My name is Lane Steinagel and I’m a BYU graduate with a BA in International Relations, an MA in Theoretical Linguistics, and a PhD in Instructional Psychology & Technology, all from BYU. This is my story—an account of courses and career, and of coming full circle, from clarity as a kid about what I’d study and where, to uncertainty after my first mission, as I sought a new path, and how BYU experiences brought me back to wondrous assurance. 

In 1979, after one year at BYU, I was called to the Tahiti Papeete Mission. I was assigned to learn not French, but Rarotongan Maori, in the MTC. We had no textbook nor dictionary, with teachers who couldn’t explain why something had to be said that way. We were soon in the field, surrounded by English speakers and a pervasive mission belief that Maori wasn’t robust enough to teach things like the gospel. So I and the few like me were left to our own efforts, but with our mission president repeating, “to be a good missionary, you must learn this language!” Which I did, to the last day I served. Then home, thinking I’d never use it again, with less than 50,000 speakers in the world. But the Lord had plans, as over the years I was asked to help translate scriptures, temple ceremonies, missionary lessons, and every new church resource in this language.

In time my studies migrated from hard sciences to languages. I lived in the German House, and then I applied what I learned from Maori and German to Russian, Spanish, French, and other languages. My roommates would ask why I was studying all those languages, and I’d say I didn’t know, but I just had to. Inside, I worried I’d become one of those eternal students you meet on campus, but I felt compelled to do this, sure that I’d one day learn the reason.

I finally graduated in International Relations and wondered what was next, but then I was accepted into Linguistics. I might have chosen this field sooner, but I wasn’t sure what to do with it. Mel Luthy’s comment was timely. When I asked him how I could know whether this was the right field for me, he said he knew it because when he woke up and couldn’t sleep, he’d study a language textbook. I was stunned, as that was exactly what I did too.

I loved the linguistics courses. Many of the ideas and principles taught by Ray Graham, John Robertson and Ray Baird I’d already thought and read about. Bob Blair showed me all the things he was doing with his degree, including some great ways to make money. Bill Eggington’s help with my thesis was priceless.

It was the linguistics bulletin board where I first saw a notice for a trainer/administrator at the MTC. They wanted someone with linguistics and managerial experience. Who knew the MTC employed anyone besides teachers? I applied and was soon hiring teachers and training missionaries. There was a lot of curriculum development, particularly in language learning. But I could see that like BYU’s passing attack, the world had caught up with the astonishing language learning results of the MTC’s early years. Memorization was on the way out, and expectations had dropped. 

Meanwhile, the Linguistics MA had opened a door to this career, and this job now opened another door: Instructional Psychology & Technology. It was where most of my co-workers were pursuing graduate studies.

One of the first IP&T courses I took was with Dillon Inouye, where we were required to develop our own learning theory. And I was ready, as I’d been working on one since those days under the coconut trees in Rarotonga, and more recently as I taught teacher after teacher, how to help others learn. To me strugglers were the key to helping all learners. One of my published projects led to a learning methodology and to several core materials which were used at all MTCs for a long time. A more dramatic result came from a linguistics course for MTC language teachers which I taught for 15 years. I helped a lot of teachers improve how they taught language, but the greatest thing from that course may be what we learned about the gift of tongues. I felt that the gift of tongues had to be foremost in the course content. But I searched and couldn’t find anything being formally taught anywhere, at any university, on this subject. So I went to the scriptures and the words of prophets and apostles, and I found that the same few conditions are always met when this gift is operating. I therefore sent word out to all MTC teachers to notify me whenever they had a missionary whose trajectory in the language suddenly improved. I interviewed many missionaries over two years, and in most cases, if there was a sudden, dramatic improvement, all the conditions for the gift had been met. So I began teaching those conditions, and we were ready to include them in Preach My Gospel when it was first published. I was assigned to write the first draft of chapter 7, though my linguistics colleagues and our church leaders improved the chapter greatly.

For my dissertation I focused on how the Book of Mormon helps language learning. Thank heaven for Paul Merrill and Richard Sudweeks, or I’d never have finished it. We found that reading it aloud does help, but in vocabulary, not in pronunciation or fluency.

I also developed something called the Language Difficultly Index, which helped justify why languages had longer or shorter training periods in the MTC. It was very accurate and could measure any language, irrespective of the native language of the speaker.

In 2008 we were called to preside over the Ukraine Kyiv mission. Elder Quentin L. Cook blessed me with the gift of tongues, and President Nelson did the same, when we were called to preside in Ukraine a second time. I finally saw why I’d learned Russian long ago.

Shortly after our mission, I was assigned to the international MTCs. I was initially over the eight Spanish and Portuguese MTCs, and some of the staff there and many of the missionaries spoke only Spanish. I’d had to prove to the Missionary Department that I really spoke Spanish, before they’d give me this position, in spite of the scores of assignments I’d already had in this language over 20 years. If you didn’t serve there, how could you possibly speak the language?

A few years later I was assigned to be an Area Mission Specialist. This meant migrating from language learning to language use, and from training missionaries to training and supporting mission leaders. I was first assigned to all the missions in Africa. This meant traveling there many times, and training 40-50 mission leader couples, often in French, how to run a mission and to help their missionaries increase baptisms and retention.

Eventually I was assigned to the Europe Central and Eurasian Areas. Since Preach My Gospel first came out, I’d been fascinated that sacrament meeting attendance correlated higher with those who would be baptized, than any other key indicator. Simply put, if people kept coming to church, they almost always joined. If they never came, they never joined. I would share this with colleagues and missionaries and sometimes with mission leaders, but I wasn’t in the right position, or perhaps the right time, to move the needle. But this new assignment, and finding enough like-minded co-workers, and mission and church leaders, well, let’s just say that the miracles we are seeing in the work right now can be traced to changes in a rather small number of things—knowing how to train missionaries on their purpose, and operationalizing it through finding people who will come to church now. Elder Cook reminds us that we should express humility and gratitude at the increasing harvest, and that’s just what I feel.

Working with incredible people, from staff to anointed leaders, and helping in such a cause—this was made possible through my education and experience at BYU. I used to tell my missionaries that the greatest decisions we make in life are how to spend eternity and who to spend it with. Their missions came right between the two, just like I went to BYU before and after. My years at BYU helped me know what kind of eternity I wanted, and how to get it, and how to train others to do the same. As for whom to spend eternity with, well, I met my sweet wife at BYU. Enough said.

I now prepare to retire, with plans for missions and grandkids. The Lord’s path lies before us, marked by covenants. We walk it carefully, enduring joyfully, and hopefully, arriving prayerfully, safely finished, with our testimonies burning brightly. This is my sacred pledge, to our Father and to others like my own grandfather, Brigham Young, who made it all possible.
