
The following are common questions from students that we 
teachers “love” to be asked. As you read them, try to look 
for common themes and underlying motives:

• I missed class, what do I need to do to make it up?

• Did I miss anything important in class today?

• How much is this assignment worth?

• Is this something we need to know?

• When am I going to need to use this?

• I came to class almost every day and completed all 

the assignments, why don’t I have an “A”?

• I’m sorry I missed 6 classes this semester. I know 

there are only a few days left, can I make up all  

that I missed?

Obviously—for most of us—we don’t actually love such 
questions. But did you notice any themes? Perhaps you saw 
that each question is grade or point-focused. Or that there 

is no interest in the subject matter, or learning at all. You 
may have even noticed that each question is inherently 
selfish—that is, self-focused. 

Do any of these questions bother you, or are they so 
common that you have come to expect and even accept 
them? The prospect is both surprising and ironic that 
some of us at this university—where we are a) teaching 
and learning focused, b) can intertwine sacred and secular 
truths, c) have the privilege of learning each year from 
teaching experts, d) have a powerful learning model, and e) 
can invite a God to aid in our teaching (see D&C 42:14 and 
John 14:26)—not only accept the aforementioned questions 
from students but may even foster them. Do we realize 
that the vast majority of our students have been socialized 
to think this way, because of their schools and own family 
upbringing? More importantly, do we understand the long-
term damage this kind of point, grade, and self-focus can 
and is doing to our beloved students? 

But, if you are still not convinced about the futility of 
these sincere yet misguided inquiries from our students, 
let’s put them in a real life context:

• I missed church, is there anything I can do to  

make it up?

• Did I miss anything important in the temple today?

• How much is serving in this calling worth?

• My son is interested in physics; is there something 

I need to know?

• My spouse wants to learn ballroom dancing, when 

am I going to use that?

• I made meals for my family, did the laundry, read 

scriptures, went to church, had FHE. Why am I  

not exalted?

• I’m sorry I missed 6 of my daughter’s soccer games 

this season. I know there are only two games left, 

can I make up all that I missed?

It would be silly for any one of us to ask these questions, 
because they reveal a misunderstanding about learning, 
about selflessness, about motivation, and about agency. To 
change this grade and self-focused approach to “learning” 
in our students, we must have a correct understanding 
about the doctrine of agency and then ensure that 
everything in our courses—including our syllabi—
accurately reflect that. 
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“From the scriptures we can conclude that [your final 

grade] is not just an evaluation of a sum total of 

[assignments and attendance]—what we have done. 

It is an acknowledgment of the final effect of our 

[attendance, preparation, assignments, exams, etc]—

what we have become. It is not enough for anyone 

just to go through the motions. The [journals, exams, 

preparation, assignments, and class discussions] are 

not a list of deposits required to be made in some 

[Brightspace] account. [This university] is a [school] that 

shows us how to become what our Heavenly Father 

desires us to become.”

So why then do we do it? Why do some of us compel our 
students “in all things” (see D&C 58:26-28) by attaching 
points to everything, by cold calling students in class, or 
by creating busy work that reflect the Law of Moses more 

than learning and becoming? Why do we at times create 
assignments and exams that ruin the natural appetite to 
learn? We may know certain doctrinal principles, but 
have we ever considered how we are applying it to how 
our courses are structured. Getting to the bottom of 
these questions requires that we each do some honest 
introspection. We have to see ourselves and our classes 

Let’s explore agency for a moment. Elder David A. 
Bednar has stated (on more than one occasion):

“In the grand division of all of God’s creations, there 

are ‘things to act and things to be acted upon’ (2 Nephi 

2:14). As children of our Heavenly Father, we have been 

blessed with the gift of moral agency, the capacity and 

power of independent action. Endowed with agency, we 

are agents, and we primarily are to act and not merely 

be acted upon.” 

The desire to be agents who act and not objects to be 
acted upon is so strong that we—and our students—fought 
for it valiantly in the grand council in Heaven as Lucifer 
sought to destroy it (see Moses 4:3). This applies to all on 
this earth, not just Latter-day Saints. Author Alfie Kohn 
captures this same idea in secular terms. (Notice the 
similarity between his statement and Elder Bednar’s above):

“All of us have a basic need to be ‘origins’ 

in our lives rather than ‘pawns,’ as 

one researcher put it. It’s important to 

experience a sense of autonomy, a feeling 

that we are the initiators of much of what 

we do. In fact, the particular choices we 

make are often less significant than the act 

of choosing itself.”

