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The foundations capstone class was initially designed as 
a culminating end point following the completion of the 
newly established foundations program. In the words of 
President Kim Clark:  

Through your Foundations courses you have 
learned much about science, mathematics, humanities, 
communication and culture. You have acquired valuable 
skills that will serve to bless you and those you associate 
with throughout your life. And what’s more, you have 
accomplished all of this through the inspired guidance of 
the Spirit within the explanatory framework of the gospel. 
You have now arrived at the Foundations Capstone course, 
designed to give you experience and confidence in making 
good judgments and sound decisions. 

In this course you will encounter scenarios designed to 
represent real-life situations you will likely face throughout 
your future. As a family member, you may be asked to 
make medical judgments about someone you love. As a 
priesthood or auxiliary worker, you may make decisions 
that affect lives for eternity. As an employee or community 
member, you may be asked to make decisions regarding 
values that differ from yours.  Few of these decisions will be 

black or white. It is vital that you understand all aspects of 
a situation so that you can come to an educated conclusion. 
In fact, the most difficult decisions will most likely consist 
of several good options, and you must, as Elder Oaks 
suggests, judge between good, better and best. These 
decisions and judgments will require that you couple clear, 
rational thought with heavenly inspiration. 

This is a remarkable opportunity for you to strengthen 
important analytical thinking skills. These skills will help 
you as you strive to understand and articulate opposing 
viewpoints, analyze factual claims for accuracy, spot logical 
weakness in arguments, and anticipate consequences 
of possible solutions. This course will be a defining 
experience for you at BYU–Idaho. It is my hope that you 
will take responsibility by remembering and practicing the 
principles you learn, while diligently seeking the guidance 
of the Spirit. As you do, you will be blessed with increased 
knowledge and be better prepared to face challenges and 
make educated decisions in your future.

I had the unique opportunity to serve as team lead at 
the inception of this course, as well as teach the course 
for 5 years until it was removed from the curriculum. 
Is this article a plea to bring back the capstone class? 
Of course not, there were obvious failures that quickly 
became insurmountable. However, the capstone class had 
such an impact on my life that not sharing a piece of that 
knowledge would be nothing short of neglect on my part.  

I learned that, in many instances, it was not the course 
that created the controversy but the lack of ability on my 
part. The complex issues that were confronted created 
ambiguity and uncertainty, a necessary component, 
even though from time to time, as an instructor, it was a 
challenge to not fall into traps of personal bias. To better 
illustrate the impact on my life I would like to explain the 
capstone class from the lens of William Perry’s model of 
cognitive development. I will use a modified and simpler 
hierarchy of Perry’s stages of development as presented by 
Devan Barker: 

Stage 1: Dualism

Stage 2: Multiplicity

Stage 3: Contextual relativism

Stage 4: Commitment within relativism. 
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I’ll explain the stages, as I understand them, with a story 
from my life. When I was young, I was taught the story of 
Noah’s ark and became instantly fascinated. The concept 
of Noah gathering all kinds of animals intrigued me and I 
accepted it as doctrine (truth) in a very dualist (step one) 
manner. However, as I started my education I learned that 

one elephant consumed 50 gallons of water and 500lbs of 
vegetation per day.  I began to doubt that Noah could feed 
one elephant let alone two and what about all the other 
animals with only 1 million cubic feet of ark? My authority 
figures (i.e. primary teacher) started to lose credibility.

