Teacher-Student Examples in Scripture

Elder David A. Bednar said, “I encourage you at a later time to study chapters 11–14 in 1 Nephi and notice how the Spirit both asked questions and encouraged Nephi to ‘look’ as active elements in the learning process”1.  This article explores Elder Bednar’s suggestion plus four other scriptural examples of “active elements” between a teacher and student.  An added example is that of Elder Richard G.  Scott’s recent illustration of the teacher acting as a guide.

In these scriptural instances and in many others, amazingly the scriptures contain some of the actual dialog between the instructor and student - as opposed to simply transmitting to us the sermon of the teacher alone.  Their words, both teacher’s and student’s, are frozen in time for us to explore.  What a wealth and opportunity this provides the improving teacher!

For each example, the initial approach is to examine the structure (and even the word counts) of the verbal exchanges.  This opens the door to a closer look into the methods of the teachers - but also into the tremendous importance of the student’s preparation.  

The chart below summarizes the examples.  In addition to word counts, and following Elder Bednar’s direction, another column shows counts of questions asked by the teacher.  Thereafter is a tally of questions posed by the student.

	
	Account
	Words Spoken 
by the Teacher
	Words Spoken 
by the Student
	Questions Posed 
by the Teacher
	Questions Posed 
by the Student

	1.
	Nephi as taught by the 
Spirit and by an angel
1 Nephi 11-14
	2,579
(96%)
	109
(4%)
	9
	0

	2.
	Ammon teaches 
King Lamoni 
Alma 18
	287
(Much more is 
only recapped)
	158

	4
	8

	3.
	Aaron teaches 
King Lamoni’s father 
Alma 22
	124
(Much more is 
only recapped)
	365
	2
	5

	4.
	The Lord Appears to 
the Nephites
3 Nephi 11-18
	6,284
	10
	0
	1

	5.
	Joseph Smith in 
the First Vision and 
as taught by Moroni,
Joseph Smith–History
	(Not clearly
stated)
	(Not clearly
stated)
	0 
(?)
	1

	6.
	Elder Scott teaches Rebecca3 
	688
(68%)
	324
(32%)
	16
	0




Counting words and questions is only a loose measure, especially when we do not have a full transcript of each lesson.  Yet ratios2 between teacher and student can fuel our thinking.

In each scriptural example the teacher does most of the speaking.  (In Aaron’s case, we infer that this is so.)  Does this devalue the teaching method of a teacher acting as a guide, as opposed to a lecturer?  The chart clearly shows interaction between teacher and student.  As we explore each example in detail below, the greater issue becomes how and when the teacher uses the guide approach.  A pattern will emerge of concentrations of “active elements,” especially at the beginning of a lesson.

The last column flips the issue of questions:  Did the student pose any questions to the teacher?  In other words, did the student enter the lesson consciously in need of answers?  And during the course of the lesson, was the material stimulating enough to motivate the student to ask?  This is an overlooked but highly important and revealing point!

Besides the examples listed above, other great teaching instances are the Lord’s parables.  Regarding them in particular Joseph Smith said, “I have a key by which I understand the scriptures.  I inquire, what was the question which drew out the answer, or caused Jesus to utter the parable?”3  The Prophet’s advice applies as well to the five scriptural examples in this article.  Without understanding the students’ motivations in these examples, our explorations may be in vain.
In the first example Nephi asked no questions (at least in what we have in the scriptures).  Yet the basis of his entire experience is his desire to see the vision of his father and to understand its meaning.  In the other scriptural examples, the student actually asks more questions than does the teacher!  Only the example of Elder Scott with Rebecca includes no real or apparent questions by the student (which, although presented as an illustration of method, might be the most representative of our normal classes).

