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

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

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

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

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

All these situations have one thing in common: a student 
is not in the game. They are not engaged in the activities 
of the class. There may be a variety of reasons why this 
happens. Maybe they don’t enjoy the subject. Maybe they 
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don’t know how the class works, or haven’t caught the vision. 
Maybe they don’t feel a part of the team or have had a bad 
experience in the past. Regardless of the reason, any efforts 
a teacher can make to bring them back into the game will be 
of lasting value to the student. Below, I will describe briefly 
a few principles and techniques that can aid a teacher in 
getting a student engaged in the learning experience.

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

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

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

Another student we should discuss is the one who is 

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

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

be a nuisance in a class by monopolizing the time blurting 

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

other ways he can distract the teacher’s attention from 

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

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

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

than to the other type of student.

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

complimented him on his preparation, and given him a 

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

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

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

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

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

This generally worked very well. Such students were proud 

of their quiet and unannounced role. 

Keep the Game Moving

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

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

Be well prepared and have an abundance of subject matter 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Create a Safe Environment

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

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

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

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

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

Our success as teachers may not be measured in the form 
of trophies. As we find ways to engage the students so that 
they feel free to learn, feel and do, lives will be blessed, and 
we will be making a difference. t

References 

Ridd, Randall L, “The Choice Generation,” Ensign, May 2014, p. 58.

The Five: You can generate a random seating chart on I-learn (with 5 columns and as 
many rows as the class needs). At the start of class, display one row of the chart—they 
are “the five” for the class. This means that we would like to hear something from 
them—sometime during the class. This can be helpful because it gives them time to 
think, and they can choose when to enter into the discussion—not just when I choose. 
It also ensures that everyone gets a turn. And for the students who like to dominate, I 
can encourage them to help me ensure we hear from all the 5 that day.

Packer, Boyd K., “Teach Ye Diligently,” Deseret Book Company, 1991, pg. 172. Ibid., 
182-83.

Jigsaw Puzzle: This activity can add focus and purpose to group work. In this activity, 
there will be two rounds of grouping.  

Study one piece of the puzzle: For the first round of groups, each group is given one 
“piece of the puzzle” (one topic to study and master). No two groups are given the same 
topic. Let the group know that they are to work together to become experts in their 
assigned topic. No other group will be given their same topic, so the class is depending 
on them. 

Put the puzzle together: When the groups have had enough time to study and discuss 
their assigned topic, break everyone out into the second round of groups. For this 
second set of groupings, scatter students so that one person from each of the first 
groups is represented. This ensures that no two people in the new groups have studied 
the same topic and that everyone has something unique to contribute. They now can 
take turns teaching what they learned in their first group—each adding their “piece” to 
the puzzle.

Hinckley, Bryant S., “Not by Bread Alone”, Bookcraft, 1955, p. 75

P E C K  |  2 3


