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On October 15, 2004, a Church satellite broadcast introduced mis-
sion leaders around the world to the new Preach My Gospel mission-

ary guide. The introduction of this manual was the latest contribution to 
a century-old discussion regarding the best way for missionaries to present 
the gospel message. The Church leaders who introduced Preach My Gospel 
reflected on past materials and methods of missionary instruction and con-
cluded that changing times required “an improved way to share the fulness 
of the truth that God has placed on earth again.”1

To even a casual observer, it was apparent that the Preach My Gospel pro-
gram emphasis was the next step in an ongoing effort to improve mission-
ary effectiveness. A historical review of the changes in missionary methods 
and materials through the years provides insight into the forces that influence 
such change and how these changes then affect the way missionaries teach the 
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gospel. This discussion will focus on a selection of methods and materials that 
characterized missionary work at various times in the history of the Church. 
The purpose of such a discussion is to promote an appreciation of how the Lord 
works with his servants in the context of history to improve their effectiveness.

B A C K G R O U N D

Early LDS missionaries who accepted calls to serve received a promise 
that if they asked of the Lord, they would receive, and if they knocked, a way 
would open for them (see D&C 11:5). It then followed that as they prayed 
for assistance in preaching the gospel, they would develop a variety of meth-
ods and materials that reflected the insight that came through their experi-
ences and prayers. The early missionaries accepted the Lord’s admonition to 
“teach the principles of my gospel, which are in the Bible and the Book of 
Mormon, in the which is the fulness of the gospel” (D&C 42:12). Because 
they received little or no direct instruction or materials other than to teach 
from scriptural texts, these early missionaries relied on their own natural 
abilities as magnified by the Spirit to help them know how to proceed.

I T I N E R A N T  P R E A C H I N G  A N D  T R A C T I N G

During the first two decades of the Church, LDS missionaries preached 
the restored gospel in a context dominated by the itinerant street preachers 
of the time. In response to accounts of the biblical missionaries, the itiner-
ant tradition accepted the admonition of Christ to go forth and declare the 
kingdom of God to the “uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8; see also 
Luke 10:1–9). They typically lacked formal training and believed that to 
be fully effective, they must be preachers “who combined learning with 
forceful delivery” in a passionate appeal that prompted their audiences to 
experience a spiritual witness of their message.2

Lacking formal training, nineteenth-century LDS missionaries labored 
in a manner similar to that of the itinerant preachers mentioned above. The 
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experiences of the first LDS missionaries to Britain provide case evidence for 
this conclusion.3 At that time, street preaching in Britain had reached new 
heights, led by nonconformist ministers such as George Whitefield and others 
who attracted thousands to hear the word of God.4 Likewise, Mormon elders 
preached in church buildings and public halls. When these were not available, 
they preached in homes and in public squares, where crowds frequently gath-
ered to participate in public discussions of political and religious doctrines.

The LDS missionaries also held the same populist perspective as the 
nonconformist preachers of the time. Deference to clerical authority and 
tradition was less important than the reality that individuals could read 
the scriptures for themselves and learn the truths contained therein. The 
approach was also characterized by optimism because salvation was open 
to all who sought the Lord and trusted in his promises.5 The noncon-
formist preachers based their methods on the assumption that spontane-
ous speaking provided evidence that the Holy Ghost was directing their 
words.6 Building on the success of this tradition, the Mormon missionaries 
enthusiastically declared their message of apostasy, restoration, an expanded 
scriptural cannon, and the promise of Zion. Like their peers, they accepted 
that extemporaneous preaching demonstrated to the audience that the Holy 
Spirit was indeed guiding their message. Using a populist style familiar to 
those listening only amplified the power of the missionaries’ message.7

Mormon missionaries also adopted the existing practice of distributing 
religious tracts as part of their effort to preach the restored gospel.8 
Historically, the word tract referred to a leaflet, pamphlet, or other publica-
tion distributed publicly to inform or persuade public opinion.9 With the 
rise of the religious reformers, tracts became more aggressive and began to 
promote religious dissension in an attempt to reform established churches or 
lead people away to new congregations.10 John Wesley believed that relatively 
few read the Bible because they “have no relish for it.” Therefore, Wesley pro-
duced religious tracts that he believed people would read. To facilitate this 
work, he established the Society for the Distribution of Religious Tracts and 
became the first to use religious tracts on a large scale.11
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Like Wesley and others, the Mormon elders also accepted the impor-
tance of distributing their message through published tracts. Finding it a 
challenge to distribute large quantities of the Book of Mormon, missionaries 
developed tracts that summarized Church doctrine and invited readers to 
learn more about the Restoration.12 During this period, the tracts used by 
the missionaries defined the primary missionary message and served as a 
method of attracting investigators.

