Additional Thoughts on the “Guide on the Side” 
Method of Teaching

(This document is a supplement to
 “Teacher-Student Examples in Scripture.doc”.)
Note: We cannot find the origin of the phrase “guide on the side”.  It does not appear at www.lds.org or, as far as we could see at www.ldsces.org.

Class Instruction

Elder Richard G. Scott - Never, and I mean never, give a lecture where there is no student participation.  A “talking head” is the weakest form of class instruction.  (Address to CES Religious Educators • February 4, 2005)
A useful exercise is to compare teaching examples in scripture – e.g. a great sermon by Alma, a missionary lesson by Ammon to King Lamoni, and the angel Moroni appearing beside Joseph Smith’s bed. 
A possible objection to such a comparison however is that scriptural examples were not in a class setting.  If so, what then is a class?  

· Is it where students sit at desks?  Probably not because Sunday School classes normally only have folding chairs, not desks.

· Must it be in a classroom?  Not necessarily.  Some effective classes occur outdoors and some are held in large auditoriums.

· Must a student be physically present?  Nowadays not any more with “distance learning” in the form of video links, the internet, and even pre-recorded lessons.

What then is “class instruction”?  How does it differ from a talk in Sacrament Meeting, or an address in General Conference, or even a fireside?

Perhaps a workable definition for the moment is – 

A setting where the audience members can pose questions and comments to the teacher, and where the teacher can call upon students individually or in groups.
There are three reasons why instruction such as General Conference addresses is not presented as a classroom where the students are physically present –

1. The physical environment does not allow it, for example a broadcast fireside.

2. It is not proper for the atmosphere, for example a talk in Sacrament Meeting.

3. The teacher decides otherwise.

#3 can occur where the teacher lacks the skill or initiative to involve class members, but it can also be where the teacher  consciously chooses otherwise.
Student Motivation

From the teaching samples in “Teacher-Student Examples in Scripture.doc,” here again are the motivations of the student in the examples –

1. Nephi –

a. “I desire to behold the things which my father saw.”

b. “To know the interpretation thereof.”

2. Lamoni –

a. “Who art thou?  Art thou that Great Spirit, who knows all things?”

b. “How knowest thou the thoughts of my heart?” 

c. “By what power ye slew and smote off the arms of my brethren that scattered my flocks.”

d. Guilt and concern because of his execution of previous servants.

3. King Lamoni’s father –

a. “The greatness of the words of thy brother Ammon” 

b. “The cause why he has not come up out of Middoni with thee.”

c. “What is this that ye have said concerning the Spirit of the Lord? Behold, this is the thing which doth trouble me.”

d. “And also, what is this that Ammon said—If ye will repent ye shall be saved, and if ye will not repent, ye shall be cast off at the last day?”

4. Joseph Smith –

· First Vision: “Which of all the sects was right, that I might know which to join.”

· Moroni’s Visits: “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;”

5. Rebecca –

1. Not stated.  She was present by the request of the teacher.

6. Nephites –

7. v. 1 – Gathered at the temple, “and they were marveling and wondering one with another”.

· v. 2 – “And they were also conversing about this Jesus Christ, of whom the sign had been given concerning his death.”

· They exclaimed “Hosanna”.  Shortly thereafter the Lord teaches them the gospel of salvation.

2. Likely also desired to see prophecy fulfilled and to learn the new law, knowing that the Law of Moses had been fulfilled.

Questions by the Students

In addition to student motivation, it is striking the role that questions from the students played in most of the scriptural samples.  “Guide by the side” appears to be a somewhat rapid series of bursts of questions and directives by the teacher, like the no-huddle offense in football.  Does such a setting promote questions from the students?  It didn’t seem so with Elder Scott’s example, nor in the example on the DVD of teacher about Moses’ arms being supported.  How do we build an environment that promotes questions?  How do we perhaps plant seeds to spawn specific questions in the classroom?  We want that, right?

Lecture vs. Guide on the Side

Sometimes the issue seems to be portrayed as a choice between two methods of teaching only, lecture versus “guide on the side”.  In reality of course there are many methods and “guide on the side” is another tool in the teacher’s toolbox.  

Lecture may be perceived as valid only when the physical circumstance dictates, such as a large number of attendees (e.g. a Stake Conference) or for a broadcast or time-shifted presentation.  However using physical circumstances alone does not seem to accord with the scriptural examples. 

Another issue is the validity of lecture altogether – in any setting.  If lecture is the weakest form of classroom instruction, does this mean that addresses from the pulpit are weaker than a classroom setting using “guide on the side”?  

