Teaching by the Spirit without Teaching of the Spirit

by Suzy Cox

In my position as a teacher educator, I am often asked how public school teachers can implement faith in their teaching without violating the separation of church and state. A similar question arises as faculty in the Church Education System wonder how to bring the gospel into every subject matter. In response to those questions, I have devised seven basic principles for teaching by the Spirit without teaching of the Spirit.


First, live worthy to receive the promptings of the Holy Ghost. It is a goal of each one of us to live worthy of this blessing, but do we think about how it might apply to our teaching? If we are striving to do what is right and have the Spirit of the Lord with us, that Spirit will grant us insights into how we can reach our students, how we can teach a difficult subject, how we can handle difficult situations that arise in the classroom, and the list goes on. Imagine how your teaching might change if the Spirit were helping you to design your instruction!


Second, pray for guidance. Just because we are living worthily doesn’t mean that our teaching will be divine. We must ask for help. The Lord has counseled us to “pray over your crops” (Alma 34:24) or, in other words, to pray about the work that we are doing. In a recent Ensign article, Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin suggested that, “our prayers can and should be focused on the practical, everyday struggles of life” (March 2004, 26). Admittedly, we cannot always stop in the middle of class to pray about what we are doing. In this situation, the Lord tells us to “let your hearts be full, drawn out in prayer unto him continually for your welfare, and also for the welfare of those who are around you” (Alma 34:27). Therefore, as we teach, we should ponder in our hearts the questions that we have and silently ask the Lord for guidance. For teachers within CES, do not hesitate to begin every class with a prayer that you might be led to teach in a manner that is pleasing unto the Lord and that your students’ minds may be opened. Public school teachers may have similar personal prayers at the beginning of each day. Make your prayers specific and ask the Lord to bless you with his spirit so that you can teach something that will be directly applicable for the students.

I will illustrate the first two points with an example from my own teaching. After teaching a class for a few semesters, I knew that I wanted to make some changes to help my students better understand the subject matter and to make it more engaging for them. Through prayer and, I believe, inspiration, I was led to create a number of activities involving role-playing and modeling. Since I began this new method of teaching, my students have been engaged in the class and have openly expressed their interest and enjoyment. I know that I could not have created those activities on my own, but that the Lord was aiding me in my quest to serve.

Third, be an example. Live your life in such a way that your students will desire to be like Christ. Let them see the joy that your testimony brings to your life. Treat them with kindness. We have often heard stories of people who were approached by members of other faiths with the question, “Why are you so happy?” Let us be deserving of these questions. Strive to command your temper. Participate in school events to show your students that you care for them. Serve in the school and the community to help convey your beliefs. Stand up for issues that are important to you. By so doing, you will show your students what you believe.

Fourth, teach values. Moral education is currently a popular movement in schools. How can we embrace this movement and teach the values that we know to be true? Such values as respect, responsibility, caring, trust, and honesty are common to moral educational curricula and are guiding principles in the gospel of Jesus Christ. These and other values can be taught through curricular examples, current events, and classroom interactions. Provide your students with opportunities to see and wrestle with moral dilemmas so that they can begin to learn for themselves what they believe and what their values are.

Fifth, “remember the worth of souls is great in the sight of God” (D&C 18:10). Every year, we get a new classroom full of students who come with their own set of experiences and problems, strengths and weaknesses. It is easy for us to judge those students based on what prior teachers have said about them or things they do in class. This judgment often leads us to treat them differently from their peers. Before we make these judgments, we must stop and remember two things: 1) all children are sons and daughters of God and He loves them, and 2) everyone has the light of Christ. Imagine how our classrooms would be different if we said to ourselves every day, “My students are children of God, and I will treat them accordingly.” How might that realization of divine nature change the way you approach your students? I believe that we would be kinder, more forgiving, and more aware of potential than we currently are. Also, remember that, though our students may be members of other faiths, they still have a connection with God through the light of Christ. They can recognize truth and goodness when they see it. They know when you are teaching them things of value. They recognize love and sincerity.

Sixth, we must remember to preserve agency. My first day of teaching was both a frightening and an empowering experience. I felt that surge of pride that comes from believing that students couldn’t learn if I wasn’t there. It did not take long for me to realize that my presence had little to do with my students’ education. They had to choose whether or not they wanted to learn. All men have been given the gift of free agency. It is not our job to rob them of that agency and to force them to conform to our standards. Instead, we are in the classroom to foster wise decisions and to shape character. We can preserve agency by allowing students to make choices about their education. This can apply at all levels – from the youngest children to the oldest. They can choose class rules, they can make moral decisions, they can be allowed choice with regard to roles, projects, schedules, etc. This ability to choose empowers students and motivates them to learn. Isn’t it amazing how the simple application of a divine principle can help students to achieve?

Finally, we must understand our role and calling. I believe, as I think many of us do, that teaching is a calling. While we can be taught certain strategies and methods, there is something deep inside each of us that inspires us to teach. I believe that teaching, for me, is one way that I can serve God and his children. This belief helps me to understand what Neal A. Maxwell referred to in his article, Consecrate Thy Performance (Ensign, May 2002, 36). By consecrating my teaching to God, He will make me what I need to become and will help me to serve his children as needed. I am in the classroom to serve my students, not to serve my own ego.

We should not be overwhelmed by secular pressures that urge us to keep religion out of the classroom. While we may not be able to share our beliefs directly with our students, these seven guidelines will help us to use our testimonies to strengthen our teaching and bring the Spirit into our classrooms.