In 1837, Parley P. Pratt developed one of the first LDS tracts while 
serving as a missionary in New York. Accepting the prevailing use of the 
religious tract, Pratt wrote and published a two-hundred-page booklet titled 
Voice of Warning.13 It became the first publication intended for missionary 
use in the Church. Later, as part of the British Mission experience, the 
missionaries created a variety of additional religious tracts. Typical of these 
publications were the Millennial Star, published in broadside form (1840),14 
and A[n] Interesting Account (1840).15 At the height of the British missionary 
effort, itinerant preaching and the distribution of tracts served as a major 
method of attracting individuals to the message of the restored gospel. The 
Mormon tracts, combined with the missionaries’ preaching, proved success-
ful—not because of an original format or style of presentation but because 
of their unique content and spirit.

F I R S T  D E V E L O P M E N T S  I N  T E A C H I N G 
M E T H O D S  A N D  M A T E R I A L S

At the end of the nineteenth century, secular journalists “published de-
famatory articles about the Church in popular magazines such as Pearson’s, 
Everybody’s Magazine, McClure’s, and Cosmopolitan.”16 Such publications 
propagated a negative image of the Church throughout the United States 
and Europe through attacks upon the Mormon practice of plural marriage 
and a perceived church oligarchy.17 In an effort to combat erroneous infor-
mation, leaders of the Church authored increasingly sophisticated publi-
cations that responded to false accusations and clarified the beliefs of the 
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Church. Representative of such efforts were B. H. Roberts’s The Gospel: An 
Exposition of Its First Principles (1888);18 A Compendium of the Doctrines 
of the Gospel (1892), by Franklin D. Richards;19 and The Articles of Faith 
(1899), written by James E. Talmage.20 Missionaries used these progres-
sively sophisticated publications to guide them as they taught the gospel to 
an increasingly critical audience.

In 1903, the Elders’ Journal, a publication of the South States Mission, 
appeared to recognize a relationship between missionary training and mis-
sionary effectiveness. Therefore, this mission publication regularly provided 
written guidelines that trained missionaries in the effective use of tracts in 
contacting and teaching investigators. Issues of the Journal suggested ideas 
for effectively presenting the gospel message and added practical advice re-
lated to mission rules and practices.21

Further efforts to provide instruction for missionaries also appeared 
later in publications such as The Elders’ Reference (1913)22 and The Elders’ 
Manual (1918).23 These missionary guides included instruction on such 
topics as personal preparation, effective public speaking, proselyting ap-
proaches, mission rules, and mission administration. They also suggested 
practical methods for devising daily schedules and gospel study plans.24 
While such publications proved useful, they supplied little direct informa-
tion on specific teaching methods.25

However, recognition of the need to prepare missionaries continued 
to grow. Recognizing this need, Elder Brigham H. Roberts, a member of 
the Seventy, published a variety of articles and tracts intended to define a 
systematic approach to tracting and teaching.26 His pamphlet On Tracting 
(1924) provided training in the use of printed material as the main mis-
sionary contact and teaching method. He wrote, “Tracting is the backbone 
of missionary work,”27 and he assumed that the effective distribution of 
religious tracts led to missionary success. Elder Roberts was one of the first 
to define a systematic approach to teaching by identifying guidelines for the 
effective use of tracts in a teaching situation. The general portion of his work 
covered topics such as “On acquiring knowledge necessary to efficiency in 
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tracting” and “How to enjoy tract-
ing.” Regarding the preparation of 
missionaries, Roberts noted, “In 
this system . . . a sort of elementary 
booklet was presented to the mis-
sionaries giving in very brief form 
an account of Mormonism.”28