· If yes, why did the Lord use lecture heavily in his visit to the Nephites?  He could have used any method, even to the point of having heavenly assistants bring down wall partitions and ink boards, and angels teach multitude divided into small groups.  (Stated this way may seem light-minded, but “with God all things are possible” and had He intended a classical classroom environment He could well have done it.)
· If no, then can methods of teaching from the pulpit acceptably be used in class?  Obviously the overall goal for the sake of the students is effectiveness, and perhaps an overall goal for the teacher is to master multiple methods and be able to use them as needed.

Targeting the “talking heads” can become a shotgun that guns down more than the inappropriate methods of inexperienced teachers and the excesses of experienced teachers who fail to magnify their calling.
Because lecture is used so heavily in scripture and from the pulpit, perhaps we should use care in portraying it negatively in order to promote an alternative.

A Matter of Timing

In the other scriptural examples it appears that dialogue or spoken exchanges appear primarily at the beginning of the lesson.  From that point it appears that lecture, or some form of one-sided presentation, predominates.  How can this be successful?  Some thoughts –

In the Lord’s visit to the Nephites his “lecture’ was indeed preceded by a very deeply affecting and personal one-to-one exchange, that of “going forth one by one” and witnessing the tokens of his atonement. 

Perhaps this then is a double challenge, first to prepare the students to be in a state of readiness to receive the word, and secondly to sense when that moment has arrived – at which point the main course of the meal can begin.

Principles and Knowledge

Of the exchange between Elder Scott and Rebecca, he took 27 turns to her 26.  In only one his turns did Elder Scott expound, and here it is –

First, let me give an explanation.  This is an oath.  We don’t do that as much as they did in the old times. But Nephi took an oath on the most fundamental thing he could think about—the fact that the Lord liveth.

This probably accords perfectly with the purpose of “guide on the side rather than sage on the stage”.

It is interesting however to consider Rebecca's abilities before the lesson.  Elder Scott describes her as "a young woman who is - 

· as completely pure and righteous as she is beautiful. 

· She is blessed with a quick and able mind 

· and is a most outstanding student. 

· Her discipline and diligence have made her an exceptional pianist. 

· She has a very clear understanding of what is right and wrong

· and never goes near the boundary."

· He also says to her, "You go to the temple frequently with your friends."

These traits are similar to those of young Nephi and the teenage Joseph Smith.  Rebecca seems to have progressed in this brief class session by crystallizing in her mind some important principles.  She also had her "spiritual batteries" recharged by bearing witness of them.  However, with students such as Rebecca, possibly there is the added challenge of being sure the banquet provides enough meat. 

Given such a high caliber of student, Rebecca may very well have had her "spiritual batteries" recharged by bearing witness of multiple principles, but she may not have progressed further.  

Of course the purpose of the demonstration was to show the method of “guide on the side”.  Having an outstanding student in the example does not undercut the merits of the approach.  However, as with all other teaching tools, it is worth considering the abilities of the particular students and personalities in a given classroom.

President Joseph F. Smith stated, “There are many in our Church who seem to regard the proclaiming of their conviction regarding the truth of the Gospel, the bearing of their testimony—as fully meeting all requirements of any speaker called to address the people in worshiping assemblies, on any and every occasion.”  (Quoted in Testimony by H. Stephen Stoker and Joseph C Muren, p. 142.)
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.  (Ensign, May 1981, p. 45).

Likewise F. Melvin Hammond wrote, “Our children or students want to be spiritually fed but frequently go away still hungering and thirsting for the things of the Spirit of God.  Every parent and teacher in the Church—whether in Sunday School, Primary, Relief Society, Young Men, Young Women, a priesthood quorum, or even on the music committee—who is not prepared to feed his or her ‘guests’ runs the risk of leaving the Lord’s children hungry.”  (“Parables of Jesus: The Great Supper,” Ensign, Apr 2003, p. 51)
In the scriptural samples the students were indeed fed.  In fact they received almost more than they could assimilate. For example –

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.  Therefore, go ye unto your homes, and ponder upon the things which I have said, and ask of the Father, in my name, that ye may understand, and prepare your minds for the morrow, and I come unto you again.  (3 Nephi 17:3-4)
Interestingly the Lord apparently gave, in either quantity or depth, concepts that were beyond the immediate ability of his students.  In some ways perhaps a lesson spans beyond the time of spoken instruction, to a period afterward of remembering, pondering and praying.

Each student in the scriptural sample received a flood of new knowledge.  If “guide on the side” is to predominate – in seminary, institute, Sunday School and more - is the goal then for student to receive knowledge in personal study and from addresses from the pulpit?

Lastly, returning again to Rebecca’s strong character begs a question.  Is “guide on the side” to be used for all ages and all abilities?  It is interesting to ponder Nephi’s possible age at seeing his father’s vision, Joseph Smith age the First Vision and Moroni’s visits, and more.  If “guide on the side” is not a blanket, shotgun approach, under what circumstances is it the best tool in the drawer?