Example #1
Nephi, Taught by the Spirit and the Angel 
1 Nephi 11-14
This lesson included two instructors, “the Spirit” and “the angel,” working in turns as team teachers.  Whether viewed by counts of words or verses, the teachers’ side of the exchange is the great majority – 

	Persons
	Total
Words
	 

	Nephi
	109
	4%

	Spirit
	127
	5%

	Angel
	2,452
	91%

	Total of Spirit & Angel
	2,579
	96%

	All 3 Speakers
	2,688
	

	 
	Total
Verses
	 

	Verses spoken by the Spirit and the angel
	79
	89%

	Times (verses) where Nephi responded
	10
	11%


Elder Bednar encouraged us to study the “active elements,” namely the questions posed and the directive to “look” –

	 Questions Asked by the Spirit and the Angel
	Key
Word
	Type 

	Behold, what desirest thou?
	Desirest?
	 

	Believest thou that thy father saw the tree of which he hath spoken?
	Believest?
	Yes/No

	What desirest thou?
	Desirest?
	 

	Nephi, what beholdest thou?
	Beholdest?
	 

	Knowest thou the condescension of God?
	Knowest?
	Yes/No

	Knowest thou the meaning of the tree 
which thy father saw?
	Knowest?
	Yes/No

	Thou rememberest the Twelve Apostles 
of the Lamb?
	Remem-
berest?
	Rhetorical

	What beholdest thou?
	Beholdest?
	 

	Knowest thou the meaning of the book?
	Knowest?
	Yes/No

	Rememberest thou the covenants of the Father unto the house of Israel?  
	Remem-
berest?
	Yes/No

	Total non-rhetorical questions posed to Nephi
	9
	

	Total times Nephi was commanded to "look"
	13
	


All but one of the questions appear in the first 29% of the words.  Six of the nine questions appear in the first 9% of the account.  In other words, two-thirds of the questions are at the beginning of the lesson.  Some if not all the questions gave Nephi an opportunity to testify.

The teacher commanded Nephi thirteen times to "look.”  Eleven of them appear in the first 24% of the words.  Again, the beginning of the lesson contains the concentration.  

The lesson relied upon visual elements.  It was a vision of places and people as opposed to just spoken instruction.  The teacher acted as a visual escort as well as a spoken guide through the concepts.  Besides the word “look” the account is full of words having to do with sight - “see,” “seest, “saw,” “seen,” “shown,” “behold” (in sense of seeing), “beheld” and “beholdest.”  They are distributed throughout the account over 160 times, reinforcing the visual aspect of this lesson and reminding us to use visual aids.

Nephi was likely a Young Single Adult at the time, possibly even Seminary age.  He was obviously a student of great capacity and alerts us to the varied and sometimes advanced nourishment required by our students.  

On a side note, Nephi realizes that the tree represents the love of God.  He comes to that by being shown Mary and her divine son.  Daniel C.  Peterson explains a connection between this and ancient imagery of certain trees, wisdom and feminine divinity.5  This then is an example of the Spirit taking advantage of Nephi’s particular cultural background to help him understand and enrich the meaning for him.  We can do likewise as we get to know each student’s interests and life’s experiences.

Example #2
Ammon Teaches King Lamoni
Alma 18
The core of Ammon’s teachings is preceded by an amazing dialog between the teacher and the student (see Alma 18:14-35).  Most of the questions are by the student, and because answers normally require more words than questions, most of the words are by the teacher.

	Total words by Lamoni
	158

	Total words by Ammon (excluding the main discourse 
which was only recapped)
	287

	Total questions asked by Ammon.  (Technically there are 7 but the first 4 are actually 1 question repeated 3 times.)
	4

	Total questions posed or issues raised by Lamoni
	8


The student starts and controls the beginning of the dialog with specific questions and concerns.  From Ammon’s standpoint, the dialog portion likely had the following purposes - 

· To set Lamoni at ease.  

· To answer Lamoni's concerns.  

· To build a foundation of key concepts.  

· To prepare Lamoni’s emotional state.

· To clear the way for him to hear the principal portion of the lesson.

Once the issues are resolved, Ammon delivers a comprehensive and long lesson that includes –

a. “The creation of the world.

b. “The creation of Adam.

c. “All the things concerning the fall of man.

d. “Rehearsed and laid before him the records and the holy scriptures … down to the time that their father, Lehi, left Jerusalem.

e. “The journeyings of their fathers [Lehi and his family] in the wilderness, and all their sufferings

f. “The rebellions of Laman and Lemuel 

g. “And he expounded unto them all the records and scriptures from the time that Lehi left Jerusalem down to the present time.

h. “He expounded unto them the plan of redemption

i. “And he also made known unto them concerning the coming of Christ.

j. And as if all this was not enough, “all the works of the Lord did he make known unto them.”