Central to Roberts’s approach 
was a systematic presentation of 
eight tracts as part of the find-
ing and teaching process. Roberts 
referred to the first two as “drop 
tracts” because the missionaries 
distributed them without per-
sonal contact. He assumed that 
by following up on these tracts, 
missionaries would increase their 
teaching opportunities. When this 
happened, the missionaries pre-
sented tract number three, which focused on the Joseph Smith account, in 
a teaching setting. During the teaching process, missionaries taught con-
cepts from tracts four and five, which covered the Book of Mormon and 
the restoration of the priesthood. If the investigator remained interested, 
they would then present a series of four tracts titled Why Mormonism? (ca. 
1900).29 In following this system, missionaries distributed large numbers 
of the initial tracts with the hope that these tracts would attract inter-
est in the Church. When this occurred, they would sequentially discuss 
the tracts prescribed in Roberts’s system. This system of tracts defined 
both the method of attracting interest as well as the content taught to the 
investigator.

While it was a step forward in helping missionaries become more effec-
tive, Roberts’s method represented the prevailing perspective on missionary 
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methods, which assumed that published tracts were essential to the content 
and organization of the teaching approach. From this perspective, mission 
leaders assumed that, if given improved religious tracts, the missionaries 
would be better prepared to know how to teach the gospel. For this reason, 
Church leaders such as Elders James E. Talmage, Charles W. Penrose, and 
John A. Widtsoe published materials such as The Great Apostasy (1909)30 
and the series Rays of Light (ca. 1900).31 Other tracts appeared in addition 
to those mentioned above, some written by the missionaries themselves to 
address a specific need or interest, such as apostasy or the plan of salva-
tion.32 The tone and style of the tracts during this period remained formal 
rather than adapting the innovations exhibited in popular periodicals of 
the time.

D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  T E A C H I N G  P L A N S

In efforts to better prepare an expanding missionary force, the more 
conservative element continued to focus on the tracts used by the mission-
aries, believing that the tracts needed revision because they focused on 
“dogma and authority” rather than being people centered or dealing with 
matters of real interest to possible contacts.33 Therefore, tracts such as What 
Mormons Believe (ca. 1900)34 and Ben E. Rich’s Friendly Discussion (1906)35 
became popular because they presented the gospel message logically and in 
a populist style.36 Rich’s popular Friendly Discussion became the first effort 
to present the gospel in a narrative format, which influenced later develop-
ments in missionary training materials.37

Rich described his approach as a conversation because his style con-
veyed information through a narrative that was “at once simple and agree-
able.”38 The account presented a simulated dialogue between Rich and an 
imaginary “Mr. Brown” and others who were not members of the Church. 
To set the stage for the invented discussion, Rich asked the group if he might 
pose a few questions as part of a discussion on religion. He then proceeded 
to present a series of scripture references, followed by questions designed to 



Go Ye into All the World

90

elicit discussion from those listening. A civil and polite tone characterized 
the scripture-centered discussion. The assumption throughout the narra-
tive was that the best way to explain the message of the restored gospel was 
through a biblical perspective. Often Rich’s questions were rhetorical, but 
on occasion they were direct and required an answer from his characters. 
The discussion concluded with Rich calling upon Mr. Brown to obey the 
principles discussed, but it did not include a specific baptism challenge.

In 1930, new developments significantly changed the way missionar-
ies taught the gospel. LeGrand Richards, president of the Southern States 
Mission, devised an improved system for teaching the gospel. For his 
Message of Mormonism (1939),39 Richards seemed to prefer the tone and 
style of Rich’s Friendly Discussion as a gospel-teaching approach. However, 
he found Rich’s work inadequate because it lacked the structure neces-
sary for missionary training. To construct such a system required defining 
key concepts, describing essential information, and providing a method 
of engaging the potential convert. Seeking to develop a systematic ap-
proach, Richards created a collection of twenty-four lessons, later called 
discussions, which directed missionaries to teach their investigators “once 
a week for at least six months . . . and present our message in a systematic 
and orderly manner.”40 The Message of Mormonism defined a sequence of 
key topics and supplementary readings and references, accompanied by 
review questions at the end of each discussion topic to engage the investi-
gator.41 The purpose of the questions was twofold: to enable the mission-
aries to engage the investigators in a gospel discussion, and, at the same 
time, to provide a framework for the missionary to understand what he 
should teach. Richards carefully organized his presentation sequence fol-
lowed by questions designed to develop investigator interest.42 By doing 
this, Richards moved away from the traditions of the spontaneous itiner-
ant preachers and their tracts toward a managed, systematic approach to 
teaching the gospel.