Initially, I opted to withdraw, cease thinking about it any 
further and drop back into my dualistic thinking. Then I 
began to find comfort with peers that were floundering 
with the same problem. I also found myself rejecting 
authority figures that presented information contrary to 
my thinking. I said words like; “whatever” to those who 
would try to convince me of the validity of Noah’s ark 
based on religious principles only. I entered stage two, 
multiplicity. I arrived at stage two because of study and 
learning, but I have since learned that others can arrive 
at stage two because of pride and/or concerns that have 
never been adequately addressed. Perhaps they have been 
told throughout their life to just believe, accept, and not 
question. Nevertheless, I didn’t like that I was different 
from the mainstream Mormons and felt pressure to move 

back to stage one. I believed that there had to be reasonable 
solutions, but I couldn’t see them; I lacked the tools or 
perhaps the ability to hold two opposing ideas. I felt 
insecurity, self-doubt, and anger, and I was dissatisfied with 
authority figures and teachers who should have been able 
to help me resolve my concerns. I became frustrated with 

others who just accepted Noah’s ark 
as fact, without questioning.

I had two desires, one to learn 
and the other to escape from the 
struggle of not understanding. 
This struggle forced me into stage 
three where I began to think that 
everything was right, a stage called 
contextual relativism. I have since 
learned that many college students 
stop at this stage of development. 
After wallowing in this stage for 
some time I began to see other 
possibilities to Noah’s ark, all of 
which had scientific support and 
some religious support, and then 
I began to see that both could be 
right. After much struggle, I arrived 

at stage four, commitment within relativism. Now I have 
no problem believing in Noah’s ark and not believing in 
Noah’s ark. I have come to realize that it is okay for the 
Bible to be true and not true, but it is not at my discretion 
to determine which parts are true or not. My role is to 
believe in the Bible as far as it is translated correctly. 
Arriving at this stage has been liberating and has opened 
my mind to revelation in a much more powerful way. 
However, I recognize that the path could have been entirely 
different had I opted to stay in the lower stages. I probably 
could have kept my activity in the church by staying in 
stage one, not questioning, only believing faithfully, but 
I’m sure my activity would have faltered if I was unable 
to move from stages two and three. Yet, arriving at stage 
four (at least in this case) has been a great blessing in my 
life, one that has increased my faith and moved me closer 
to the path of true discipleship. I quote F. Scott Fitzgerald; 

“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.” 
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 Did the capstone class help move students through 
Perry’s stages of learning?

Did the capstone class accomplish the same movements 
through the four levels of thinking in a semester? Probably 
not in all cases, but I believe that in many cases students 
were provided with opportunities which they seized. 
For example: Andrew (name changed) was my dualistic 
thinker; every case for him was black or white, yes or no. 
In his mind, others that seemed not to know the “correct” 
answer were simply lower level thinkers. Let’s take the 
Mormon Barley Farmer case. Andrew had been raised 
with the idea that alcohol consumption is universally 
wrong. It is wrong to drink it, wrong to sell it, and those 
who participate are wrong and will be judged by God 
for so doing. Andrew came to class and I began with the 
statement that alcohol is not bad. I cited evidence that, 
scientifically, a glass of wine a day has been proven to be 
healthy. Andrew became angry because that statement 
did not meet his paradigm. As a result he withdrew and 
suggested that the capstone class was a waste of time and 
science is false. Others accepted and moved on. 

What was the difference between the rest of the students 
and Andrew? Was it the capstone class that tarnished 
his testimony? Or was it perhaps that Andrew had been 
incorrectly taught in his youth? So Andrew questioned, 

“Are you saying alcohol is ordained of God? Christ didn’t 
drink wine, he drank grape juice!” Others in the class, said, 

“No, wait, the teacher is right, and Christ drank wine, so 
did the Nephites, perhaps alcohol is not bad?” The class 

began to move from dualistic thinking to the next stage. It 
suddenly became less about generalities, and the students 
started asking personal questions like “Why don’t I drink 
alcohol?” They began to become aware of the intellectual 
framework they operated from. Still, it was a choice. I did 
not force it. I only facilitated the movement if the student 
chose to ask, “Why?”

