
The “Why”

Fear is real. Fear often prevents us from participating 
in activities that invoke this strong emotion within. 
According to a study by the Statistic Brain Research 
Institute in September 2016, “Of all the phobias out there, 
public speaking is considered the highest. It affects three 
out of four people, or 75 percent of individuals that suffer 
from speech anxiety”.1 Comedian Jerry Seinfeld suggests: 

“According to most studies, people’s number one fear is 
public speaking. Number two is death. Death is number 
two. Does that sound right? This means to the average 
person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket 
than doing the eulogy”.2

BYU–Idaho’s Records and Registration indicate there 
were 378 students enrolled in the public speaking course in 
winter semester 2017. I can attest that public speaking ranks 
up there among courses such as math, chemistry, foreign 
language, or English where fear is commonly and deeply 
experienced. I teach public speaking to about 75 students 

each semester and feel a great responsibility to incorporate 
teaching strategies to help ease fear as well as convey the 
skills and knowledge of this subject area. Ultimately our 
goal is to help students be confident and competent, which 
in turn will lead to the ultimate outcomes we seek as a 
University.3 How can we effectively teach a subject that 
many students want to avoid altogether? How can the 
barrier of fear be eased so learning can occur?

I was fortunate to take a course entitled “Methods of 
Teaching” by Dr. John Murdoch. There it was suggested 
that creating a positive learning environment is a key factor 
in the learning process. Positive feeling tones within a 
classroom provide a setting where students thrive.4 A 2011 
Teach for America document reinforces this idea: “In order 
to effect the dramatic academic gains necessary to level the 
playing field for the students in our classrooms, we must 
build a classroom culture of achievement—a culture in 
which students are inspired to work hard to attain success, 
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the Lord Jesus Christ. Quality of this kind will only come 

through revelation applied and implemented. It will come 

through innovation by revelation. I have no doubt that 

the revelation will come. The Holy Ghost will minister 

here in our work; and the Lord will watch over us, guide 

us, and lift us beyond our own talents and capacities.6

The “How”
Determined to implement President Clark’s advice to 

seek innovation by revelation, I thoughtfully pondered how 
to pursue the outcomes of a public speaking course with 
a positive learning environment where students could feel 
the Spirit and, hopefully, overcome their fear of judgment 
from others and themselves while presenting. We began to 
sing a hymn at the beginning of each class, and I tried to 
carefully choose a hymn that closely related to the public 
speaking concept we were discussing that day. 

When the new hymnal was prepared by the Church’s 
General Music Committee in 1985, “The doctrine expressed 
in each hymn was of prime consideration”.7 There clearly 
is power in music to prepare us to learn and be receptive 
to the Spirit. I see this clearly in my assignment to play the 
organ at the Rexburg Temple. Why should my classrooms 
be any different? 

My hymn selection is dependent on the communication 
principle we are learning, and I’ve discovered a myriad of 
possibilities for each topic. For example, as I consider how 

to teach managing nervousness, the 
hymns “Go Forth with Faith” or “The 
Lord Is My Light” are particularly 
appropriate. “Go Forth with Faith” 
suggests that we will “spread the 
word abroad” and “tell the world the 
joy of families.” Verse three states, 

“Go forth with power to tell the 
world the gospel is restored.” As we 

complete the singing of this hymn, I have the opportunity 
to share my thoughts regarding these key phrases and 
how they relate to overcoming nervousness. Managing 
nervousness is an important key to confidence and success 
as a missionary, and in most classes I have a returned 
missionary who can share an example of how he or she had 
to overcome fear of rejection or embarrassment in order 

a culture in which students are motivated to learn, a culture 
in which students collaborate with their peers to bring the 
whole class to higher levels of achievement. Ultimately, 
creating this powerful classroom culture will make it easier 
to ensure that your students meet your ambitious goals for 
behavior and for academic performance”.5 

The BYU–Idaho learning model embodies these same 
objectives toward creating a positive environment for 
learning. President Kim B. Clark shared some advice 
that especially resonated for me at an October 2011 all-
employee meeting: 

Inspired creativity is the engine that makes innovation 

go. But we also need inspired discipline—objectives, 

reviews, plans, processes, and some structure, but 

not too much. Inspired processes of discipline can 

become a forum for revelation. The key is in the balance 

between creativity and discipline, and that balance 

shifts over time as an innovation begins to take shape. 