We learn by acting, not by being acted 
upon. Studies—and our own personal 
experiences—have confirmed again and 
again, the more students are focused on 
points and grades the less they are focused 
on learning. They can become objects to 
mindlessly jump through our hoops in 
order to feel a false sense of satisfaction 
about being educated, but doesn’t actually 
reflect learning. If BYU-Idaho, and the 
gospel of Jesus Christ, are truly focused on 
knowing, doing, and becoming we need to do some honest 
reflection about what our courses teach about learning, not 
just the course material. The danger is that our students 
might know something, but won’t be able to do, and 
certainly not become. Elder Dallin H. Oaks expounds 
further on this idea (only slightly modified):



“as they really are” (see Jacob 4:12). If we don’t accurately 
identify the ways we encourage students to “go through 
the motions” then any reason for why we do what we do 
may simply be rationalizations which, ironically, turns us 
as teachers into objects. Even so, there are likely several 
common reasons for why we do this. Let’s explore just a few:

1. “Tradition!” (see Fiddler on the Roof) Traditions 
are only useful if they are rooted in truth. Most of us were 
raised on a healthy dose of cram, memorize, regurgitate, 
delete file. Then rinse and repeat. This is probably true 
of our public school experiences and how we were 
academically “raised” in higher learning. The Lord rebuked 
the early leaders of the church for losing light and truth 

“because of the tradition of their fathers” (see D&C 93:39). 
Just because the course has always been taught that way, 
or because you as a teacher always get high marks, doesn’t 
mean the students are getting high learning.

2. It Motivates Students We may assume that because 
students love to gobble up points, and will pretty much do 
whatever we tell them, that they are learning. If I perceive 

that students won’t participate in class, I attach points to 
participation—boom, I get participation! It may never 
occur to us that this kind of motivation and learning is 
short-lived while being distracting and detracting from 
real learning.

3. It’s Easier on Faculty It is no shock that we faculty 
are strapped for time and energy. So to be more efficient 
we can employ methods that require less of us and give 
students what they want (not what they need). As with 
our children, it is much easier to get them to start or stop 
behaviors than it is to learn, to develop character and 
righteous desires. In short, it is easier to use a “doing-to” 
approach in our courses than a “working-with” approach.

4. It’s Hard to Shift Our Paradigm Let’s be honest, it 
can be intellectually and spiritually difficult to think of 
alternative ways to foster agency and learning. These kind 
of answers don’t come easy and require diligent asking, 
seeking, and knocking in secular and sacred sources.

Clearly there are many more reasons than this for why 
we don’t readily foster agency and learning in our courses, 
but hopefully this list will get our wheels turning. At this 
point you may be wondering what you can do to avoid 
either you or your students being “acted upon.” Let’s explore 
three principles rooted both in sacred and secular truth.

Agent-based Principles
For several years, faculty at BYU-Idaho have had the 

privilege of learning from teaching experts who come 
from a variety of backgrounds. It is quite instructive, 
but not surprising, that the vast majority of the ideas 
from these experts are directly in line with our eternal 
perspective on agency—including our own learning model. 
Essentially, they have been teaching us truths about agency 
and learning in a secular language. Here are three such 
principles from those presenters who have visited campus.

1. Focus more on thinking than 

covering content

2. Create classes that entice 

students to engage intellectually

3. Act as agents ourselves, rather 

than default to object-based 

teaching practices
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If we are truly concerned with what 
students think about the content… 
We must foster their ability to ponder, 
reflect, and apply.
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packaged class that students are told what to do in all 
things, and then given points for every move they make.

Dr. Eric Mazur similarly invited us to help students to 
think by “teaching by questions, not by telling. Thought 
questions foster deeper learning than fact questions.” We 
can also hold students accountable for learning rather than 
just reading. When we review everything that students 
have just read (or were supposed to read) we are acting 
upon them and are perhaps too content driven.

Finally, Elder David A. Bednar summarizes this 
principle beautifully:

“The particular topics investigated and learned are 

not nearly as important as what has been learned 

about learning. As we press forward in life—spiritually, 

interpersonally, and professionally—no book of answers 

is readily available with guidelines and solutions to the 

great challenges of life. All we have is our capacity to 

learn and our love of and for learning.”

Focus More on Thinking than on Covering Content

In its most basic form, this principle means that the 
purpose of our readings, classes, participation, and exams 
isn’t merely getting students to parrot back content from 
our field. The content is a vehicle for learning how to think 
deeply and critically. In essence, the content is a means not 
an end. When Dr. Maryellen Weimer visited campus she 
emphasized how we violate this principle: “Most teachers 
wait 2.3 seconds between the question asked and the 
teacher doing something.” If we are truly concerned with 
what students think about the content and how they make 
sense of it, we must foster their ability to ponder, reflect, 
and apply. Moreover, Dr. Weimer painfully pointed out 
that students often ask bad questions because they have 
learned by the kind of questions we ask them. 

