“What | like about silent lessons is that the Spirit teaches me directly. And what | get out of the class might be com-

pletely different from what somebody else gets.”

Craig W. Dimond, © Intellectual Reserve, Inc.
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One day during my second semester as a part-time seminary teacher, a
student named Mindy came into class and asked, “Brother Hilton, are
we going to do a silent lesson this year?” When I told her that I had never
heard of a silent lesson, she said, “Brother Kirkham just taught a silent lesson,
and I heard it was really awesome. You should ask him how to do it.”

Wanting to be a good seminary teacher, I approached Brother Kirkham
and asked him to teach me about silent lessons. He obliged, and I began regu-
larly using them in a variety of gospel settings, including seminary lessons,
Young Men and Young Women classes, institute courses, BYU religion classes,
Especially for Youth sessions, and Education Week classes. Silent lessons pro-
vide a unique way to help students have an in-class experience that helps them
connect directly with the scriptures and the Spirit.

While some teachers already use silent lessons, many may not be familiar
with this approach. In this article, I will define silent lessons, explain how
they can fit into the context of Latter-day Saint gospel classrooms, provide
an example of a silent lesson, and suggest how to navigate around potential
pitfalls associated with this pedagogical approach. Before discussing silent

111



112 Religious Educator - VOL. 14 NO. 3 - 2013

lessons in a Latter-day Saint context, it might be helpful to recognize that
this approach has been used in other contexts for some time.

Background

A silent lesson is just what its name implies—a lesson in which there is no
talking. In some versions of silent lessons, neither teachers nor students speak.
In other versions, only the students do not speak; and in still others, only
teachers do not speak, but students can. In many instances within a Latter-
day Saint context, the teacher prepares thought-provoking questions along
with images and passages of scriptures so that students can silently ponder
these during the class period.

Educators generally agree that variety is an important part of good peda-
gogy.! An occasional silent lesson can provide some of that variety. Several
writers have advocated this approach, for at least a century. An article pub-
lished in 1883 advocated an approach in art instruction in which the learners
were completely silent and learned only from observation. The article states,

“The watchers have probably learned more in the course of that silent lesson
than during three times the amount of verbal instruction.”* In 1912, a journal
entitled Primary Education encouraged educators to, “for a change, have a
silent ‘lesson.” In 1915, the Obio Educational Monthly similarly stated, “For
variety . .. have an occasional silent lesson.”* A book titled First Spelling Book,
published in 1914, also encouraged teachers to employ silent lessons.”

More recently, an educator named Eugene P. Smith discussed using a
silent lesson when teaching math to students in China.® This lesson, which
focused on mathematical functions, was based on students working on the
board and receiving silent feedback from their instructor on their perfor-
mance. Dave Hewitt also wrote about using silent lessons when teaching
math. Hewitt works in teacher education and taught his students to utilize
silent lessons when teaching their own students. He said that this approach
would help student teachers “work with pupils in a way which was different
to the way in which they had normally worked with pupils up to that point
in time. In this way [he] hoped [the student teachers] would come to know,
through their own experience of working with pupils, different ways of work-
ing and extend the possibilities open to them in the future.”

Teacher Gabi Bonner spoke of her reasoning behind using a silent lesson
with students who were learning English: “I'was . .. hoping the ‘novelty value’
ofa completely silent lesson might also capture and sustain their attention and
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interest.”® Silent lessons have been used in a variety of other fields, including
fencing.” Educators note that a key benefit of silent lessons is that it provides
aunique setting outside the normal routine of class that can become a catalyst
for significant learning.

The Silent Lesson in a Latter-day Saint Context

Several examples of silent lessons are available in online forums and blogs
regarding Latter-day Saint teaching. For example, Eric Carter wrote about
a silent lesson he taught in seminary about Nephi’s psalm." Kate Porter
shared a silent lesson designed for Young Women classes that focused on the
Atonement."! Another Church member created a silent lesson to be used at
Christmas as a special Mutual activity.” One woman created a silent lesson
to be used at Young Women’s Camp.” A group of seminary teachers worked
together and created a silent lesson that utilized different rooms in the build-
ing to more effectively teach a large group of students.™

The genre of silent lesson that my student requested, and the type I have
found to be particularly powerful, is a lesson in which nobody talks—at least
not until the very end of the lesson. It combines scripture passages, reflective
questions, video clips, and music into a seamless blend of silent searching and
pondering. This approach can help create an environment where the Spirit
can do the teaching. A seminary student (not mine) wrote about a silent les-
son that she had been taught in seminary: “Truly one of the most spiritual
experiences of my life happened today in seminary!! Today we had a silent
lesson. . .. T actually like silent lessons! They just invite the Spirit so much!”"