In this season ahead—when the University will grow 

in students, in reach, and in new modes of education—

raising substantially the quality of what we do must be 

paramount. It must be quality of our kind. It must be 

rooted in eternal truths and grounded in deep learning 

as we help our students become disciples of Christ and 

leaders in their families, in the kingdom, and in their 

work. We must help our students know, and do, and 

become what God wants them to know, and do, and 

become. Quality of our kind must be infused with the 

Spirit of Ricks so that even as we serve more of them, 

each student will feel the power of the Holy Ghost in 

their daily lives. Each will feel loved and nurtured by 

God and by you, His servants; and each student will 

be imbued with a spirit of responsibility, obedience, 

humility, sacrifice, service, and deep and abiding faith in 

Ultimately our goal is to help students 
be confident and competent, which in 
turn will lead to the ultimate outcomes 
we seek as a University.



to effectively teach the gospel. In those brief moments of 
reflection following the singing of a hymn, I have felt the 
Holy Ghost testify to my heart that it is important to learn 
how to manage nervousness in order to be effective in 
spreading the gospel. I can testify to the students of that 
truth and promise them that their coming opportunity to 
overcome nervousness in our public speaking class will 
help them in other venues throughout their lives.

When teaching the communication principle of 
concise and precise verbal choice, “Oh, How Lovely 
Was the Morning” is a wonderful example of visual 
imagery created from effective word choice. The words 

“undaunted,” “assailing,” and “rapture” evoke particularly 
powerful visual images.

Singing “I Need Thee Every Hour” on the first day that 
speeches are presented is an opportunity for students to 
remember how the Savior’s help is necessary in our lives 
and that he will “stay thou nearby” and “come quickly and 
abide,” even in matters such as a presentation in a public 
speaking class.

We also sing the Primary children’s hymn “Heavenly 
Father Loves Me,” with its opening words, “Whenever 
I hear the song of a bird, or look at the blue, blue sky.” 
We’ll proceed to discuss how the lyrics provide specific 
examples that lead to the conclusion that our Heavenly 
Father loves us. This is an effective way to introduce 
inductive reasoning. 
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Students in my course are each asked to give a six-to-
eight-minute informative speech, and on the first day 
of these presentations we may sing, “Help Me Teach 
with Inspiration” and discuss the power of teaching and 
instructing, and how clear instruction provides optimal 
opportunities for learning. 

This attempt to connect hymns with communication 
principles takes only a few minutes, but I have found it has 
been a vital factor in inviting the Spirit into the classroom 
and easing my students’ fears. It is a rare academic 
experience, for which I am most grateful, to teach at a 
University that allows this kind of harmonic connection. 

“My soul delighteth in the song of the heart; yea, the song of 
the righteous is a prayer unto me, and it shall be answered 
with a blessing upon their heads” (D&C 25:12). I believe 
this activity encourages the continuance of “The Spirit of 
Ricks” and fosters “innovation by revelation,” as President 
Clark encouraged. 

The fear of facing down a challenging subject area is real. 
We should not underestimate the impact of this fear on our 
students and their ability to achieve what we hope for from 
our courses. I know that fear of public speaking is real and 
that I need to consider this as part of my teaching strategy. 
Fear can be eased in a positive learning environment, and 
I believe this impact is enhanced with the assistance of 
the Spirit. I plan to continue to “use the hymns to invite 
the Spirit of the Lord” as I seek to harmonize principles of 
communication and public speaking”.8  t
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