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When I was 17 years old I was invited by my father to 
attend an annual fathers and sons outing. Normally, I 
enjoy these excursions. But this year I was hesitant to go 
because of a mandatory sports meeting I had the following 
morning. I was worried that if I missed the meeting, it 
would jeopardize my playing time, or even my opportunity 
to make the team the following season. My father, who was 
the Bishop, assured me that we would stay for the evening’s 
activities and then leave early in the morning so that I 
would arrive on time to my meeting. Feeling reassured by 
my father, we left for the activity which would be held at 
Bill Berry’s Cabin. 

We had a wonderful evening with the fathers and sons 
of our ward. We enjoyed a wonderful meal and wonderful 
activities together. The following morning, we awoke early, 
jumped into our old Ford Courier pickup, and began our 

journey along the old dirt road toward the highway. As 
we approached the bridge that spanned a ravine along our 
path, my heart sunk because the bridge we had crossed the 
day before was no longer there.

The bridge had not collapsed, nor had it been washed 
away by the current of the small stream. Rather, it was 
being replaced by the homeowners association. None 
of us in attendance had anticipated the bridge would be 
replaced that day. As we got closer we could see a group 
of men who had removed all of the planks on the bridge, 
leaving only the two supporting beams. We asked them 
if there was another way out of the area hoping that we 
could quickly find another way to the highway to make 
our return trip. They looked at our small Ford Courier and 
declared, “Not in that truck.”

I was so anxious and disappointed, but my father did 
not seem as apprehensive as I did. He exited the truck and 
began to survey our situation. He looked at the truck, and 
then looked at the supporting beams which spanned the 
ravine. He looked back at the truck, back at the beams, 
and back at the truck again. He then approached me in 
the driver seat, and with a mischievous grin said, “I think 
we can do this.” With a bit of trepidation and curiosity I 
asked him, “What is your plan?” He explained to me the 
details. He said, “It’s really simple, we are going to drive 
across those beams. I think it’s just wide enough that we 
can get our tires on those beams.” He then added, “Here is 
what were going to do. You get in the truck; I’m going to go 
across to the other side.” 

My anxiety was heightened as I realized what he was 
asking me to do. I appreciated his confidence in my driving 
ability, especially since this was a manual transmission.

We drove the truck, to the dismay of the workers, to the 
edge of the ravine and lined up the tires with the beams. 
One of my tires fit perfectly on the beam. The other tire fit 
mostly on the other beam. There was about 2 inches of my 
tire that would be hanging off of that beam. My father then 
explained the most important part of this process, as he said, 

“You drive the truck and watch me!” I could hear in his 
voice the critical nature of my focus being on him. He then 
added, “You don’t look around, you don’t try and figure out 
where you’re at, you watch me and I will guide you.”

My father got to the other side, I shifted into first gear, 
and slowly, very slowly began to inch my way across those 
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helped me focus on the principles of teaching and learning, 
more than the methods of teaching. It is the principle of 
vulnerability, which is as Brene’ Brown (2010) describes 

“giving up the ability to control and predict.” It is not 
knowing the best way, not having the answers, not feeling 
in control. It is questioning, wondering and even fearing 
the unknown. Vulnerability forces us to rely on something 
or someone else at times.

In order to understand this principle more fully, we 
need to review the stages of learning (Anderson, Stone, 
1985). These principles are: unconsciously incompetent, 
consciously incompetent, consciously competent, and 
unconsciously competent. For those who have ever learned 
how to ride a bike you will recognize each of these stages. 
Before long, the training wheels come off. We feel quite 
competent, and soon we are riding without even thinking. 
At that point, we have become unconsciously competent at 
riding a bike. It has become a habit of expectation. 

Everything we have learned had to go through each of 
these stages, until it became a part of who we are. We no 
longer think about tying our shoes, brushing our teeth, 

or even driving. But being competent doesn’t 
necessarily mean we are doing it right. It means 
we are doing it the way we learned how to do it, 
and sometimes habits of expectation can betray 
us. I learned this the first time I rode a bike that 
did not have pedal brakes. It was a sickening 
feeling to push back on the brake only to feel the 
pedals spinning aimlessly backwards. I had never 
once conceived the idea of stopping my bike with 
my hands. Thankfully a tree was able to quickly 
decelerate my forward motion.

