” with its opening words, “Whenever 
I hear the song of a bird, or look at the blue, blue sky.” 
We’ll proceed to discuss how the lyrics provide specific 
examples that lead to the conclusion that our Heavenly 
Father loves us. This is an effective way to introduce 
inductive reasoning. 
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Students in my course are each asked to give a six-to-
eight-minute informative speech, and on the first day 
of these presentations we may sing, “Help Me Teach 
with Inspiration” and discuss the power of teaching and 
instructing, and how clear instruction provides optimal 
opportunities for learning. 

This attempt to connect hymns with communication 
principles takes only a few minutes, but I have found it has 
been a vital factor in inviting the spirit into the classroom 
and easing my students’ fears. It is a rare academic 
experience, for which I am most grateful, to teach at a 
University that allows this kind of harmonic connection. 

“My soul delighteth in the song of the heart; yea, the song of 
the righteous is a prayer unto me, and it shall be answered 
with a blessing upon their heads” (D&C 25:12). I believe 
this activity encourages the continuance of “The Spirit of 
Ricks” and fosters “innovation by revelation,” as President 
Clark encouraged. 

The fear of facing down a challenging subject area is real. 
We should not underestimate the impact of this fear on our 
students and their ability to achieve what we hope for from 
our courses. I know that fear of public speaking is real and 
that I need to consider this as part of my teaching strategy. 
Fear can be eased in a positive learning environment, and 
I believe this impact is enhanced with the assistance of 
the spirit. I plan to continue to “use the hymns to invite 
the Spirit of the Lord” as I seek to harmonize principles of 
communication and public speaking”.8  t

1. (http://brandongaille.com/14-fear-public-speaking-statistics)

2. (http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/162599-according-to-most-studies-people-s-
number-one-fear-is-public) 

3. O’Hair, Rubdenstein, Stewart, A Pocket Guide to Public Speaking

4. Murdoch, John, Methods of Teaching course, June 2008

5. http://www.teachingasleadership.org/sites/default/files/Related-Readings/
CMC_2011.pdfopyright © 2011 by Teach For America)

6. Clarke, Kim B, Oct. 2011 Faculty Meeting

7. Davidson, Karen Lynn, Our Latter-Day hymns, pg 2

8. LDS Hymnal, 1985, preface x
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Following are excerpts from remarks offered by Clayton 
Christensen, the Kim B. Clark Professor of Business 
Administration at the Harvard Business School, at a BYU–
Idaho faculty luncheon, February 16, 2017. 

I feel honored to be here. The Harvard Business School is a 
fun place to teach; our students are really smart people, but 
they just do not have the Spirit of God when they assemble 
together. I don’t realize how important it is to have the 
Spirit with us as we teach until I have an opportunity to 
come and speak here at BYU-Idaho. I thought I would give 
you a few ideas about what I have learned about teaching. 
I’ve tried to identify principles about teaching that are 
applicable to teaching in our church, as well as teaching at 
a place like the Harvard Business School, in hopes that this 
will be useful to you, as well. 

Teach with Love

The first principle that I offer is that we should always 
teach with love. I had never thought about this before, but 
about 15 years ago, my mother, who lived in Salt Lake City, 
had a heart attack. I had been in Seattle on an assignment, 
so I then changed my plans to go to Salt Lake to be sure 
that my mother was okay—and she was. So then I changed 
my travel plans again, to return to Boston because I had to 
teach that coming week. The plan was to connect through 
Minneapolis, then on to Boston. 

It was a tough time for me in the Harvard Business 
School system. In the first-year program there are sections 
of about 90 people. In each section, you meet with the 
same people every day for the entire first year. If one of 
the students has a complaint about what the teacher is 
doing, the plan is that they talk to their head representative. 
The student then tells him or her what they think their 
professor should do or that something bothers them. Then 
the “head rep” brings this issue to the faculty member 
and, without telling us who, says that the student feels 
you need to improve on this or that. Our “head rep” sent 
a message to me that some students were really bothered 
over how I differentiated my discussions with the men and 
women in the class. This really bothered me because in 
that environment, as it should be, we really worked hard 
to assure that women and men in the class were equal and 
cared for equally. Two women in the class, and I could not 
know who they were, complained through the “head rep” 
every day that “Christensen is biased against women.” I 
asked some colleagues who were women to sit in the back 
of the class to see if they could identify what it was about 
my mannerisms, or my tone of voice, or calling patterns, 
that could give me a sense of what I needed to change. 
My colleagues came day after day saying they didn’t see 

Clayton Christensen: 
On Teaching
CL AY TON CHRISTENSEN

The Kim B. Clark Professor of Business 
Administration at the Harvard Business School

Regardless of the context, 
teach with love because this 
is the way the Savior taught. 
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anything wrong with how I was teaching. But clearly there 
was something going on. So I tried harder and harder, and 
nothing that I did seemed to help. 