Richards intended that his system would bring structure to mission-
ary teaching and satisfy two major needs evident at the time. First, the 
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plan provided the inexperienced 
missionary with carefully written 
instructions defining what to teach. 
Second, the questions following the 
textual information provided the 
missionaries with a guide to their 
own learning and with ways to 
engage the investigator in a gospel 
discussion. These materials proved 
very popular with other missions 
and contributed to the increased 
success of missionaries during the 
1930s.

While Richards focused on 
improving teaching, the Church 
developed a general guidebook for 
missionary service. In 1937, the 
Church published The Missionary 
Handbook,43 in the tradition of 
earlier missionary guides such 
as The Elders’ Reference and The 
Elders’ Manual. Like the earlier publications, the handbook provided a 
standard set of instructions for missionary conduct, expectations, and 
general guidelines. While it did not provide lesson material as found 
in the work of Richards, the handbook did provide examples of first-
contact dialogue.44 In the future, this feature would serve as a precedent 
for those interested in developing missionary guides with a standard pre-
sentation.45 One example of dialogue was this leading question: “In this 
age of so much religious confusion would it not be a fine thing if we 
could receive more light from the heavens to aid in showing us the true 
religious philosophy?”46 The Handbook also suggested that the missionar-
ies use commercial books such as A Picture Story of Mormonism or The 
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Mormon Study to supplement their teaching. The use of such populist 
books served as the foundation for the later development of works such as 
the popular Meet the Mormons,47 extensively used by missionaries decades 
later.48 For handling investigator objections, the handbook also provided 
models, in the form of lectures that relied on a formal presentation of 
scripture-based ideas, to convince the investigator of the truth. While the 
handbook did not provide specific training in teaching, it did introduce 
a dialogue model for contacting investigators and a description of stan-
dardized missionary practices and policies.

P O S T W A R  D E V E L O P M E N T  O F 
M A T E R I A L S  A N D  M E T H O D S

At the end of World War II, members of the Church worked diligently 
to restore normal patterns of Church service. Returning servicemen ac-
cepted calls to serve missions, resulting in a dramatic increase in the num-
ber of missionaries—from 400 called in 1945 to 2,297 called in 1946. 
Many of these new missionaries found the experience difficult because of 
an insufficient number of knowledgeable missionaries available to train the 
new elders.49 Because of this, mission leaders increased their focus on the 
training and preparation of the newly expanded missionary force.

One postwar missionary, Richard L. Anderson, described how the lack 
of experienced missionaries influenced the work, saying, “There was nobody 
to teach [us] on an apprenticeship basis.”50 Without a formal training system, 
many missionaries sensed a need to improve the effectiveness of their work 
and began to develop their own approaches. The work of LeGrand Richards 
served as the foundation of many of these innovations. While stationed in 
the South during the war, Anderson made his own attempt, drawing from 
his prior experience as a stake missionary.51 In the South, he had an oppor-
tunity to meet and converse with returned missionary servicemen and ask 
them for teaching ideas that had worked for them. From these experiences, 
he created a plan that, while not wholly original, did present significant new 
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developments. Anderson’s plan, as well as others, shared Richards’s philoso-
phy that missionary teaching should be guided by a structured system.

When Joel Richards, a brother of LeGrand Richards, accepted an ap-
pointment to serve as the president of the Northwestern States Mission, he 
had “considerable anxiety and [was] very much concerned over how [he] 
could best help [the] missionaries to systematically study the gospel and 
present it in a logical and convincing manner.”52 Soon after his arrival in the 
mission field, he met Richard Anderson, one of his missionaries. Anderson 
shared his teaching plan with his president, who recognized the value of 
the elder’s work. Richards published Anderson’s plan under the title A Plan 
for Effective Missionary Work, but the missionaries soon commonly referred 
to it as the Anderson Plan. Within two years, the Northwestern States 
Mission experienced extraordinary success as convert baptisms reached the 
one thousand mark—“an increase of 255 percent.”53 President Richards 
said of Anderson’s effort, “It has been demonstrated that this plan really 
works and gets results when used properly and presented under the in-
fluence of the Spirit of God.”54 Soon other missions requested the plan, 
resulting in thousands of copies being printed throughout the Church for 
missionary use.

