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R&CW Conference
July 14 at 4:30 - 6:30 pm | BYUI Center

We invite faculty to encourage students to participate 
in this important showcase of learning.

Brown Bag - Gamification
May 12 and 13 

Gamification commonly employs game design 
elements which are used in so called non-game 
contexts in attempts to improve user engagement, 
organizational productivity, flow, and learning.

Faculty Luncheon   
Maryellen Weimer 
May 20 at 12 - 1:30 pm

Each year the Academic Office brings a national leader 
in higher education to speak with our faculty. This year, 
Maryellen Weimer, editor of the Teaching Professor and 
author of several influential books on college teaching,  
will be our presenter.

Brown Bag  
President Clark G. Gilbert
June 16 and 17

President Gilbert will explore how teaching plans 
and peer observations can work together to create 
powerful teaching development opportunities for  
BYU-Idaho faculty.

Faculty Banquet
June 9

In the spring of every year, faculty members and 
their guests come together to celebrate the teaching 
efforts of faculty at BYU-Idaho. The evening program 
is to uplift and inspire faculty in their teaching efforts 
through presentation of the Exemplary Faculty Awards. 
Spend a wonderful evening with us as we celebrate 
the great faculty of BYU-Idaho.

Fall Faculty Conference
September 7

Teach Ye Diligently: A Constant in a Changing Sea
The 2016 Faculty Conference on Learning and Teaching 
honors both tradition and innovation in education. This 
conference provides a forum for us to share both the 
constants in our foundational principles and pedagogy, 
as well as the “small niches” that our discoveries and 
innovations have filled.



I N  T H I S  I S S U E  O F  P E R S P E C T I V E

What ultimately makes excellent professors is the passion we 
feel for our subject area. It is immensely rewarding and energizing 
to witness colleagues across campus bring to bear their years of 
commitment, dedication, and engagement with their content upon 
their classroom teaching.  We are pleased to present this issue of 
Perspective, devoted to the examination of how faculty are using 
their content knowledge and professional skills to enliven the 
classroom experience for BYU–Idaho students.  Within this issue, 
you will not only read about how faculty members from a variety 
of disciplines have found ways to prepare students to engage in 
their fields through educational and professional development, 
but also encouragement toward the love of art, beauty, health, 
and religious understanding.  These professors invite us to 
think about using our content knowledge and practical methods 
in the classroom for encouraging better skills training, better 
engagement with students, better lifelong learning, and better 
exploration of larger life and moral questions.  

From the perspective of improving practices and teaching 
skills, English professor Mark D. Bennion writes an introspective, 
third-person narrative of the day in the life of a writing teacher, 
and the tensions and rewards of engaging students in the great 
skill of writing.  Math professor Garrett Saunders makes a case 
for R programming and the potential of this software program for 
teaching students core values of industry, thrift, and teaching one 
another. And Theater professors Richard J. Clifford and Alex Smith 
explore the elements of effective role playing experiences in the 
classroom, and offer insightful suggestions for cultivating learning 
and evaluation through role-play.  

From the perspective of the personal application of content, 
Psychology professor Rob Wright discusses the application of 
health psychology to healthy living, which can ultimately reduce 
stress, promote healthy habits, and transform lifestyles. Biology 
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professor Todd Kelson discusses the predictive implications of 
modern genetic research. He poses questions regarding lifestyle 
and behavior posed by genetically identifiable tendencies. 

From the perspective of engaging larger questions, Music 
professor Nadine Luke describes an artistic and spiritual history 
of beauty and articulates the need for aesthetic appreciation and 
beauty’s role in suffering. History professor Tyson Yost identifies 
four guidelines for comparative religion. Moving past simple 
standards of comparison, he draws from personal experience 
and academic research to provide a basis for effective dialogue 
between religions. And Biology professor Jason Hunt shows 
how even though the Foundations Capstone class was counted 
a failure, we can still find valuable insights from the course into 
the essential progression of students from dualistic thinking to 
commitment within relativism. 

And from the perspective of societal activism, Home and 
Family/Preschool professor Betty McQuain discusses the history 
of child advocacy, and details what LDS educators, parents, and 
individuals can do to continue a grand legacy, protecting and 
empowering children for years to come. 

We invite you to read and carefully consider how the ideas 
and attitudes presented by these faculty members might help you 
to improve your own teaching, your professional and instructional 
development, your skills and content mastery, and your own 
engagement with students.
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No two humans have the same identical DNA sequence 
(except for identical twins); however, we share about 
99.99% of our DNA sequence with all other humans. 
We are all the same and unique at the same time. 
That’s one of the dilemmas of being human.

