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A balance of work needs to be orchestrated, because some forms 
of work tend to dominate other forms . . . . Our preferred chores 
need little encouragement just as in Elder Spencer Condie’s 
paraphrase of Strauss’s warning to orchestra conductors: “Never 
give an encouraging nod to the brass section, or you’ll never 
hear the strings again!” (CR, April 1998)

If each person who talked in a class were labeled as a 
type of instrument, with the teacher being the trumpet, the 
music many classes regularly produce would be a blaring 
monotony of sound. Who would want to listen to an 
orchestra that could shift beautifully between instruments 
and styles but instead was dominated by the trumpet?

The teacher who wishes to avoid always producing the 
same kind of “music” in class can intentionally choose to 
encourage different students to participate. This can be 
accomplished by having students shoulder more of the burden 
of transferring information in class. At any given time in a 
classroom, there are three common participation styles: one 
person talking, everyone talking, or no one talking (lectures, 
group discussions, or writing and thought experiences). 
Teachers who have had one person talking for a few lessons, 
can choose to change their delivery so that everyone 
becomes more involved in the teaching process. It can be an 
enjoyable teaching challenge to reorient learning experiences 
from instances where only one person is talking, to equally 
purposeful activities where no one, or everyone, is talking.

Peer instruction is one way to vary the style of student 
involvement. It affords the chance for students to process 
information, organize it in their brain, and rehearse their 
learning verbally. Students who realize they will need to 
restate information or share feelings about it to others 
tend to focus more purposefully while the information 
is presented. Peer instruction increases involvement and 
fosters individual mentoring that can address questions or 
concerns students might not bring before the entire class.

In spite of the advantages peer instruction offers, many 
teachers avoid it because it seems unwieldy. They fear 
they will sacrifice quantity for quality. This is based on 
the assumption that group work takes more time than 
lectures. The teacher with too much material and too little 
time can be leery of time-consuming teaching techniques. 
Additionally, complaints of “shared ignorance” can arise 
when students teach each other. 

While preparing lessons, teachers can spend so much 
time on what they are going to teach that they do not 
get around to fully exploring how they might teach 
it. When we focus on what we will be teaching without 
concurrently considering how we might present it, the 
crunch of time may cause us to settle for methods that are 
incomplete or overused. 

As we seek to address this disparity and make our 
lessons more effective, we may realize that we reach too 
often for the same tool in our teaching toolbox. It is easy to 
ignore other methods that are unfamiliar and feel awkward 
to use. We must be wary of always defaulting toward 
our favored teaching approaches and thereby robbing 
ourselves of rich experiences in the classroom. Elder Neal 
A. Maxwell once stated: 
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The preparation and teaching can be completed in less than 
ten minutes. This approach yields experiences with “shared 
expertise” rather than “shared ignorance.”

Illustration 2
Short of creating mini-experts, we can select problems 
that we pose to students so they can wrestle with them 
in groups prior to a class-wide discussion. This approach 
orients and assists students to engage more competently in 
discussions and thereby addresses the problem of efficiency. 
This form of peer instruction requires careful orchestration 
by a teacher.

For example, a teacher has several insights he wishes 
to investigate with his class as he works his way through 
John 6. He could conduct the entire lesson through an 
interactive discussion where only one person is speaking at 
any given time. However, he concludes that some students 
will not fully participate in a large group setting without 
first being oriented with small group problem solving. He 
prepares a PowerPoint presentation that will pose problems 
to small groups and thereby set the stage for follow-up 
class discussions. The problems/questions the small groups 
discuss prime the pump for discovery without simply 
revealing his insights. After each group discussion of the 
following questions, the teacher plans to conduct a summary 
discussion to bring closure to each learning objective:

1 In John 6:9, we see Jesus using a paltry 

contribution by a small child to work his miracle. 

What does this teach you about the miracles Jesus 

will work around you? 

2 In John 6:12, the disciples are commanded to 

gather up the fragments that remain. Why do 

you think that Jesus had them do this? 

3 As you read the story of Jesus walking on the 

water in John 6:16-21, what do you feel we are 

taught about the atonement? 

4 Consider the reason Jesus rejects the form 

of discipleship the people are offering in 

John 6:26-30. How does the Savior’s demand for 

a deeper form of discipleship bless and protect 

the people? Give examples that expose that we 

sometimes approach the Savior in the same 

shallow manner as these people did. 