I got on the plane in Salt Lake to go through 
Minneapolis and back to Boston, and this man sat himself 
in the middle seat. As we came to the end of the runway 
and started to take off, he pointed down to the section in 
Salt Lake called Rose Park, which is where I was raised. He 
pointed right at the house I was raised in. He said, “I didn’t 
realize that your mother had taken down the clothes line in 
the back of your house.” 

I said, “I never thought about it, but they were taken 
down when my father passed away.” 

Then he said, “I didn’t know that they had sold the dog.” 
And I said, “We didn’t have a dog when I grew up.” 
He said, “Yes, when your dad died, you were away from 

the house, and your mother bought this dog for your 
brother Spencer.”  He said all kinds of things that he knew 
about me, but I didn’t have any understanding how he 
would know these things about me. Then he asked: “How is 
your teaching going?” 

I was right at the end of my rope, and I said, “Frankly, 
it is killing me. I am doing everything I can to be a good 
teacher, and the students just hate my guts.” Then he 
said, “The problem you have is you need to learn how to 
teach with love.” I had never connected the word love with 
teaching by the case method used at the Harvard Business 
School. But he just asserted, again, that I needed to learn 
how to teach with love. 

Then time passed, and I learned that he had decided to 
travel to western Minnesota to meet there with an elderly 
woman from the Lakota Indian tribe. He needed to give 
a message to her because she was at the end of her life. So 
I decided that whoever this man was, his message to me 
was to learn to teach with love. I decided that I would do 
this. Ever since that time, whenever I taught a course at the 

Harvard Business School or Sunbeams in Primary, I always 
kneel down and ask God to bless me so that every student 
in the class could feel my love for them emanating from 
me. I pray they will also feel God’s love emanating through 
me. That’s the first thing I would like to offer to you is that 
regardless of the context, teach with love because this is the 
way the Savior taught. He taught with love, and why should 
we not follow what the Savior did as our example. 

Students Need to Be Needed
The second principle I’d like to offer is that all of us, but 

especially students, need to be needed. They need to be 
needed. And when they come into the classroom, if we 
essentially say, “I want you to sit in that seat in row three, 
and shut your mouth, and listen, because I’m going to 
teach you everything I think you need to know,” if we do 
that, they don’t feel that they are needed.

In the history of the Harvard Business School, one 
of the most important members of our faculty was a 
professor named George Albert Smith, Jr.  He was the son 
of our prophet. He joined our faculty in the early ‘30s. He 
invented teaching by the case method. It was not a known 
art until he began teaching in this way. Simultaneously 
he had moved into the Cambridge Branch. As a Sunday 
school teacher at that time you would teach Sunday School 
in the morning, and you would have Sacrament Meeting in 
the evening. It was Sunday morning in Sunday School class. 
The teacher was someone who, by every account, taught 
the philosophies of men mingled with scripture. After he 
sat there for a couple of weeks. George Albert Smith, Jr., 
pulled aside the Branch President and said, “You’re going 
to destroy the church if you let that man continue to teach. 
I would like you to call me to be the Sunday School teacher.” 
It also turned out that the current teacher was eager to be 
released. So on the spot, they called George Albert Smith, 
Jr., to teach Gospel Doctrine. It turned out the way he 

If we try to teach these things without helping our stu-
dents to feel that they are needed, then they won’t be 
needed—and they will walk. 
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taught was by the case method. He started with chapter 5 
in Matthew and taught the Sermon on the Mount, and it 
took him a whole year to go through the Sermon on the 
Mount. The way he did it was to write case studies about 
people who are disciples of Christ and who struggled with 
a problem in their lives. The case described the complexity 
of the problem in some detail. He would orchestrate a 
discussion about how the Savior taught by the case method. 
He pointed out that in our church, we call cases parables—
the parable is a case. 