A few years ago, I went to a fortune teller. I suppose I had 
more money in my wallet than I had good sense, but my 
desire to know my future was compelling enough that 
it warranted me handing over my money and asking 
her to tell me what my future held. She said a few things 
that I suppose she would have predicted for anyone—I’m 
passionate about what I do; I enjoy the outdoors, and 
there are many who watch me, silently wishing they could 
have what I have. However, there are a few things she told 
me, very personal things, that I am still waiting to come 
true. After that experience of peering into my future, it has 
occurred to me that I am in a profession that does exactly 
that—predict the future. Let me explain.

My background is in human genetics.  You are probably 
aware that packaged inside almost every cell in our bodies 
are a blueprint of information that define us. 

That information is stored in our DNA.  There are four 
bases of DNA: adenine, thymine, cytosine, and guanine.  
It is the sequence of these bases that determines the 
structure and function of proteins in our cells.  Proteins 
determine what we will look like, and in some measure, 
what diseases we will suffer from. We inherit half of our 
DNA from our mothers and half from our fathers. No two 
humans have the same identical DNA sequence (except for 
identical twins); however, we share about 99.99% of our 
DNA sequence with all other humans. We are all the same 
and unique at the same time. That’s one of the dilemmas  
of being human.

Traits run in the family. How many times has someone 
commented to us that we look or act just like our fathers, 
mothers, siblings, grandfathers, or grandmothers? We have 
been able to track certain traits that run in families and 
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I teach a Foundations course called “DNA: Genetic 
Identity, Disease, Design” (FDSCI 205). For many years, 
I’ve conducted an anonymous poll towards the end of 
the semester in which I asked the students, “If you could 

sequence your genome and find out 
today what susceptibility genes you 
have that might influence your cause 
of death at a future date, would you 
want to know now?” I found that 
about 50% of the students responded 
(consistently each semester) that yes, 
they would want to know. When I 
probed further to find out why, they 
usually responded with answers like, 

“I want to prepare myself emotionally 
and financially,” or “I want to get my 
life in order now,” or “I want to make 
family memories now so that others 
will remember me when I’m gone.”  
As nice as all of these reasons are, my 
next question usually is, “Wouldn’t 
you do that anyway, regardless if you 
live another year or 100 years?” This 
has led me to consider my own life 
and choices. How often do I postpone 

forgiving another, nurturing a relationship, or developing a 
talent because I’ve decided that “There’s always tomorrow.” 

make predictions about the recurrence of those traits in 
future generations. This is where dominant and recessive 
inheritance comes in. Genetics, in general, is a field of 
biology that prides itself on the ability to determine the 
probability of future outcomes.  Yet, 
despite our ability to predict what may 
happen, we have historically been, for 
the most part, powerless to do much 
about it. But all that has now changed.

The Human Genome Project (HGP) 
began in 1989 as a 15-year federally 
funded project whose goal was to 
sequence all 3.2 billion bases of DNA 
that make us human.  Because of a 
global effort on sequencing DNA, 
results from the HGP came in before 
the deadline and under budget! In 
2001, the final draft of the human 
DNA sequence was made freely 
accessible on a public website.  As of 
this publication, there are over 200,000 
humans worldwide who have had their 
entire genome sequenced.  Having 
information about what genetic 
diseases lie hidden away in our cells 
has never been as freely available as it is today. And yet, I 
wonder if many of us really want to know what defines us?

The cover of TIME magazine, Dec. 13, 2012. 

The Human Genome Project can provide 

information about what our future holds.

Sequencing is carried out by tagging each of the 4 DNA bases with a different fluorescent dye. As DNA migrates through a  

separating matrix, each peak of color indicates which base is present. The color of each dye is detected by a laser beam and read  

directly into a computer. (Photo courtesy of author)
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(her mother had died of breast cancer when she was 42 
years old). After her mastectomy, my cousin lived for 
decades, cancer free, until she died of peritoneal cancer at 
the age of 78. My mother had always been concerned about 
her risk of developing breast cancer, but there were no tests 
available back in the 1970’s for her to find out if she had 
the same mutation that her aunt passed on to her cousin. It 
was this same BRCA1 mutation that Angelina Jolie tested 
positive for in 2014. Ms. Jolie was told that because she had 
the common BRCA1 mutation, she had a lifetime risk of 
87% of having breast or ovarian cancer. That probability 
was so high that she chose to have her breasts and ovaries 
removed to decrease her chances of cancer.  

 
 

Maybe what’s important here is not that I know what 
diseases I am likely to suffer from in the future, but rather 
that I live today as if tomorrow would never come.