We do not have the words to the lesson verbatim, only a brief summary.  The account describes Ammon's “active elements” at this point as "told,” "rehearsed" (three times), "laid before,” "relate,” "expounded" (twice), "make known" (twice).  These ten instances portray a discourse, possibly with little further dialog, and are heavily weighted in total words to the teacher.

As urged by Joseph Smith, we should not move on without asking ourselves, “What was the question which drew out the answer?”  In Ammon’s instruction to Lamoni we do not immediately discern the student’s motivation.  For that we turn to the previous chapter (see Alma 17:21-25).  Their earlier meeting was a great contrast; instead of a downpour of gospel instruction as detailed in Alma 18, Ammon shared nothing about the gospel.  He was a missionary brought before a foreign leader and seemingly squanders an incredible opportunity to deliver his missionary message.  Lamoni’s offer of his daughter as a wife may be a key.  Perhaps he was aware of Ammon’s standing as a prince of the entire Nephite nation.  If so, Lamoni’s intent might have been to establish political and trade relations, and to further his own wealth, power and influence.  His motivations therefore were not aligned for Ammon’s intended lesson.

The scene in Alma 18 portrays a vastly different Lamoni.  He is “astonished exceedingly” (18:2), “began to fear exceedingly” (v. 5) because of awareness of his sins, and even “more astonished” (v. 10).  What had the teacher done to help such a transformation in the student’s attitude and readiness?  The story of Alma 17:26-39 is famous among us, but yields added gold by detailing this teacher’s labor to lay the groundwork for a student.  

Example #3
Aaron Teaches King Lamoni’s Father
Alma 22
As with the previous example, the teacher and student had a dialog before the lesson proper.  Interestingly however most of the words in this case are those of the student – who “insists” (22:3) that the teacher “administers” to him.  

	Total words by the king
	365

	Total words by Aaron (excluding the main
 discourse which was only recapped)
	124

	Total questions asked by Aaron 
(both were "Believest thou?")
	2

	Total questions / issues raised by the king
	5


Although the king begins the dialog, Aaron inserts a term that helps guide the discussion’s direction.  He says, “the Spirit of the Lord has called” Ammon into other region of the country.  This phrase was not familiar to the king and he then asks for understanding.  Perhaps Aaron did this purposefully, using the full title “the Spirit of the Lord” instead of simply “the Spirit.”

Ammon then delivered the main part of the lesson, divided into four sections.  Aaron “did expound unto him –

1. “the scriptures from the creation of Adam.  

2. “Laying the fall of man before him, and their carnal state.  

3. “And also the plan of redemption, which was prepared from the foundation of the world, through Christ, for all whosoever would believe on his name.

4. “The sufferings and death of Christ atone for their sins”

At this point the words used to describe the instruction’s active elements are "reading,” "expound" (twice), and "laying … before.”  As with Ammon and Lamoni, the major part of the lesson appears to be a discourse.

The circumstance of the lesson was the visit by “Aaron and his brethren” (v. 1-2).  Like Ammon they tried to become servants, but the king would not “suffer” them to do so.  Rather he said, “But I will insist that ye shall administer unto me; for I have been somewhat troubled in mind because of the generosity and the greatness of the words of thy brother Ammon.”  An implication of the word “administer” is to teach.  

Again the student’s preparation derives from the kind service of a teacher.  The king here refers to his earlier meeting with Ammon in Alma 20:8-27 - when the king attacked Ammon but was wounded and defeated.  The king was impressed by Ammon’s “generosity” (22:3) and the “great love [Ammon] had for his son Lamoni” (20:26) in protecting him from his father’s rage (20:16), and demanding “that Lamoni may retain his kingdom” (20:24).
The effect of this service on Aaron’s student was paramount.  “The king was greatly astonished at the words which [Ammon] had spoken, and also at the words which had been spoken by his son Lamoni, therefore he was desirous to learn them (20:27).”