Everybody who was later interviewed who was a 
member of the Cambridge Branch in the 1930s, ‘40s, ‘50s, 
or ‘60s say that their study of the New Testament that 
George Albert Smith, Jr., offered was one of the most 
important spiritual journeys of their lives. Then in 1962 
the church organized the Boston Stake. They chose people 
to be in the new stake presidency, and then they asked 
people to be bishops or in bishoprics. For reasons I don’t 
understand, George Albert Smith, Jr., was not called to be 
in any of those positions. He stayed active in the church for 
about three years, but then he left the Church. My sense of 
why he left the church is because for about 30 to 40 years, 
George Albert Smith, Jr., felt he was needed. Then the 
Cambridge Branch grew stronger. There were many more 
people and many more people than there were callings.  

So then they issued those callings, and George Albert 
Smith was not asked to take on anything that caused him 
to feel that he was needed—and he left. I am sure that the 
Lord will recognize all the wonderful things that he did. 

It caused me to wonder as that story was explained to 
me: What happens when our students come into one of 
our classes and they don’t feel that they are needed in our 
class? Because if they don’t feel needed, their brains won’t 
be as active in what we are trying to do. If they don’t feel 
needed, then the students might choose not to show up to 
class. This is an interesting challenge for those of us who 
teach accounting where we need to teach debits and credits, 
or we need to teach the second law of thermodynamics. If 
we try to teach these things without helping our students to 
feel that they are needed, then they won’t be needed—and 
they will walk. 

    •  •  •
Thank you for being here. I just can’t tell you how much 

admiration I have that you would sacrifice so much to be 
here and make such a difference for our future leaders. 
What you are doing is the future of higher education. 
There is no option but to have others follow your lead. I 
congratulate you on being wise. Thanks so much. God 
bless each of you. t
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January marked the seventh year I’ve been privileged to be 
involved in the faculty hiring process here at BYU–Idaho, 
and I’ve been asked to share some thoughts about what 
goes into this marvelous process. I hasten to add: What 
I share regarding hiring faculty is equally true with the 
hiring of wonderful staff and administrative employees.  
We are truly blessed by each and every consecrated 
employee here.

My personal experience has been involved almost 
exclusively with the hiring of faculty, culminating in more 
than 200 individual decision meetings for approximately 
230 faculty positions. By August 2017, that number will 
represent approximately 40 percent of our overall faculty. 
When you stop to consider all that goes into the entire 
hiring process—the approvals; the number of interviews 
held (nearly 700 since 2010); the number of hours spent 
by search committees (approximately 4,000 individual 
applications were reviewed during this seven-year period); 

and the efforts of office assistants, department chairs, 
deans, Academic Office and Human Resource personnel, 
the Academic Vice President, and the President—the 
impact of this effort on the University is truly staggering. 
One could be tempted to ask: Isn’t there an easier way? 
I hope to share insights that help explain the purpose 
and impact of what I have come to see as a very inspired 
process — a process that has contributed greatly to the 
distinctive quality of a BYU–Idaho education.

The Whys
Let me share three initial “whys” behind our process 

that I hope will provide some context to the questions 
surrounding the BYU–Idaho hiring process. 

The first “why” goes to the heart of our mission in being 
unique by design: A significant focus of all of this effort 
is to find that future faculty member who sees the true 
potential and power of their future influence in the lives 
of Heavenly Father’s children who are led to BYU–Idaho. 
President Clark Gilbert likes to say he is looking for the 
person who is going to be a “game changer” in the lives of 
students. Of this vital role of faculty, President Gilbert said 
this in a recent decision meeting: “I want to see that this is 
going to be a true calling for this person and not just a job.”

Another “why” is summed up best by this comment 
by President Gilbert from that same decision meeting: 

“Because we’re making a multi-million-dollar decision, I 
want to be really inspired by a candidate.” The President is 
referring to the fact that the average faculty career length 
at BYU–Idaho is nearly 30 years. Salary and benefits 
across that period add up to a significant expenditure for 
each faculty position — a staggering investment, really, by 
the Church in its quest to educate the next generation of 
intelligent and faithful Latter-day Saints.