Silent lessons can put students in a position where they are responsible
to capture their own valuable insights. This type of instruction is important
because, as Elder David A. Bednar explained, “the most important learnings
in life are caught—not taught.”'® Similarly, in a 2011 question-and-answer
session with employees of Seminaries and Institutes, Elder Bednar counseled
teachers to “get out of the way.” He later said, “I would just simply pose this
question: How do I invite these young people to learn for themselves?”” I
believe that silent lessons can at times do just that.

After using a silent lesson, teachers can point out to students that they
just participated in the process of silently studying the scriptures, asking and
answering questions, and actively looking for meaningful phrases. These are
all activities students can do during their personal scripture study at home.
When students understand that they can have powerful experiences in their
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personal study, they can be more motivated to seriously search the scriptures
on their own.

Sample Silent Lessons

There are many scripture blocks that can be appropriately taught using a

silent lesson. In particular, lessons that focus on a powerful event, such as the

Crucifixion, Christ’s visit to America, or the Martyrdom lend themselves to

this approach.” In order to help readers visualize what such a silent lesson

might look like in practice, I have placed one online. In the next section as

I explain this silent lesson, I will refer to PowerPoint slides that are available

for download as part of a .zip file at hztp://www.johnhiltoniii.com/silent-lesson.
This .zip file contains the PowerPoint presentation and its associated media

files (the media files are already embedded into the PowerPoint).” It is only
one example of what a silent lesson could look like; I certainly do not intend

to insinuate that it is the best example of a silent lesson, but provide it in

hopes that it will spark further exploration about how silent lessons can be

developed and utilized. The PowerPoint is intentionally plain so as to not
distract from its message. My purpose in posting the file is to show how video

and music clips can be integrated with a PowerPoint to create a learning expe-
rience for students. By way of context, this particular lesson was taught in

the context of Religion 121, a Book of Mormon course that covers 1 Nephi—
Alma 29.

A Silent Lesson for Mosiah 14-16

As students walked into the room, I had a slide posted on the screen that said,
“Welcome to a very special day.” I waited an extra thirty seconds after the bell
rang before starting class to give latecomers an extra opportunity to be seated
before the lesson began. Rather than asking the class to quiet down so that
class could begin, I turned off all of the lights and advanced the PowerPoint
one slide forward (in most of the settings where I have taught silent lessons,
having the lights turned off has added to the ambience. Typically, there is
enough light from the projector to allow students to read the passages we are
studying. In some cases, students have used light from their cell phones to
read scripture passages).
Students immediately stopped talking and started reading what was on
the screen: “Today’s class will be a Silent Lesson. We'll focus less on using
our ears/mouth and more on using our eyes. Please open your scriptures to
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Mosiah 14. All you need today is scriptures and something to write with. Feel
free to adjust your seats so you can see the screen better.”

At this point, students could tell that the class period they were about to
experience would be different. I believe that this can heighten readiness to
learn and, when done appropriately, create an environment in which students
are willing to expend more effort in asking the Holy Ghost to be with them.
Next I directly asked them to invite the Spirit by putting the following mes-
sage on the screen: “Let’s begin with an opening prayer. Please offer a silent
prayer on your own and invite the Holy Ghost to be with you and our class
as a whole.”

With these preliminary messages behind us, we could turn our focus to
the scriptures. The remainder of the lesson used slides that invited students
to read passages, showed video clips that related to those passages, and asked
students to write down responses to reflective questions that related to the
verses and media that students were experiencing.

I have found it effective to have students read something from the scrip-
tures and then see that same scene visually portrayed. Principles of good
pedagogy, such as giving students something to look for and asking questions
that invite pondering, also play a vital role in silent lessons. For example, at
one point I invited students to carefully read Mosiah 14:7 and 15:5-6 and
asked them to find phrases that stood out as they read. I also asked them a
question about a specific phrase and how they could apply it to their lives.
Next, students saw a video clip that portrayed the events of these verses.
In this way, students were able to actively participate by reading about the
Savior’s Atonement, seeing a depiction of this scene, and hopefully inviting
the Holy Ghost to witness of the truth and power of this event as they wrote
about their feelings (see slide below).

. Carefully read Mosiah 14:7 and Mosiah 15:5-6
- What phrases stand out to you?