The king’s progression in his preparation for the lesson is detailed by his statements of his own values –

a. Under the threat of Ammon’s sword, the king placed a value on his own life.  He said, “If thou wilt spare me I will grant unto thee whatsoever thou wilt ask, even to half of the kingdom (20:23).”

b. During Aaron’s lesson the king yearned to have “eternal life,” “be born of God,” “receive his Spirit,” and more (22:15).  His proposed price was, “I will give up all that I possess, yea, I will forsake my kingdom,” in other words all of his kingdom and all his possessions.

c. After Aaron’s instruction ended, the king offered a new price and a new type of currency.  In praying to God he said, “I will give away all my sins to know thee.”

His model is commendable even millenniums later.

Example #4
The Risen Lord Teaches the Nephites, 
His First Discourse
3 Nephi 11-18
For the purpose of this article, what is remarkable about the Lord’s lesson is what it does not contain - many words and questions by the students.

	Total words by the Lord
	6,284

	Total words by the multitude 
	10

	Total questions asked by the Lord 
(excluding rhetorical questions)
	0

	Total questions and issues raised by the Nephites 
	1


The lone question by the students is actually not direct but derived.  “And when they had all gone forth and had witnessed for themselves, they did cry out with one accord, saying: Hosanna!  Blessed be the name of the Most High God!” (11:15-16)  “The word ‘Hosanna’ literally means ‘Save now, save we pray’ and is taken from a messianic psalm.  (see Psalms 118:25).”6  This then is a request by the multitude for help and instruction.  And that is exactly what the Lord delivers.

Most of the rest of the account, and most of the chapters through the end of 3 Nephi, are discourse.  The risen Messiah gives the gospel in its purity – with few verbal exchanges from the multitude, at least according to the record.  Before doing so He asks them to witness his wounds.  And lest we gloss over the personal nature of this event, the account states that the people went “forth one by one.”  The result on the students was that they “did know of a surety and did bear record, that it was he, of whom it was written by the prophets, that should come.”  (11:15)
Having produced a glorious one-on-one relationship with each person, the Master does something else before beginning the spoken discourse proper.  He called forth twelve men to preach and baptize, giving them authority and instructions through the end of chapter 11.  This He did in the presence of the rest of the multitude (12:1).  Although this was no mere student participation activity, as students ourselves we know how attentive we become when the teacher calls one of us to the front of the class.  We experience the moment vicariously through that student.

This arrangement continues and He speaks again directly to the twelve twice in his discourse.  (13:25-34 and 15:11).  The miracles and glory of chapter 17 are well known.  Chapter 18 records an interlude in the spoken discourse for a sacramental meal.  The twelve are the first to partake and then act as priesthood servers to the rest.  At the end of the chapter the Savior touches each of the twelve, speaks to them, then ascends into heaven.  

On the next day the twelve become teachers themselves (19:6) – yet another model we can emulate in our classes.

Twice in the record the Lord assessed the status of his audience.  The first is, “And it came to pass that when Jesus had said these words he perceived that there were some among them who marveled, and wondered what he would concerning the law of Moses; for they understood not the saying that old things had passed away, and that all things had become new.” (15:2)
“Marvel” is the result of something that “arrests the attention and causes a person to stand or gaze, or to pause.”  (Webster’s 1828 Dictionary, hereafter W-1828.)  The Lord interrupted His discourse and, almost conversationally, helps them through the point.  In so doing He let them know He understands their confusion, and then explains the concept.  

The second assessment is toward the end of the lesson, “I perceive that ye are weak, that ye cannot understand all my words which I am commanded of the Father to speak unto you at this time.” (17:2)
Again He voices His awareness of the impact of the message.  As teachers we may be surprised to note that His lesson was beyond their existing capacity.  A Church Educational System emphasis is to get the students to put into words what is imbedded in their hearts.  Normally this is directed to what they already know.  In contrast however, in these scriptural examples the students receive an avalanche of new material.