Relying on Relating the Scriptures to Oneself

“Guide on the side” seems to rely heavily on the teacher helping the students to relate the scriptures to themselves.  We have noticed an unfortunate tendency however.  In the relating to the tribulations of the early saints, a teacher can ask the students how it would be if someone stole their MP3 player or favorite videos because of their religion.  

While effective for the basic principle, it can trivialize the events of the saints being expelled from their homes in early winter and their crops (and thus their food supply) destroyed.  For families and the elderly this in effect is an attempt at extermination – and in some cases the people indeed succumbed.  Whereas the students can identify with the loss of entertainment devices, they should also be helped to empathize with sacrifice beyond their experience.

To some degree this occurred in the DVD example of Moses’ arms being supported.  The principle of supporting our leaders is taught but the original story becomes somewhat of a caricature.  There was indeed a real battle going on with real casualties.  Likewise with Ammon in the sword and sling battle at the waters of Sebus:  some of the Lord’s children died in the process of bringing light and life to others.  

For a given situation, if we cannot think of a better way of teaching the principle, perhaps we should at least be mindful of the gravity of the historical event.

There is yet another potential problem.  While we should relate the scriptures to ourselves we should probably never do so at the expense of a sound understanding of the original events.  Our time has yielded a self-absorbed culture, and we can inadvertently be an enabler if the virtue of relating to oneself is stretched into a vice of self-centeredness.  

A definition of empathy is as the ability to "put oneself into another's shoes" (Wikipedia.org).  Perhaps too quickly we teach to cut the garment to our own size before appreciating those who originally wore it.  In contrast perhaps too the process of self-application becomes easier when we personally understand and care for the characters of the story.

Appetizer Samplings vs. a Meal
Each student in the scriptural examples received a flood of new knowledge.  If “guide on the side” is to predominate – in seminary, institute, Sunday School and more, the teacher must be fully aware of where the reception of new knowledge is actually going to occur – and likely encourage it.  Otherwise the meal is not complete.

Returning to Elder Scott example, Rebecca’s strong character begs a question.  Is “guide on the side” to be used for all ages and all abilities?  It is interesting to ponder Nephi’s possible age at seeing his father’s vision, Joseph Smith age the First Vision and Moroni’s visits, and more.  If “guide on the side” is not to predominate, under what circumstances is it the best tool in the drawer?

If our primary role is to teach principles, why not bypass the scriptures as courses and just use the “Gospel Principles” manual?  Or within the Book of Mormon course itself, should avoid the story elements and just teach the sermons.  In the process we could sidestep the burden of Isaiah material and the many chapters on war.  This begs the question of why those chapters are even there.
Scripture Study

Is one of the purposes of classroom instruction to actually perform scripture study during class?  If so, what are some of the characteristics of scripture study as opposed to scripture reading?  

Is scripture study reinforced by “guide on the side”?  In other words, does guide-on-the-side motivate an individual to study the scriptures?

Ammon and his missionary companions had “searched the scriptures diligently” (see Alma 17:3) – “Searched” is defined as “looked over carefully; explored; examined.” (Websters 1828 Dictionary, emphasis added).  The same resource lists the meaning of “search” as - 

A seeking or looking for something that is lost, or the place of which is unknown … as a search for lost money; a search for mines of gold and silver; a search after happiness or knowledge.

2. Inquiry; a seeking.  He spent his life in search of truth.

3. Quest; pursuit for finding.

“Diligently” means “with steady application and care; with industry or assiduity [unflagging effort]; not carelessly; not negligently.”

Searching the scriptures implies examining a large amount of material for a particular lost item or treasure.  Also implicit is a strong desire for the quest.  This quest will require effort and work.  

Perhaps even more valuable than a presentation technique for a teacher would be keys in instilling a motivation in the students to embark on such a personal pursuit.  Indeed one hallmark of effective teaching might be if the students have accomplished the reading assignment and come to class with comments (found treasures) and questions (unresolved quests).

Pondering

A teacher might benefit from a personal survey of “ponder” and “pondering” in the scriptures.

Instilling Desire in the Students

Develop high quality questions, those that peak interest.

· Passages of scripture that do not seem to make sense.

· Odd or unexpected story elements or remarks by the characters, e.g. Ammon’s heart being filled with joy when faced with capital punishment.

· Elements that create a logical conflict or tension.

· At the end of a class, take five or ten minutes previewing the upcoming lesson.  Focus on enticing elements and raise questions about issues and storyline.