If small group learning experiences truly are less effective 
than lectures or class discussions, hesitancy to use the 
method is justified. While diversity of experience can 
breathe life into a classroom, it is probably not an important 
enough byproduct to cause teachers to use a dubious 
method. We do not reach for the screwdriver just because we 
have been using the hammer a lot—we select tools because 
we believe they will address the task at hand most effectively. 
However, we should be a little chagrined if we find ourselves 
trying to turn a screw with a hammer. Maybe the fact that 
we are saying quite a lot during a lecture does not translate 
into our students assimilating a lot. 

There are ways that teachers can make peer instruction 
more meaningful. For example, quickly creating experts 
on different topics and then pairing them to teach one 
another overcomes the challenge of “shared ignorance.” 
This skill depends on orchestrating preparation experiences 
so they empower students to teach a principle to their 
partner with expertise that rivals that of the teacher. This 
is accomplished by choosing different learning objectives, 
providing clear instruction of one objective to one group 
of students, and providing quality instruction of the other 
objective to the other group. Mini-experts can be created 
before or during class. Students enjoy teaching when 
they are qualified and know something the other group 
members do not.

Illustration 1
A Sunday School teacher has some insights she wants to 
share as the class covers John 11. She considers sharing 
her ideas through a lecture, but decides instead to formally 
write out her thoughts as clearly and powerfully as she 
can. She breaks her thoughts into two different readings of 
approximately the same length. She believes that having the 
students read her thoughts and then restate them will be 
helpful. At the appropriate point in the lesson, she breaks 
the students into groups of two and tells them they will be 
restating their reading to their partner. She distributes the 
readings so that one student in each group receives handout 
1 and the other student receives handout 2. She provides 
time for the students to read and process their reading. 
After they have silently prepared to restate her insights, the 
teacher asks them to share together. The students are all 
engaged through this process and able to teach individually. 
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This teacher believes that this structure will allow him 
to make his points more powerfully to his students while 
also allowing his students to create and discover unique 
personal insights. He is also confident that he can cover 
the same amount of material in the same amount of time 
using this method as he would have addressed through a 
class discussion, and will achieve deeper comprehension, 
retention, and satisfaction.

Illustration 3
A teacher wishes to introduce a topic and then discuss 
insights about it from an article. She has selected several 
significant quotes from the article she wishes to process with 
the class. Initially, she places the quotes in a PowerPoint 
presentation and plans to read them with the class and then 
discuss them. As she considers this approach, she fears some 
students will become bored and check out. 

Since her room is set up with eight columns of six rows, 
she modifies her approach so that she places eight of the 
most significant quotes on one sheet of paper. She makes 
six copies of the sheet and slices the paper so that she can 
distribute a different quote to each of the eight columns in 
her class. She passes out the different quotes so that each 
column is working on the same quote. She does not have 
them talk together about the quote. She just gives them 
time to read whichever one they are assigned and tells them 
that she is going to arbitrarily pick one person to restate the 
information when their quote is being considered. Once the 
students have read their quotes, she projects the first one 
on the screen, rolls a dice and has whichever student’s seat 
matches the number on the dice report on their quote. She 
feels that working her way through the material in this way 
will keep students engaged and interested.

Conclusion
Peer instruction can be effective and enjoyable if it is well 
structured. Teachers can overcome shared ignorance by 
imparting expertise to different groups and then having 
them teach one another. Efficiency concerns can be 
addressed by carefully orchestrating group experiences 
so they are focused and productive. Students who quickly 
consider a question together before having the answer 
provided can be oriented and interested when the teacher 
closes the discussion with the class at large.

Several justifications for pursuing collaboration between 
students have been identified such as achieving 1) deeper 
and broader learning, 2) higher motivation, 3) increased 
transferability and applicability of learning, 4) longer 
retention of learning, 5) the acquisition of life skills, and 6) 
positive effects on quality of life considerations (Downey, 
2008; Walker & Greene, 2009). Just as a good exercise 
regime includes a broad range of activities so that one 
muscle is not neglected while another is overused, a good 
teaching plan utilizes multiple practices to produce healthy, 
well-balanced learning. While there are many methods 
to present information, and some teachers have innate 
abilities relating to one more than another, do not discount 
your ability to learn to use a wrench just because you seem 
to be especially good at swinging a hammer. t
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Peer instruction is one way to vary the style of student 
involvement. It affords the chance for students to process 
information, organize it in their brain, and rehearse their 
learning verbally. 