The final “why” is a very significant attribute of our 
heritage as an institution and its Spirit of Ricks. In the early 
years of the saints’ settlement of the Great Basin and the 
eventual establishment of academies, Church education 
was structured administratively in a similar way to public 
schools and colleges across the nation. The hiring of new 
faculty was an administrative priority and always included 
the principal in close consultation with faculty. With 
the expansion of higher education in the 20th century, 
administrations of colleges and universities began to 

A Gathering 
of Consecrated 
Employees
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Associate Academic VP – Instruction



increasingly shift the responsibility for hiring new faculty 
to colleges and departments. Today it would be rare to find 
a college or University where a faculty candidate interviews 
with a vice president, let alone the president. For me this 
goes to the heart of this unique BYU–Idaho process: We 
are blessed with presidents and vice presidents who know 
the faculty and who value and support their work as one of 
the driving forces behind all administrative decisions. And 
I’m happy to say that under President Gilbert and President 
Henry Eyring, this has never been more true. The Spirit of 
Ricks is alive and well when you have a president who says: 

I remain a deeply committed teacher and am amazed at 

the depth, passion, and engagement I see in so many 

of our colleagues. BYU–Idaho has one of the most 

distinctive missions in the country as an undergraduate 

institution focused exclusively on teaching.1

Our Process
Let’s turn to the process: The table accompanying this 

article (provide directional cue here once laid out) provides 
an overview from beginning to end and shows some of 
what, in reality, is a checklist of activities that exceed well 
over 100 individual steps. This complicated process begins 
early in Winter Semester with each prospective position 
passing through more than two dozen sets of hands here 
and at Church Headquarters and concludes a year and a 
half later as newly hired faculty members arrive on campus 
for their introductory training.

Along the way are several approval steps. First and 
foremost is the question of where to place faculty FTE 
(full-time equivalent) positions. The process generally 
begins with a recommended list of departmental faculty 
needs provided by chairs and deans as part of their annual 
Stewardship Review. These recommendations are looked 
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The single most effective 
recruiting method we have is 
the personal and professional 
contacts of faculty members.

Position Request

Discussed during Stewardship 

Review

Approval to Hire

Done in consultation with chair, dean, 

academic office, academic vice 

president, president

Job Postings

Posted generally for two months

Recruiting / Advertising

Accomplished by peer-to-peer 

outreach by faculty, BYU-Idaho 

employment website, BYU-Idaho 

Employee Feed, BYU-Idaho and BYU 

alumni websites, Deseret News, 

LDS Living, Seminaries & Institute 

bulletin, emails to regional University 

department chairs and office 

assistants

Search Committee

Reviews applications, conducts video 

interviews, recommends finalists 

and alternates

Applicant Contact

Interview schedule established and 

travel arranged by Human Resources

Ecclesiastical Clearance

AAVP for instruction and HR 

personnel conduct bishop’s 

clearance interviews 

Background Check

HR conducts general background 

checks 

(Continued on page 49)



at individually and collectively, and each position (“net-
new” and replacement) is heavily vetted with this primary 
question: Where are our greatest pressure points across 
the University, and in which disciplines can the greatest 
number of students—now and in the future—be blessed?

In this vein, it’s important to understand this significant 
fact: Each and every net-new, replacement, or retirement 
position becomes the responsibility of the president of 
BYU–Idaho and the academic administration, including 
deans and chairs, to determine the most effective use of 
that position for the overall University. Well-meaning 
faculty members approaching retirement, out of love for 
their students or concern for their departments, might 
be tempted to say: “I’m not going to leave until I have 
assurance my position will be replaced by new faculty in 
my program.” With a multi-million-dollar price tag on 
each position and with the ever-changing landscape of 
waning and emerging employment fields, it is hopefully 
evident why that kind of reasoning will never be a reality  
at BYU–Idaho.

With position approvals in place, job descriptions are 
drafted by departments with this mandate: Think carefully 
and strategically about the needs of current and future 
students in your programs. Increasingly our decision 

meetings at the latter end of the on-campus process have 
become lengthy discussions of program curricula and 
strategy between the president, academic administration, 
deans, and chairs, each of whom are very focused on 
maximizing the benefit of each and every faculty position.

Faculty positions are typically posted for a two-month 
period. Human Resources uses a number of outreach 
strategies (advertising in LDS markets, email contacts with 
regional universities, outreach to Institute directors around 
the country, listings with BYU–Idaho and BYU alumni 
networks, etc.). Even with all these efforts, the single most 
effective recruiting method we have is the personal and 

professional contacts of faculty members. We generally 
see good depth in candidate pools where department 
members were actively involved in contacting potential 
candidates. When that outreach does not occur, we can 
sometimes see shallow pools and the disappointment (and 
expense) of a failed search. 