The Anderson Plan was unique because it had a definite focus on 
the object and purpose of a mission and on the need for improved skill 
in teaching. Anderson believed that there was no room for a passive ap-
proach. He urged missionaries to place the Book of Mormon wherever 
they could and encouraged them to stress “the Book of Mormon as a basic 
ingredient for missionary work.”55 The plan stated, “We would better un-
derstand our purpose in tracting if we termed it personal contacting. . . . 
Passing out literature is not effective teaching—the object is to get in-
side.”56 As The Missionary Handbook did, Anderson provided a suggested 
dialogue to use when first meeting people. Unlike previous dialogues, 
however, Anderson’s narrative scripted what to say when first meeting 
a contact and how to introduce the Book of Mormon as a witness of 
Christ. For each of the logical transitions in the material that followed, 
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Anderson provided specific dialogue that anticipated and directed inves-
tigator responses.57

Following the initial contact dialogue on the Book of Mormon, the 
Anderson Plan became more similar to the Richards Plan, which presented 
information in a narrative form, followed by a variety of questions. Both 
plans presented a chain of scriptural references used to introduce each topic, 
followed by a series of questions that assisted the missionary in becoming 
familiar with the key concepts. Like Richards, Anderson provided a variety 
of discussion topics that the missionary would teach over a period of several 
weeks, ranging from apostasy to the duties of membership. Because the plan 
included scripted text, missionaries began memorizing the dialogue. After 
Anderson returned home, several missions invited him to teach their newly 
called missionaries about his successful plan. Of his experience, he recalls, 
“I tracted with missionaries and remember in Colorado, a very bright mis-
sionary giving exactly the words of the presentation in the ‘Anderson Plan.’ 
They were my words, but it did not sound sincere on his lips. When we were 
through, I said, ‘I just have one suggestion, scrap the memorization and tell 
it in your own words because that’s the thing that’s going to make it suc-
cessful and meaningful to the person.’”58 However, it was not long before an 
expanded use of memorized dialogues became prominent in the Church’s 
missionary efforts.59

In 1954, Church leaders reorganized the various missionary depart-
ments under a general Missionary Committee. This new committee 
accepted the previous efforts of Gordon B. Hinckley, the new executive 
secretary of the Missionary Committee, who had invited returned mission-
aries to Salt Lake to discuss the teaching plans they had each developed. 
Richard L. Anderson, a college student at the time, accepted the invitation 
with many others and met with Hinckley to discuss his particular teach-
ing method. Hinckley interviewed each returned missionary, looking for 
ideas that would assist in the development of a new missionary approach. 
Eventually, he recommended “that the Missionary Department adopt a 
uniform curriculum.”60 Under Hinckley’s leadership, the Church developed 
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its first official set of standard missionary lessons known as A Systematic 
Program for Teaching the Gospel (1952).61

The new Systematic Program unified the missions of the Church by 
standardizing the teaching approach for all missionaries. It organized the 
material in two sections. The first section contained four headings, “The 
Four Phases of Proselyting,” while the second section contained the seven 
individual teaching lessons. Unlike prior missionary guides, such as The 
Elders’ Manual and The Elder’s Handbook, the Systematic Program focused 
directly on the business of becoming successful in finding, teaching, 
and converting potential members of the Church. Under the subhead-
ing “How to Make the First Contact,” the narrative instructed the mis-
sionary to work “with one single object in mind”—to secure a teaching 
appointment.62

The second segment, “From Contact to Investigator,” began by encour-
aging the missionary to maintain a positive perspective and to assume that 
the contact will be receptive.63 The plan’s narrative warned against being 
too hasty in assuming that a person would not be interested and encour-
aged missionaries to persist in their effort to teach. For example, if there 
was no answer when the missionaries knocked on the door at the appointed 
time, they were to locate a phone and call the person and use the dialogue 
provided for this occasion in an effort to secure another appointment. The 
discussion concluded with a sales mantra: “If you are persistent, you will 
enjoy success.”64

Under the third heading, “Teaching the Investigator,” instructions in-
vited the missionary to “seek the guiding influence of the Spirit,” followed 
by counsel regarding the need for enthusiasm, simplicity, and testimony.65 
Practical advice regarding where to sit in the room when teaching, how to 
arrange teaching materials, and how to notice and compliment the contact 
completed the segment. The concluding discussion focused on strategies for 
overcoming objections and reservations that might arise during the teach-
ing situation. The final part, “From Investigator to Convert,” explained that 
individuals typically do not accept missionary invitations because of their 
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“false pride” and “unrighteousness.” In spite of this, the missionary must 
“always work toward the goal of baptism,” remain positive, and seek to de-
velop a friendship with their contact.66