The multitude had the following background and preparation before the lesson –

a. The older ones had endured difficult years, and looked forward in faith from the time that the sign of the Lord’s birth was given (1:13).

b. They recently survived the terrible destructions and sorrows of chapter 8.

c. They then heard the voice of the Lord in chapters 9 and 10 describing the destructions, stating His willingness to save, and more.

d. They gathered “round about the temple [the classroom was the temple!] that was in the land Bountiful; and they were marveling and wondering one with another, and were showing one to another the great and marvelous change which had taken place.  And they were also conversing about this Jesus Christ, of whom the sign had been given concerning His death” (11:1-2).

A possible added motivation is explained by John W.  Welch –

Traditionally, all Israelites (and hence Nephites) were instructed to gather at the temple three appointed times each year, namely for the feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles … There is considerable circumstantial evidence that the Nephites, who were strict in their observance of the law of Moses "in all things" (2 Nephi 5:10, Jarom 1:5; Alma 30:3; 3 Nephi 1:24), observed these essential Israelite festivals … The purposes and themes of these ritual days related closely to covenant-making, law-giving, and prophetic instruction, which are also dominant themes in the Sermon at the Temple.

If the Nephites were assembled on one of these traditional holy days sometime after the signs of Jesus' death had been given, they probably would have wondered what they should do next.  We know that they observed the law of Moses until Jesus proclaimed its fulfillment (see 3 Nephi 1:24-25; 15:2-8), but while Jesus' voice, which was heard out of the darkness, had announced the end of the Mosaic law at the time of His death (see 3 Nephi 9:17), no new instructions had yet been given to the Nephites about the new law that was to take its place ... They must have wondered if it was still appropriate for them to continue using their old ritual order.7

Overall the multitude were passing through enormous changes in their lives, and were hungry for pure leadership and instruction.  The students were fully prepared in their hearts and minds for an influx of power and knowledge.
Example #5
Joseph Smith’s First Vision and Moroni’s Visits
Joseph Smith-History
This example spans two events - the First Vision and then, three and a half years later, the visits by Moroni.  In both instances the record contains fewer exchanges than in the previous examples from the Book of Mormon.  

The sequence of the account of The First Vision is –

a. Joseph begins to pray, is overcome by evil, and exerts all his powers to call upon God for deliverance (v. 15-16).

b. The Father and Son appear and the Father states the momentous words opening the new dispensation, “This is My Beloved Son.  Hear Him!” (v. 17)
c. Joseph recorded, “I asked the Personages who stood above me in the light, which of all the sects was right.”  (v. 19).  Before this happened likely the Lord either asked Joseph outright what he wanted, or prompted him to speak.

d. The Lord responds giving specific reasons, and “forbade me to join with any of them” (v. 19).

e. Joseph adds, “And many other things did he say unto me, which I cannot write at this time” (v. 20).

In this condensed account the student begins the exchange, this time by prayer, and then speaks again by stating his question.  The Father and Son speak twice, once to announce themselves (and perhaps ask Joseph his desire) and then secondly to answer Joseph’s question and say “many other things.”  Joseph’s purpose and preparation for this lesson are well known.

The second teaching session occurs in September, 1823.  Joseph began to pray, stating his purpose as “supplication to Almighty God for forgiveness of all my sins and follies, and also for a manifestation to me, that I might know of my state and standing before him…” (v. 29)   

In the entire account of Moroni's visits (v. 29-50), the word "quoted" or "quoting" appears 11 times, meaning Moroni recited at length.  However, Joseph said that Moroni was "conversing" with him (v. 42), at least on the subject of the plates of gold.  A definition of “converse” is a “free interchange of thoughts or opinions” (W-1828).  Therefore there was dialog.  Joseph also described the lessons as "interviews" (v.  47), meaning "a conference or mutual communication of thoughts” (W-1828).