The value of vulnerability, gives us the 
opportunity to question the assumptions we have 
created over time. The difficulty is that we don’t 
want to. We feel very comfortable where we are in 
our lives. But questioning becomes the key to self-
improvement. Thomas Delong (2011) described 
vulnerability using four quadrants. The stages of 

learning take us from the bottom left quadrant to the upper 
left quadrant. We move from doing something poorly to 
doing something well. But if we realize that we are doing 
the wrong thing well, we are faced with the prospect of 
experiencing vulnerability. I had this experience when 

beams. My father focused intently on my wheels would 
signal minor adjustments that needed to be made. When 
I was about halfway across the beams I noticed that I was 
much higher than I had anticipated. Being curious I leaned 
my head slightly over to the side window, to see how high 
I really was, when I heard my father yell at the top of his 
voice, “stop!” As I shifted my attention back to him I could 
see the concern in his eyes. And then he said, with his 
hands pointing to his face and with a determined voice, 

“You have to look at me.” 
I didn’t realize in that small moment of glancing over 

the side, that I had taken my eyes off of my father, and my 
whole direction had shifted. It had shifted enough that my 
tires were barely on the beams. He instructed me with the 
corrections I needed to make and, to the bewilderment of 
the workers I proceeded to cross the bridge. We made it 
home and I made to my meeting on time.

I learned a valuable lesson in that experience. I learned 
that sometimes we lose focus on those things that are most 
important in our lives. I took my eyes off of my father, 
lost focus, and almost lost my way. As educators we are 

constantly surrounded by distractions that come in forms 
of new educational philosophies, new methodologies, and 
even new technologies—lest we forget Brightspace.

Today, I would like to focus on meaning more than 
method. I would like to share with you a principle that has 

Figure 1. Stages or Learning
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interactions. The second is to question the assumptions 
and practices that seem to make our teaching lives easier, 
but actually work against our own best long-term interest.” 

If we are constantly questioning and critically reflecting, 
if we constantly explore, if we intentionally seek out 
vulnerability, then we will eventually do the right things 
well. However, the prospects of vulnerability are so 
uncomfortable that most people will naturally resist. If we 
are not willing to critically reflect, then we might experience 
what Jack Mezirow (1991) calls a “disorienting dilemma” 
which will help, if not force us see where we need to change.

Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis is a wonderful example of 
someone who experienced a disorienting dilemma that led 
to a transformational change. Semmelweis discovered that 
mid-19th century women were dying from childbed fever 
at a higher rate when they were attended to by physicians, 
then when they were attended to by midwives. The 
dilemma was so bad that women would give birth in the 
streets, just to avoid contact with physicians. Fortunately 
for all of us, Semmelweis’ disorienting dilemma led 
him to critically reflect on the problem. He accepted 
the vulnerability that perhaps the very thing that he was 
doing was the cause of childbed fever. Because of his 
disorienting dilemma and critical reflection, he was able to 
reduce the mortality rate of those attended by the doctors 
and he became a forefather to germ theory. Ironically, 
his initial theory was absolutely false, as he believed he 
was transferring cadaver tissue to the mothers which 
was causing their deaths. However, as he followed these 

I switched from a PC to a Mac. Now let me 
clarify that when I say wrong, I am not speaking 
morally, even though we know what PC stands for 
(personal computer). 

When our department decided that Mac would 
be the official computer we would use, I decided 
to switch. I was proficient using a PC, but realized 
in order to keep up with the change in our 
department I was going to need to switch. Now, 
the prospect of change seemed easy. How difficult 
could it be? Five minutes after I got my new 
computer, I was on the phone to Dan Peterson 
asking him where the right-click button was. At 
that moment I began to feel quite vulnerable. I 
began to question if I had made the right decision.

Vulnerability is not comfortable, but it leads 
to continued improvement and progression. It’s a type of 
progression through regression. I had to acknowledge and 
accept that I would be doing the right thing, even though 
I would be doing it poorly. We all realized that the upper 
right-hand quadrant is where we want to be, but it’s only 
obtainable by going through the lower right-hand quadrant. 
I must do the right thing poorly before I can do it well.

Looking at the graph it seems so simple, but it’s much 
more difficult than we think. Stephen Brookfield (1995) 
suggests that all of us must become critically reflective 
teachers if we want to be the best we can be. We have to 
constantly ask ourselves if what we are doing is the best, 
and the right thing for ourselves and our students. In 
fact, he states that there are two questions all teachers 
must ask in true critical reflection. He states, “The first is 
to understand the considerations of power and how they 
undergird, frame, and distort educational processes and 

Figure 2. Vulnerability

As teachers, we must be 
learners. We must constant-
ly question what we’re doing, 
how we’re doing it, and the 
reason why we are doing it.
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transformative principles, they led to critical practices that 
have saved millions of lives (Britannica.com, The Arbinger 
Institute 2000).