Section two of the Systematic Program provided seven scripted lessons. 
Like the Richards Plan and the Anderson Plan, each lesson began with 
an annotated list of key scriptural references used to support major topic 
points, followed by a “sample dialogue” that was similar in design to those 
found in the beginning of The Missionary Handbook and in the Anderson 
Plan. The design of the questions in the dialogue required simple recall of 
information presented. For example, the elder would ask, “We have dis-
covered that God has a body of what?” The anticipated answer from the 
investigator would be “Flesh and bones.”67 Using the scripted dialogue, the 
missionary then led the investigator into the next lesson concept. The dia-
logue engaged the investigator and provided positive reinforcement for par-
ticipation. At first, mission leaders instructed missionaries not to memorize 
the lessons. The plan states, “Each presentation must be suited to the needs 
and interests of the individual you are teaching. . . . Without the Spirit of 
the Lord you have no way of knowing the needs of your investigator.”68 In 
spite of these instructions, many mission presidents encouraged memoriza-
tion, believing that missionaries would be more prepared if they memorized 
the lesson scripts.

One unique development in the Systematic Program approach was the 
inclusion of suggested drawings and illustrations to enhance investigators’ 
understanding. For example, in lesson six, “The Plan of Salvation,” the mis-
sionary was to draw circles to represent the premortal life, earth life, the 
spirit world, and the three degrees of glory. This was the first formal use 
of what would become the standard method of illustrating the plan of sal-
vation throughout the Church for years to come. Following instructions 
provided by the lesson and using the models provided in the lesson ma-
terial, the missionary created the illustration during the lesson. Later, the 
Missionary Department distributed a flannel-board packet as an additional 
teaching aid that formalized the suggested drawings.69 The use of media, 



Missionary Materials and Methods

97

illustrations, and other aids to teaching and learning proved as effective in 
gospel presentations as they were for sales presentations.

While the Systematic Program proved successful in supporting and 
training missionaries, the Missionary Committee felt the need for fur-
ther changes in the teaching materials.70 In 1961, the Church Missionary 
Department presented a new set of missionary lessons titled A Uniform 
System for Teaching Investigators71 at the first worldwide seminar for mis-
sion presidents, held in Salt Lake City.72 Employing a standard dialogue 
technique, the Uniform System provided a detailed teaching script that 
specifically guided the investigator to baptism.73 Seeking uniformity in 
the missionary teaching approach, the Church directed that the Uniform 
System should replace all former missionary plans.74 The plan states, “Follow 
the handbook dialogues. Stick to the logic and scriptures given in the dia-
logues.”75 The Missionary Committee felt the need to move toward dia-
logue memorization to better prepare the missionaries to teach the doctrines 
of the gospel.

When asked why he felt missionaries were asked to memorize the discus-
sions, Peter Rawlins, a former administrator in the Missionary Department, 
stated, “My theory is that we’ve got a mission president with 150 to 200 
missionaries, and he doesn’t have a lot of control because the missionaries 
are spread all over the place, and he really has minimal contact with them. 
And I think it gives him a feeling of control to have some structure and to 
know what his missionaries are thinking. And when he can . .  . have the 
missionaries pass off certain standards, it conveys a feeling of accomplish-
ment or reaching a certain standard. There is something to that.”76

Missionaries who memorized the dialogue word for word nicknamed 
the plan the “Mr. Brown discussions” because of the name of the investi-
gator used in the scripted dialogue.77 While memorization did help many 
young men and women, especially missionaries called to foreign countries, 
some found the structure to be too demanding and rigid and sometimes 
became discouraged by the task of memorization. From his experience, one 
former elder described the plan’s weakness: “[Its weakness] was the rigid 
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approach with no flexibility. We were always trying to keep people on the 
script. [When people got off track,] the rule was to get them back on the 
script as fast as possible.”78 However, not everyone serving during this pe-
riod shared this perspective. Others believed that the plan provided logical 
structure and dialogue necessary in committing the investigator to action, 
which enabled the missionaries to present the remaining part of the mes-
sage more naturally.79 Even with such modifications, however, investigators 
often realized they were participating in a scripted discussion.