While we have little of the dialog, the aftereffects and actions resulting from Moroni's lessons are especially descriptive - 

a. Joseph recorded that after the first lesson, “I lay musing on the singularity of the scene, and marveling greatly at what had been told to me by this extraordinary messenger.” (v. 44)  “Singularity” means something “uncommon” or “curious,” or of “particular privilege.” (W-1828)
b. After the second lesson he said, “I lay overwhelmed in astonishment at what I had both seen and heard" (v. 46).

c. After the third lesson, “I was again left to ponder on the strangeness of what I had just experienced” (v. 47).  A little used definition of "strangeness" is: "Wonderfulness; the power of exciting surprise and wonder; uncommonness that raises wonder by novelty.”  (W-1828)  Interestingly Joseph does not say “what I just learned or heard” but rather what he “experienced”.  The lesson was more than learning or hearing.

d. After the fourth lesson, “I obeyed; I returned to my father in the field, and rehearsed the whole matter to him” (v. 50).  A result of the lesson was outward action.  

Likewise in the previous examples, Lamoni and his father reacted and then acted.  A lesson then is a call to action.

An Institute manual gives us further insight – 

A significant point in comparing the four visits of Moroni to the Prophet Joseph Smith is the repetition of instruction.  Furthermore, Moroni seems to have discerned the thoughts and feelings Joseph was having between each visit.  For example, Moroni added instructions on the impending end of the world during the second visit, a subject Joseph seems most concerned about after the first visit.  Then Moroni added a warning during the third visit about Joseph's motives in getting the plates, a temptation Joseph could have easily experienced after the second visit.  Finally, Moroni added the commandment for Joseph to tell his father of the visitation, a command that Joseph might have felt impractical, or at least inconvenient, in the middle of the night.

Lucy Mack Smith's history of this event adds the following information: "The messenger whom he saw the previous night, visited him again, and the first thing he said was, 'Why did you not tell your father that which I commanded you to tell him?'  Joseph replied, 'I was afraid my father would not believe me.'  The angel rejoined, 'He will believe every word you say to him.'"8
Joseph was fourteen (Seminary age) when he received the First Vision.  He was seventeen years, nine months old (almost a Young Single Adult) when Moroni visited.  As we were with Nephi, we are awed by the capacity and readiness of some of the students.

On a lighter note, early morning seminary teachers may notice that they, like Moroni, teach when everyone else is asleep.  Moroni did so successfully, even with prolonged quotations and commentary from the Old Testament.  However, he repeated the lesson twice that night and once again the next morning for better retention and understanding.  Moroni’s teachings were so stimulating that after the second lesson Joseph recorded, “By this time, so deep were the impressions made on my mind, that sleep had fled from my eyes.” (v. 46)  Considering Joseph’s age, some teachers may rank this fact alone as a modern marvel.
Example #6
Elder Scott Teaches Rebecca
Address to CES Religious Educators
February 4, 20052
Elder Richard G. Scott demonstrated the technique of the teacher as a guide to gospel learning.  It is available on DVD and the transcript is in the “Talks for Teachers” section of LdsCes.org.  He played the role of teacher and enlisted the aid of a young friend, Rebecca, as student.

The word counts below are not a good indication of “guide on the side” because this teacher had only one student.  A classroom with more attendees would provide more responses to each of the teacher’s promptings.

	Total words by Elder Scott
	688

	Total words by Rebecca 
(not including scripture reading)
	324

	Total questions asked by Elder Scott 
(excluding requests for her to read, etc.  One question he asked twice.)
	17

	Total questions / issues raised by Rebecca
	0


In the video Elder Scott poses many questions to the student and awaits her responses.  However in the written transcript it becomes clearer that he does most of the speaking, over double by word count.  Perhaps questions used as motivation often require only short answers, whereas questions used as requests for understanding often require long answers.

In the exchange he took twenty-seven turns and she took twenty-six – a large increase from the scriptural examples.  In only one of his turns did he expound the scriptures, concentrating instead on prompting the student and acting as a guide.

The student poses no questions, likely because of the rapid rate of the teacher’s directives.  (She is also most likely aware that the purpose is a demonstration of technique and not a lesson in the fullest sense, in which she could freely start a new exchange rather than just respond.)

Most if not all of Elder Scott's questions gave Rebecca a chance to testify.  Rebecca benefits from the lesson through offering short confirmations and small testimonies.  Elder Scott’s use of “guide on the side” paves the way and helps Rebecca relate the scriptures to herself.