This was a scary place to be as an instructor. I remember 
thinking, “what if the students didn’t recover”? What 
about the students that were already in stages 2 and 3, 
clearly dissatisfied with 1, but nevertheless lacked the 
skills to move themselves past stages 2 and 3. To help them 
transition more quickly I said: “based on the Doctrine and 
Covenants, we have been commanded not to drink alcohol, 
not because alcohol is bad, but because we are obedient 
to the prophets and revelation.” Most students have heard 
this doctrine their entire life, however, the capstone class 
gave them a mental framework in the presence of peers 
with the support of a learning environment to couch their 
thinking. Many of them had rejected the simplicity of this 
statement long ago, but now they were provided with a 
chance to accept it, not because the doctrine had changed, 
but because they now understood why it was okay to 
hold seemingly contradictory truths until further light 
elucidated the connection. 

Suddenly students saw how it was possible to abstain 
from alcohol, but still believe that alcohol was not bad. 
Does that help them decide whether to grow barley or not? 
No, but they could now see truth and non-truth on both 

sides more clearly. Some of them had arrived at a 
new level of thinking, at least with regard to this 
one case. What about the other students? Were 
they floundering? Yes, but other cases came, each 
with doctrinal refuge on either side. The process 
was painful. Was Andrew affected? No. He checked 
out at the beginning of the case and went back to 
his safer, more comfortable, dualistic behavior of 
thought.  We had more cases however, and by the 
end of the semester, even Andrew had recognized 
that he wasn’t correct in all his choices, that he 
misjudged others and that truth and correctness 
could be found on both sides of the issue. In 
Andrew’s case it took the whole semester, almost 

Regardless of the fate of the 
capstone class, we still need 
students who can stand in their 
own light, without relying on 
others, and move through this 
world of ambiguity with an  
intact testimony.
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until the last day for the light to come on. He looked so 
refreshed; he suddenly wanted more. He put his laptop 
up, and he entered the discussion. The capstone class 
challenged the dualistic thinker. It also upset the  
apathetic thinker, or those who had survived for years 
having the same doctrine preached over and over at them 
simply by writing off those who preached it as dualistic  
or simplistic thinkers.

I recall council I received from Elder Lynn A. Michelson 
during my hiring interview 11 years ago. He asked me what 
I thought about evolution. I said, “I’m okay with it.” He said, 

“Good!” Teach it! Teach it to the best of your abilities from 
a scientific standpoint, and then bear your testimony about 

the truthfulness of the gospel.” He explained that 
too many of our students are leaving to other 
universities where the evidence is presented in 
such a degree that they falter and lose their faith 
(they move from stage 1 to 2 and 3 but then stop). 

“Show them”, he said, “that you can believe truths 
in both camps”.

The class was designed to try to help 
students become better at thinking and making 
decisions. However, experience taught me that 
helping students to make better decisions was 
hampered by thick personal bias fed by incorrect 
interpretations of doctrine. Thick personal 
bias and incorrect interpretations of doctrine 
were found in the instructors and the students 
and sometimes resulted in a recipe for disaster. 
Perhaps this is why the course ultimately  
became unsustainable.

Regardless of the fate of the capstone class, 
we still need students who can stand in their 
own light, without relying on others, and move 
through this world of ambiguity with an intact 
testimony. We lost the capstone class, but if we 
do not deliberately help students face a world 
of increasing complexity and moral relativism 
by challenging their thinking, we will lose more 
than just a class. Our classes must provide 
opportunities for students to work through 
ambiguity and paradoxes in a spiritually 
supportive environment. We must each identify 
the difficult area of our own disciplines and help/

challenge/teach students how to navigate them. Simply 
patting them on the back and letting them go “figure it out 
on their own” is not a sufficient methodology. In addition, 
claiming allegiance at all cost to our own personal bias, 
will prove more destructive than helpful. We must have 
spiritually solid and doctrinally grounded instructors 
model and teach how to keep’s ones faith through 
ambiguity and uncertainty rather than skirting the issues 
and sending students out underprepared. The capstone 
experience showed me just how important it is to challenge 
student thinking. It challenged my own thinking, but the 
benefits I gained have changed my life and will continue to 
affect the lives of my students in a very positive way. t