A comparison of the Systematic Program and the Uniform System re-
veals several interesting differences. The first obvious difference is that the 
Systematic Program provided forty pages of introductory material while the 
latter plan provided only two such pages, which focused on general teach-
ing principles and instruction about discussion memorization and the use 
of the flannel-board visual aids. Like the Systematic Program, the Uniform 
System provided a list of supporting scriptures that each missionary memo-
rized. Rather than having seven lessons as in the Systematic Program, the 
Uniform System had only six lessons, because it combined the first three les-
sons of the Systematic Program (“The Godhead,” “The Apostasy,” and “The 
Restoration”) into one lesson, “The Church of Jesus Christ.” In both lesson 
plans, similar lessons covered the topics of the Book of Mormon, the first 
principles of the gospel, and the plan of salvation. However, the Uniform 
System added a lesson entitled “Ye Shall Know the Truth,” which taught 
how one can learn spiritual truth and introduced the Word of Wisdom. The 
earlier plan did not introduce that principle until the last lesson. The final 
lesson in both plans challenged the investigator to accept baptism.

In terms of dialogue length, both plans contained about one hundred 
pages of teaching dialogue. A side-by-side comparison of the two plans dem-
onstrates a similar approach and line of logic.80 However, the Uniform System 
contained more direct language and specific questions that enabled the mis-
sionary to teach with greater efficiency.81 While both plans contained dia-
logue designed to commit the investigator to action, the commitment pat-
tern was more direct in the Uniform System. Using an effective commitment 
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technique, the dialogue enabled the missionary to issue specific challenges 
and encourage obedience to the principles taught.82 Questions such as “Will 
you continue to live this commandment?” focused attention on investigator 
accountability.83 The more direct dialogue of the Uniform System reinforced 
the serious nature of the discussion and the expectation for action.

To supplement the standard discussions and flannel-board presenta-
tion, missionaries developed additional teaching material using Church 
publications such as the Improvement Era, the Children’s Friend, and newly 
developed tracts.84 Understanding society’s preference for visual learning, 
the missionaries used photos from Church magazines to create colorful and 
interesting flip charts useful in making successful door approaches and as 
an alternative to the flannel-board presentation. Other techniques, such 
as administering surveys and constructing public displays, broadened the 
missionary approach.85 In addition, missionaries frequently used Church-
produced filmstrips and talks on tape to supplement the discussion.86 By 
doing this, they paved the way for the expanded use of media and other 
approaches with which to supplement the basic teaching discussions.

In time, the limitations of the Uniform System became evident. First, 
memorization of the extensive dialogue proved difficult for the missionaries. 
The expectation was that each missionary would memorize all the discus-
sions within a few weeks. However, this was not the case for some, who spent 
months struggling to memorize the standard script. Second, the standard 
dialogue placed investigators in a difficult situation because they sometimes 
felt manipulated and even, at times, coerced. Third, the standard dialogue 
discouraged a real gospel discussion with the investigator, who felt compelled 
to answer the questions posed in the discussion rather than initiate conversa-
tion outside the dialogue.87 This led the missionaries to an increased use of 
flip charts, filmstrips, and other media to supplement the lessons and balance 
their presentation with natural discussion. Finally, the central message of the 
restoration of the true Church became less relevant to potential investigators 
coming from an increasingly secular society. This led missionaries to focus 
more on the family, which proved to be a common theme more acceptable 
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to investigators. This change in emphasis led to further developments in mis-
sionary teaching methods that focused on the family.

C O N C L U S I O N

In the years that followed, the Church faced a rapidly changing society 
in which the Uniform System became less relevant. Building on the emerging 
emphasis on the family, Church leaders modified the plan to focus on 
strengthening the family. While the Uniform System discussions remained 
central to the teaching plan, the presentation sequence became flexible, and 
lesson supplements focusing on the development of the family became part 
of the lesson presentation. The doctrine and many of the features remained 
the same as the previous plan, but mission leaders encouraged more flexibil-
ity and a more natural teaching presentation. These modifications opened 
the way for the Church to move away from the standard discussions, char-
acterized by their business orientation, to a more open style that enabled the 
missionaries to adjust their teaching to meet individual circumstances. This 
trend was to continue for the rest of the twentieth century, leading to the 
development of the Preach My Gospel plan.
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