· At the beginning of class ask, “Before getting into today’s lesson, do you have any questions that you have been thinking about in the gospel?”  Answers that do not fit in the time allowed, or that require research, can be deferred.
A New Way of Teaching 
for a New Time?
Possibly a proponent of “guide on the side” might acknowledge that it is not strong component of teaching methods in the past.  Perhaps the current age requires it because of the effect of television and videos to create short attention spans.  

Deseret News – “[A] bank not only had to change the way it trains recruits, but it was having to train older workers in how to deal with the Millennials [i.e. the younger generation].  ‘UPS has also found that classroom training sessions that worked with older generations don't work with Millennials.  They need interactive, hands-on training.’

… “The Millennials are very adept at multitasking and work well in teams and with mentors.  They are open to learning, just not by lecture.

“They do look for frequent and immediate feedback.  In fact, they the expect instant everything.  "They want it all, and they want it now," Bender says.  They connect 24/7.  They can find information 24/7.  They have little tolerance for delays.  (“Listen 2 me :) - Techno-savvy generation changing work, home and society”, March 17, 2008. Note that employee training is necessarily the same as gospel instruction in a classroom, in which a song and a prayer, plus a yearning for the Spirit, can alter the atmosphere significantly.  Of special note however is that younger minds may need to be engaged more actively and constantly.  While guide-on-the-side can be an effective solution, it can nonetheless still fail if the recipient’s mind is not being fed.)
Perhaps the new generation does indeed  need a new approach.  However we should reject or relegate previous teachings methods, especially those found in scripture, with extreme caution.  Admiral James B. Stockdale wrote:

In my view, the single most important foundation for any leader is a solid academic background in history.  That discipline gives perspective to the problems of the present and drives home the point that there is really very little new under the sun.  Whenever a policymaker starts his explication of how he intends to handle a problem with such phrases as ‘we are at the take-off point of a new era …’ you know you are heading for trouble.  Starting by ignoring the natural yardstick of 4,000 years of recorded history, busy people, particularly busy opportunists, have a tendency to see their dilemmas as so unique and unprecedented that they deserve to make exceptions to law, custom, or morality in their own favor to get around them … (‘Educating Leaders’, The Washington Quarterly, Winter, 1983, as quoted in Warriors’ Word, A Quotation Book by Peter G. Tsouras, p. 202.)


Extra Notes
2 Nephi 32:7 - And now I, Nephi, cannot say more; the Spirit stoppeth mine utterance, and I am left to mourn because of the unbelief, and the wickedness, and the ignorance, and the stiffneckedness of men; for they will not search knowledge, nor understand great knowledge, when it is given unto them in plainness, even as plain as word can be.
Beyond teaching principles, teachers likely have the duty of helping especially young students get engaged in the scriptures to the point of searching knowledge – which is far beyond principle-gleaning.



Truman Madsen -  [Regarding participants in the school in the Kirtland Temple,] they were not simply to listen to one speaker. A teacher was to be appointed, said the revelation, and "[ Appoint among yourselves a teacher,]  let not all be spokesmen at once; but let one speak at a time, and let all listen to his sayings, that when all have spoken that all may be edified of all, and that every man may have an equal privilege." (D&C 88: 122)  A beautiful teaching principle: the need for each person present to participate, contributing his insight and experience on a given theme.  (Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 84.  Note: This is a marvelous directive to have classroom discussion.  By the way however, what the Lord directs here is not the same as “guide-on-the-side”.)
Preaching

D&C 50:22 - Wherefore, he that preacheth and he that receiveth, understand one another, and both are edified and rejoice together.

Interestingly the Lord used the word preach as opposed to teach or even discuss.
D&C 11:21 - Seek not to declare my word, but first seek to obtain my word, and then shall your tongue be loosed; then, if you desire, you shall have my Spirit and my word, yea, the power of God unto the convincing of men.


Student feedback as reported at the U. of U. institute, 23 Aug. 2008 - 

· “I’m just getting a shuffling of ideas. I might as well be in Sunday School.” 

· “I didn’t come to hear this person (another student).”
· “I don’t want just a panel discussion.”

T. Thunnell – “They want the meat.”

K. Mays – “Have found in implementing the Brethren’s direction that some students are monopolizing the time.”  He suggested saying, “Is there anyone who hasn’t had a chance to speak?”



Nicholas Beale – First of all, nothing we can say can exhaust the richness of scripture.  The language of Genesis was inspired and speaks of things “too deep for words.”  (Romans 8:26)  (Questions of Truth, John Polkinghorne and him, p. 72.  His quote is from the English Standard Version of the Bible.  The KJV is: “groanings which cannot be uttered”.  Another nice quote from the book in Polkinghorne’s thoughts on the nature of spirits: “It is a rather complex discussion, not satisfactorily reducible to a few words.)