Rebecca’s age is not given; she is probably an older Seminary student.  Elder Scott describes her as a faithful Latter-day Saint.  Her motivation and preparation for the particular lesson is simply being asked to come and participate – much like students in our classes in Church Education and in Sunday worship.

Conclusions

The scriptural examples support the teaching technique of the teacher acting as a guide.  In these particular examples, the teachers use the method in the beginning of a lesson, before an extended discourse, to resolve questions and engage the students.

The scriptural examples, as well as many other instances in scripture, also incorporate the lecture format.  However Elder Scott cautions against the technique where the teacher becomes merely “a talking head.”9   Likely the difference is in the preparation of the students before the lesson and their interest level during it.  

Student Questions.  A surprising element in the examples is the important role of questions by the students.  They are the foundation of each scriptural example.  Ammon and Aaron not only provided answers but skillfully used the issues to transition into larger topics.  

Sincere questions by the students are a treasure to the teacher, because the queries reveal interest and identify obstacles.  Sometimes we fear questions because we feel inadequate as human encyclopedias.  Yet as the examples show, spontaneous questions can be the catalyst and foundation of successful lessons.  Possible helps include - 

· Ask the rest of the class to contribute their help.  Often they come up with excellent answers.  Plus it gives them a chance to testify and put their understanding into words.

· When applicable to the question, ask the class to open their Topical Guides or Bible Dictionaries and start gleaning.  (This can lead to even more interesting and rewarding discoveries.)

· Honestly respond that we do not know (no shame in that) and commit to do some digging.

· Ask if any other students would like to tackle the issue and report on it later.

Another concern about student questions is that an adequate answer may take too long.  A possible response is, “Hmm, that’s an excellent question.  I think that an answer deserves some good going over.  May I dig some things up and get back with you?”  You then have the option to get with the student after class or devote part of a future lesson to it.

Pre-Lesson Questions.  After the opening song and prayer, there can be a short gospel version of “show and tell.”  The instructor may ask –

· “Before we get into the lesson itself, does anyone have any questions about the gospel or something in the scriptures?”  

· “Any comments on anything you have learned or come across?”

· “Has anyone seen the gospel in action in your life in the past few days, or in the life of someone close to you?”  

These mini-sessions can yield some wonderful exchanges.  In a recent class one student responded, “I saw the Law of Tithing in action this week.”  He went on to describe a friend’s payment of tithing under duress and then a small miracle of finances the next day.  Other students joined in.  After a few moments it was over – and rarely could there be a better treatment of the subject.

Personal Service.  The way into the hearts and minds of Lamoni and his father was through the service of Ammon.  Perhaps we can occasionally allocate some of our lesson preparation time to considering possible service to our students.  We can familiarize ourselves with their interests and recent events in their lives.  (Understandably this is easier in a small class such as ward-level Seminary.)  We can pass out a survey of interests and keep current on them.

Student Preparation.  In every scriptural example the student’s preparation and readiness was integral to the lesson.  The Lord himself gives the model for the student –

Therefore –

a. Go ye unto your homes, 

b. And ponder upon the things which I have said,

c. And ask of the Father, in my name, that ye may understand,

d. And prepare your minds for the morrow, 

e. And I come unto you again.  (3 Nephi 17:3)
The students pondered what they received, and probably what more was coming.  To do so was a commandment from the Master.  Pondering is an action and requires effort.  It expands the students’ abilities and prepares their hearts and minds for more.  

How can we do something similar in our own lessons?  One possibility is to devote a few minutes at the end of a class period to preview the upcoming lesson.  This is not merely a survey of upcoming topics.  The goal is to build interest – by highlighting the challenges to the characters and the issues, and especially to raise intriguing questions that will be answered in the next class.

Admittedly this requires extra effort and work by the teacher.  To do so requires us to not only prepare the current lesson but peer into the next one, which takes more time and can be confusing.  However, there is a small payoff when preparing to teach the subsequent lesson - you are already familiar with the material from your preparation from the preview.

Another potential help in preparing the students’ hearts and minds is in the opening song and prayer.  