This is a good point to answer a question I am often 
asked: Why does BYU–Idaho begin its hiring season so 
early? There are several answers to this, but for me the 
most compelling is this: Because of the unique mission of 
BYU–Idaho and our singular focus on serving our Father 
in Heaven’s children well, we need a process where the 
guidance of the Holy Ghost can be present. That means 
early preparation and careful investment of study and 
time for all who participate. As the sidebar shows, our list 
of participants involved in this process is extensive: the 
president, academic vice president, associate academic vice 
president, multiple members of our HR staff, faculty, chairs, 
deans, bishops, the deputy commissioner and commissioner 
of Church Educational System, General Authorities who 
assist with interviews, and our Board of Trustees.

For each of these participants to do their work effectively 
requires a significant amount of time. And all of this must 
be done while working around the ever-present blackout 

periods that include semester 
breaks (including opening week 
and finals week), unavailability of 
General Authorities before and 
after General Conference, and 
holidays. If we hope to have our 
hiring completed at the time other 
institutions are making offers, we 

must begin our efforts much earlier than most. And finally, 
the nationwide trend among higher education institutions 
has been toward year-round hiring. 

To assist in using resources of University time and 
expense in the most effective manner possible, video 
conference get-to-know-you interviews were introduced 
two years ago. As a result, we have seen an increase in the 
quality of our candidate pools and a decrease in decision 
meetings resulting in a no-hire decision. This has been a 
great blessing not only fiscally for the University, but also 
reputationally, helping us avoid bringing candidates to 
campus only to tell them a position won’t be filled.

I have marveled at how the individuals 
brought here each contribute to the on-
going shaping of this unique institution. 
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Another important new addition has been President 
Gilbert and Brother Eyring’s encouragement to department 
chairs to consider all candidates equally without favoring 
one academic credential over another (e.g., doctorate 
over master’s degree). For them, the bottom line is always: 
Which of these candidates is the best teacher, and do they 
understand and support the unique mission of BYU–Idaho?

With these preliminary steps in place, candidates from 
around the country and internationally are brought to 
campus for a substantial, whirlwind set of experiences. 
These range from informal meetings with faculty to a set 
of seven formal interviews—from the department chair 
to a video conference with a member of the Seventy in 
Salt Lake City. All candidates participate in at least one 
teaching demonstration observed by faculty and students. 
Many departments survey the students at the conclusion of 
the teaching demonstration to gather data gauging student 
reaction to each candidate. Most interview days include 
a lunch or dinner with faculty and students and tours of 
department facilities.

Seeking the Spirit in Our Deliberations
After candidates are safely aboard flights home and all 

the information, noted impressions, and student surveys 
are laid out in front of search committee members, the 
work of decision making begins. There are two significant 
elements of inspiration that are highly valuable and 
important in these deliberations: The first is the inspiration 
a search committee feels as it prepares a ranked list of 
recommendations, and the second is the inspiration those 
in the Executive Decision Meeting feel as they weigh 
those rankings and balance them against other important 
data and impression points (alignment with the overall 
University strategy and ecclesiastical feedback being two 
important elements).2

A colleague who recently chaired a search committee 
commented on the deliberations he participated in: “I 
can attest to the Spirit-directed proceedings that often 
take things in a completely different direction than what 
we thought going in.” That balances beautifully with this 
comment by a new chair after an Executive Decision 
Meeting a few years ago: “I came away today with an 
absolute testimony of the power of councils. There 
was such love in this room not only for each of the 

(Continued from page 47)

On-Campus Interview Process

Candidates experience interviews, 

faculty and student panels, 

luncheons, classroom teaching 

demonstrations

Hiring Decision

Made in council with primary 

interviewers participating; dean 

makes initial call to finalists

Reasons for Hire

“Reasons for hire” statement is 

created by department chairs for 

Board review

Board Review

Final candidates reviewed by two 

groups: Executive Committee and 

Board of Trustees — a 6-to-8-week 

process

Contract Preparation

After Board approval, dean calls 

finalist to extend offer; HR prepares 

contract

New Faculty Training

New faculty complete pre-arrival 

online Introduction to Teaching at 

BYU-Idaho, pre-semester training 

done as a cohort, New Faculty 

Training breakfasts held 2–3 times 

per semester during first year

Typical Time-to-Fill

18 months
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candidates (including the candidates who would not be 
moving forward), but also for each faculty member in my 
department and the students we serve.”