The problem that I have discovered is that change is the 
easy part. It is making our way through vulnerability that 
is difficult. Perhaps this is due to the assumption that at 
the core of vulnerability is “shame, fear, and worthlessness 

(Brown, 2010). I experienced this over the seven week 
break when my wife and I decided to do a small remodel. 
We wanted to install a sliding door to our back yard. We 
saved enough money to add some flooring to the dining 
room. When you get a new floor you need new molding, 
new wall paint, a new chandelier, new furniture, etc. In 
order to save some money I decided to do the work myself. 

As I was working on the molding, I was using a type of 
molding that I had not used before. I measured and went 

out to my saw to cut it and came in and discovered I cut it 
too short. I was so angry and upset that I had done it wrong. 
So I measured it again went out and cut another piece only 
to discover that I had cut it long enough, but I had cut it 
backwards. I went out again, turned it around and upside 
down, and recut it only to discover that I had cut it upside 
down and backwards this time. And at that moment I did 

what any of you would have done—I swore! I 
swore that I would never, ever do another remodel 
job in my life. But why? Why did I feel that way? I 
felt that way because sometime in my life someone 
taught me that errors and mistakes were failure. 
But the reality is that errors and mistakes are 
opportunities for learning. As teachers, we must be 
learners. We must constantly question what we’re 
doing, how we’re doing it, and the reason why we 
are doing it. Because in doing so we also find that 
vulnerability is, “the birthplace of creativity, joy, 
connection, belonging and love” (Brown, 2010).

Now, I’m not suggesting that I’m the most 
proficient at using a miter saw, but I improved 
in the process of being vulnerable. Now as I look 
at my teaching and as you look at yours, are 
we critically reflecting, or do we need to pray 
that we have a disorienting dilemma? Because 

departments and colleges merge, programs are eliminated, 
new classes need to be changed, and old classes need to 
be done away with. In those moments of disorienting 
dilemmas, how will you react? Will you see it as failure? 
Will you be angry and upset? Or will you see it as an 
opportunity for learning and for growth?

Perhaps the most important part of experiencing 
vulnerability is that it allows us to empathize with our 
students. Think of how vulnerable they must feel as they 

Figure 3. Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis

We need to be caring, kind, and compassionate. We need  
to be empathetic and understanding. That doesn’t mean  
we are easy, but we try and put ourselves in the perspective 
of our students.
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come to campus with new classes, new roommates, leaving 
home for the first time, or leaving home for the last time. 
What a feeling of vulnerability they must be experiencing. 
As we experience vulnerability, it makes it easier for us to 
mentor our students as they experience it themselves. 

From my own personal research at the University of 
Idaho, I have discovered that if we allow ourselves to be 
vulnerable enough to make connections with our students, 
we will help them along their path of discovery. We need 
to be caring, kind, and compassionate. We need to be 
empathetic and understanding. That doesn’t mean we are 
easy, but we try and put ourselves in the perspective of 
our students. One of my colleagues was asked by a student 
if they could postpone an assignment. My colleague 
told them they needed to complete the assignment on 
time or receive a zero. They expressed confidence that 
the student would make the right decision. I think the 
temptation with empathy is to be too easy at times. But 
in doing so, we might be taking away from a valuable 
learning opportunity for that student to experience 
vulnerability, which may lead them to greater change and 
transformation. The student later wrote to this professor 
and thanked them for accountability and for teaching 
them the value of doing hard things.

Our students also need us to exemplify honesty, integrity 
and authenticity. We need to be someone who can be 
trusted more than admired. I have often heard people 

debate whether we should be a guide on the side or a 
sage on the stage. I chuckle at that discussion as it seems 
obvious to me that we should be a “Sage on the Side.” As 
Dante went through inferno I think he was grateful that 
Virgil knew a little something about what was going on 
there. Not to be a tour guide, but to teach and to train how 
to avoid destruction and obtain eternal life. 

I hope that we all have the same goal to make it to our 
eternal kingdom. I hope we appreciate the journey before 
us. I hope that we appreciate the moments of vulnerability 
along the way. I hope that as we critically reflect and 
experience the inevitable disorienting dilemmas on our 
path, that we will keep our eyes on the Father, who will 
lead us, guide us, and, if needed, correct us along our 
narrow path. t
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