· Hymn.  Just before singing, introduce the hymn by highlighting an important phrase or two, especially when relevant to the lesson’s subject.  A student could also be assigned to do this.

· Prayer.  Before the invocation, ask the class for suggestions of requests or expressions of gratitude – such as the illness of a class member or his or her recent recovery.  

Be Not Wary of Feeding.  President Hinckley has said, “None of us … knows enough.  The learning process is an endless process.  We must read, we must observe, we must assimilate, and we must ponder that to which we expose our minds.”10
In all the scriptural examples cited here, the students received a wealth of wonderful material.  They were indeed fed – greatly.  In fact, the multitude in 3 Nephi received more than they could absorb.

Students vary in their capacities and abilities – sometimes even by the particular lesson topic.  The Lord told Peter once to feed his lambs and twice to feed his sheep. (John 21:15-17)  Lambs need milk, sheep are nourished by solid food.  

President Spencer W. Kimball said, “I fear at times that all too often many of our members come to church, sit through a class or meeting, and then return home having been largely uninformed.11
With a little practice, our lesson meals can include morsels to satisfy all levels, of both milk and meat.  



Elder Bednar pointed us toward the teacher-student examples in the scriptures.  The accounts are a wealth of hidden treasure for analyzing teaching methods.  The thoughts presented here beg the notion that we have barely scratched the surface.
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Another teaching example is Abinadi with Noah’s priests –

Some of Abinadi’s questions are obviously designed as reprimands, but at least two questions allow him to learn what the priests actually know and believe. This gives Abinadi a common ground on which to answer their question—a technique known among teachers as “teaching from the known to the unknown.”  (Renata W. Sukys, “Abinadi’s Teaching Style,” Ensign, Apr 1992, p. 28)


Extra Material

Joseph Smith

One of B. H. Roberts’s books is Joseph Smith the Prophet-Teacher.  On page 12 he wrote –

A prophet should be a "forth-teller" rather than a fore-teller.  Primarily he must be a teacher of men, an expounder of the things of God.  The inspiration of the Almighty must give him understanding, and when given he must expound it to his people, to his age.  He must be a Seer that can make others see.  A Teacher sent of God to instruct a people-to enlighten an age.  This is the primary office of a prophet.
We should then look to Joseph Smith as another model of proper teaching technique.  Here are some excerpts from Truman Madsens’ book Joseph Smith, the Prophet –
Wilford Woodruff: "I went up to the House of the Lord and heard the Prophet Joseph address the people for several hours.  He had been absent from Kirtland on business for the Church.  Though he had not been away half as long as Moses was in the Mount, yet many were stirred up in their hearts, and some were against him as the Israelites were against Moses; but when he arose in the power of God in the midst of them, they were put to silence, for the murmurers saw that he stood in the power of a Prophet of the Lord God.”  (p. 89.  Apparently long discourses were not uncommon.  At the dedication of the Kirtland Temple, President Sidney Rigdon’s “discourse continued for two hours and one half,” according to Joseph Fielding Smith in Church History and Modern Revelation, v. 3, p. 74-75.)
Lorenzo Snow: "The Prophet Joseph Smith was not a natural orator, but his sentiments were so sublime and far-reaching that everybody was eager to hear his discourses."  (p. 90)
Isabella Horne: "I heard him relate his first vision when the Father and Son appeared to him; also his receiving the gold plates from the Angel Moroni. This recital was given in compliance with a special request of a few particular friends in the home of Sister Walton, whose house was ever open to the Saints. While he was relating the circumstances the Prophet's countenance lighted up, and so wonderful a power accompanied his words that everybody who heard them felt his influence and power, and none could doubt the truth of his narration."  (p. 90)


Another example of teaching is within the temple -
Boyd K. Packer - If you will go to the temple and remember that the teaching is symbolic, you will never go in the proper spirit without coming away with your vision extended, feeling a little more exalted, with your knowledge increased as to things that are spiritual. The teaching plan is superb. It is inspired. The Lord Himself, the Master Teacher, taught His disciples constantly in parables—a verbal way to represent symbolically things that might otherwise be difficult to understand. (“The Holy Temple,” Ensign, Feb. 1995, p. 34)