At the conclusion of the decision meeting, our hope is to 
have two qualified candidates to recommend to the Board 
for review—either of whom we would have full confidence 
in hiring. This dual recommendation is necessary due 
to the length of the remaining portion of the process. It 
doesn’t happen frequently, but in some cases a candidate’s 
personal circumstances may change prior to our offering 
a position. Had we sent only one candidate forward for 
Board review only to have a candidate eventually decline 
our offer, we would find ourselves in a position where a 
6-to-8-week process becomes a 12-to-16-week process.

Some of our decision meetings result in only a single 
candidate being recommended to the Board, but the ideal 
is to send them two names. Prior to submitting their names 
for consideration, the dean calls each candidate to confirm 
willingness to have their candidacy continued. We don’t 
rank these two finalists for the Board; instead, we submit 
a balanced summary statement about our experience with 
each candidate. We do not attempt to “sell” the Board on 
a specific individual. The Board is very thorough in its 
review, and Board members ask the President detailed 
questions to be certain all recommended individuals have 
been well vetted.

As mentioned, this final step can take upwards of 6 to 8 
weeks, depending on the timing of the decision meeting 
and the next Board meeting. Typically on the same day 
the Board meets, we receive an email from the secretary 
to the Board giving us permission to move forward. The 
Board doesn’t tell us whom to hire; it simply asks for the 
opportunity to review candidates before a final offer is 
made. That final offer is made over the phone by the 
dean. Pending the candidate’s acceptance, the dean then 
calls the remaining candidate and thanks him or her and 
extends regrets.

Conclusion
My involvement with the hiring process at BYU–Idaho 

has been an extraordinary experience. I have marveled 
at how the individuals brought here each contribute to 
the on-going shaping of this unique institution. The most 
common response I hear from the hundreds of bishops 
I’ve called over these seven years has been: “If this person 
is hired, you’ll be taking the finest member of my ward.” It 
is my conviction that the Lord’s hand has been manifested 
in a quiet and steady gathering of committed and 
consecrated individuals to this “sacred and set apart place” 
called Brigham Young University–Idaho.3 t

1. Letter to Faculty Association leadership, March 2016

2. The executive decision meeting is comprised of the search committee chair, 
department chair, dean, Human Resources director, associate academic vice 
president for instruction, academic vice president, and president.

3. Elder David A. Bednar, Brigham Young University–Idaho: A Disciple Prepara-
tion Center (DPC), Brigham Young University–Idaho Devotional, August 31, 2004



Call for Proposals:  
2017 Fall Faculty Conference
A Pioneer’s Heart and an Innovator’s Vision: Pressing Forward with Faith

As pioneers crossed the plains, they faced both the thrilling challenge of breaking new paths and the difficulty and 
exhaustion of breaking new paths day after day. Beginning with the announcement that Ricks College would become 
BYU-Idaho, faculty have embraced and contributed to the often miraculous changes that continue to take place on our 
campus. The 2017 BYU-Idaho Faculty Conference on Learning and Teaching honors both the pioneering heart that 
motivates faculty to press forward each day and the innovator’s vision that directs our steps. 

The faculty conference provides a forum for us to share both the constants in our foundational principles and 
pedagogy, as well as spotlight effective discoveries and innovations. We are seeking proposals that focus on faculty’s 
work and insights on improving our students’ education. Proposals should fall within the following categories:

Faculty Development. Professional development 

can often inspire and excite. What research or 

developmental experiences have impacted your 

teaching? 

Technologies in the Classroom. Socrates 

lamented the rise of writing, claiming that this new 

technology would negatively impact the “soul of 

the learner.” How does technology affect learning? 

How can we use all/most/some technologies while 

enhancing, rather than damaging the learner’s 

“soul”? Share your insights and findings.

Pedagogies in the Classroom. Traditional 

teaching techniques. Innovative approaches. Share 

teaching strategies that have been successful in your 

classrooms. These might include student-centered 

approaches that focus on disciple leadership.

Addendum. While most presentations will fall  

within the above categories, you might have 

additional materials and insights that complement  

the other presentation tracks. We invite you to 

participate as well. 

Proposals should be 50-100 words, include a title for the presentation, and indicate the specific category that best  
fits your proposal. Please send proposals to the Dialogue Committee at hawkess@byui.edu no later than March 22. 

The fall issue of Perspective will publish the conference proceedings, and presenters will submit a written  
version of their presentation for this issue. Editors will contact presenters with publication deadlines and provide help  
in completing articles. 

Presenters will have 20 minutes to share insights and ideas, followed by a 5-minute q/a. 



Students see our examples and 
who we are before they understand 
the complexities of the content we 
are teaching.

AMANDA CHRISTENSEN