- What do you think is significant about the phrase “opened not his mouth”?
Could you stay quiet if others were mocking you? Write down your responses.
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Again, my hope as I do silent lessons is that students will ponder the
questions, write down responses, and reflect on their feelings as they read
the verses. At the end of many silent lessons (including this one), there is
an opportunity for the teacher and students to share their testimonies about
what they have been studying. Many teachers have found that this time for
sharing is the most powerful part of the class period. Thus teachers should
pace their silent lessons in such a way that there is ample time at the end of
class for students to share. Sometimes, inviting students to share a phrase
from the scriptures that was particularly meaningful to them can be an effec-
tive way of creating a nonthreatening environment for sharing testimonies. It
may also be helpful to privately invite one or two students before class begins
to share their testimonies at the appropriate point in the lesson in order to
prime the sharing pump.

Potential Problems

As with many teaching methods, there are a number of important issues to
consider when contemplating the use of silent lessons. Perhaps one of my most
important concerns relates to the possibility of manipulating students’ feel-
ings by creating an emotional, rather than a spiritual, environment. Clearly,
this is something that teachers must guard against. When approached in a
spirit of humility, the silence, scriptures, and media can work together to cre-
ate a uniquely powerful environment where the Spirit can teach; however,
teachers should take care to not sensationalize the approach.” My second
caution to teachers is to avoid overusing this type of lesson. Personally, I do
not present them more than once per semester.”

Some may be concerned about the effort involved in creating silent
lessons. To find and arrange the media clips necessary to produce this type
of silent lesson can be very time consuming. However, with the increasing
number of video clips available from the Church (e.g., the Bible videos,
Mormon Messages, Mormon Messages for Youth, and so on), finding media
to integrate is not as difficult as it once was. To ameliorate the time concerns,
teachers in some instances can share the silent lessons they create with others.
While this collaboration needs to be done within the bounds of propriety,*
I have greatly benefited from colleagues who have shared their silent lessons
with me. I in turn have made modifications to those lessons and then given
them to others. One institute teacher received a silent lesson from another
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teacher, but was able to make modifications as he was inspired to do so. He
wrote:

I tried [the silent lesson] on my night class, which lasts 9o minutes, and my students
really liked it. . . . In fact, it turned out to be one of the most powerful lessons we
have had this year. During the lesson in a few places I wanted to share a thought or
ask a different question, so instead of saying anything out loud I would click on the
PowerPoint, add a page and then type something right on the screen. . . . The kids
would read along as I typed and then respond. The few times I did this really added
to the Spirit. At the end I had a slide that said something like . .. “In a few minutes
I will break the silence and ask you to share your feelings and testimony about what
the Spirit has taught you tonight. . .. Please be ready to share if you would like.” That
turned out to be a really awesome little testimony meeting about the Savior and
Easter. Several of the students also made comments on the process of learning they
had experienced and said that they realized that they could apply the same kinds of

questions and journal writing into their own personal scripture study.?

In this case, the teacher was able to modify what had originally been
created to be even more effective in his setting. His students experienced a
powerful way of learning and articulated ways in which they could further
apply this in their lives.

Conclusion

Some of the most powerful teaching moments in my career have come dur-
ing silent lessons. I believe this is because of the unique way in which a silent
lesson can invite the Spirit. One seminary student (not mine) wrote of her
experience with a silent lesson: “It was probably one of the most powerful
lessons I've ever had. We relied on the Spirit to be our teacher, and for the first
time, I realized that the Atonement didn’t account just for our sins but also
for our trials and sufferings. I realized that the Savior understood me and how
I feel.” Such statements are written not only by seminary students. After I
taught a silent lesson to a classroom full of returned missionaries, one wrote,
saying, “It was a beautiful experience, and I needed it very much.”® Another
student wrote, “What I like about silent lessons is that the Spirit teaches me
directly. And what I get out of the class might be completely different from
what somebody else gets.”*¢

A teacher used assilent lesson at a session of Especially for Youth. Speaking
of this experience, he wrote that it was “by far the best teaching experience
of my life. I had 300 students engaged in learning on their own. After the
lesson on Thursday evening and all day Friday all the students came up and
said how much they loved the lesson. It set me up for the [lesson on Friday]
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as | reminded my students that their favorite lesson was one that I did not
participate in. . .. I reminded them they did not need EFY ... because silent
lessons can be self-taught as they take control of their role in learning.””

Opver the years, I have lost track of my old student Mindy; however, I am
still grateful to her for suggesting that I try to teach a silent lesson. Many of
my favorite teaching experiences have come on days when I have said next
to nothing. Silent lessons can provide variety to invite student attention and
create a powerful environment in which students turn heavenward and learn
directly from the Spirit. [@
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