Dr. Larry Michaelson reinforced this principle as he 
encouraged us to “give students space to be creative and 
innovative.” This is hard to do when we have a perfectly 



Entice Students to Engage Intellectually  
(and Spiritually)

It is important to ask ourselves, “what are the differences 
between compelling a student to learn versus enticing and 
persuading?” In all reality, we can’t really compel learning, 
only behavior that looks like learning. We need to become 
familiar with how the Lord himself persuades us to learn 
and to become. Certainly the adversary understands 
persuasion, and uses it for his own purposes, so we need to 
be attuned to how we entice students to learn in our courses.

One way to entice learning is to teach students the value 
and critical importance of asking questions. Allowing 
students to ask questions in a variety of ways enables 
open and authentic inquiry. Some teachers have done this 
employing various technologies that entice students are 
encouraged to ask anonymous questions regarding the 
course material. Examples might include using Top Hat, 
Poll Everywhere, or Piazza where students can engage with 
one another anonymously asking and discussing questions. 
This has a different feel (and outcome) than mandated, 
point-driven interactions on a discussion board.

Another way to persuade learning is to follow Dr. Mazur’s 
counsel to “connect content to real world issues.” If you 
as a teacher haven’t taken the time to answer the question 

“when are they going to use this and why am I excited about 
it?” then you’ll have a difficult time persuading students to 
see the value and utility for themselves.

Lastly, it is much more enticing to focus on depth of 
content rather than breadth. As much as we love our field, 
we have to know that most students don’t have the same 
passion and knowledge. It is much more enticing to feast 
upon a topic than to cram material, which may actually 
lead to snacking all along the way. To do this may require 

making some tough decisions about cutting some of our 
class material that students cram every semester and forget 
before the next.

As Teachers, Act as Agents Ourselves
Dr. Ken Bain best sums up this principle in his book 

What the Best College Teachers Do:

“Outstanding teachers had to learn how to foster 

learning, and they must constantly remind themselves 

of what can go wrong, always reaching for new ways 

to understand what it means to learn and how best 

to foster that achievement. In short, they can do 

intellectually, physically, and emotionally what they 

expect from their students.”

“Fundamentally, they are learners, constantly trying 

to improve their own efforts to foster students’ 

development, and never completely satisfied with what 

they have already achieved.”

We cannot simply repeat the past in our classes because 
“it works” or because “everybody is doing it”. Remember, 
getting students to act like they are learning doesn’t mean 
they are actually learning. We always need to be acting and 
learning ourselves. This does not mean to run faster than 
we have strength, but it does require us to take an honest 
look at the traditions of our academic fathers through the 
lens of agency and learning.

It is easier to give certain kinds of exams to students 
because they expect it and we teachers don’t have to act. 
It requires hard spiritual and intellectual work to think 
of assessments that are more meaningful and nurture 
learning all while being practical enough to grade.

We also become objects when we fight innovation 
that may cause us to grow and be uncomfortable…in 
essence, to learn. Or when we murmur about our load, 
administration, or “students nowadays.” All of these 
approaches make us pawns rather than the initiators of 
our work and our lives. This doesn’t mean we accept our 
circumstances as objects, but we focus on what we can 
control, and many times that is simply our attitude and our 
approach to solving problems. 

Dr. Weimer taught us to “seek to learn from students 
how they actually learn. Council together.” Additionally, 
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Let us avoid fear-based 
learning principles and better 
understand and use faith-
based principles.



act by using the vast university resources to improve such 
as the SCOT’s program, new faculty training manual, 
review videos from past expert speakers, and many more. 
We might use a teaching journal and be reflective of what 
seems to be working and what doesn’t. There are many 
ways in which we can all do better to act, and that may 
mean to simplify and innovate rather than complicate.

Let us avoid fear-based learning principles and better 
understand and use faith-based principles. May we grow 
professionally and personally so that with our students 
we become disciple-leaders. This university can truly be a 
temple of learning all things—both secular and sacred.

“He [or she] that is compelled in all things, the same is 
a slothful and not a wise [teacher or student]; wherefore 
he [or she] receiveth no [real learning]. Verily I say, 
[teachers and students] should be anxiously engaged in 

[real learning], and do many things of their own free will, 
and bring to pass much righteousness. For the power is 
in them, wherein they are agents unto themselves. And 
inasmuch [as teachers] do good they shall in nowise lose 
their [power to change, to grow, and help others do the 
same].” (D&C 58:26–28) t
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