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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 
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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