The availability of DNA sequences from so many 
humans is now having an impact on how we treat diseases. 
A new field of medicine is now upon us; it is called 
personal genomics. It allows us to find out if we harbor 
genes that would predispose us to any disease influenced 
by DNA, and we are learning that almost every disease is 

influenced by DNA. You may ask, “What about bacterial 
infections like Strep throat? Surely, a disease caused by 
bacteria can not be influenced by my own DNA.” On the 
contrary, our immune system influences if the disease will 
take hold after we are infected, and the immune system 
is influenced by genetics. With that in mind, we are now 
identifying genes that predispose us to Parkinson’s disease, 
diabetes, heart disease, all forms of cancer, and a host of 
other complex diseases.  All of these diseases consist of 
both genetic and environmental factors. We inherit DNA 
at the time of conception and there’s very little we can do 
to alter the DNA sequence; however, lifestyle risk factors 
play a role in the severity of the disease as well as the age at 
which symptoms begin to appear, and there is something 
that we can do to control those environmental factors. As 
we become more and more aware of the specific DNA 
variants for disease, having a personal genome sequence 
provides us with information about how susceptible we 
may be for some of these diseases. This, then, gives us 
something to target by way of intervention. 

This hits close to home for me. My cousin was diagnosed 
with breast cancer at the age of 38, and one of her breasts 
was removed at that time. She later learned that she had the 
BRCA1 mutation which she had inherited from her mother 

The mystique of seeing into 
the future is now possible by 
peering into cells and reading 
the DNA sequence.  

Hena Jelinek (right) and her mother, Stella (left), 1949.  

Both women have the BRCA1 mutation, but at the time the photo 

was taken, neither of them knew that tumors had begun to grow 

inside their bodies, tumors that would ultimately take Stella’s  

life 2 years later. (Photo courtesy of Henriette Luszeck) 
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She now lives with a 5% lifetime risk of developing breast / 
ovarian cancer. The unpredictability that my mother faced 
in the past has now given way to the knowledge of what is 
packed away inside our DNA. 

Having this knowledge provides us with more options. 
For example, we may choose to undergo annual screening 
for tumor detection, in hopes of finding the tumors while 
they are still small and easily removed by surgery. The same 
can be said of most other diseases that develop later in life. 
If we know that we have inherited a genetic predisposition 
to a disease, we have power over the lifestyle we live that 
may enhance or reduce the risk of developing that disease.

Personal genomics is upon us. Perhaps the next time 
we visit our health care provider for a medical check-up, 
he or she may ask for a blood sample to be sent off for 
DNA sequencing. The doctor will use this information to 
prescribe an appropriate treatment, such as specific drugs 
and dosages based on our DNA sequence. He or She may 

use this information to recommend annual tests to detect 
early symptoms of the disease. This information will be 
stored in our digital medical record and will follow us for 
the rest of our lives. 

Few of us believe that peering into a crystal ball can 
provide details about what the future holds. The magic 
behind seeing into the future seemed to be just that: magic. 
The mystique of seeing into the future is now possible 
by peering into cells and reading the DNA sequence. We 
inherited our DNA sequence at conception, and there’s 
almost nothing we can do to change that.  However, we  
will always have the power to decide if we will allow DNA 
to define us. t
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After a flurry of text messages and rehearsal reports from 
the director requesting some last minute changes to the 
design of the production, the design and management 
team have gathered, poised to negotiate. While the extent 
of the changes is still unclear, the dominoes that will fall 
could endanger the tight budget, 
infringe on the construction time, and 
alter the overall look and function of 
the production design. And it isn’t 
just the design elements that will be 
impacted; the changes threaten to 
alter the dance choreography and the 
placement of several scenes that have 
already been set in rehearsal. So a definitive plan to move 
forward or abandon these changes must be made right 
away. The tension rises in the moments before the director 
enters the room as the team assesses a couple of scenarios 
for solving this new challenge. Will they be able to present 
sufficient evidence to make the proper decision without 
endangering the collaborative relationships necessary to 
bring the show to the stage? Finally, the director arrives. 
He is pleasant, but single-minded. The time is short; the 
director has a meeting with other clients in 45 minutes.  
But 45 minutes may not be enough. The preparation of 

each team member will be critical in determining the 
feasibility of these proposed changes. Everyone needs to 
bring his or her “A game.”

This high stakes scenario may be typical in professional 
commercial or non-profit theatre companies, but the 
experience described above was the basis for a role-playing 
exercise for students in a theatre leadership class. The 
scenario was contrived, but the negotiation skills and 
background research required to solve the challenges 
presented were very real indeed. This exercise served as 
the final exam for more than a dozen students. Working 
in small teams, these students assumed roles as various 
members of a production team and used their accumulated 
skills to research, defend, and formulate a real world 
solution in real time.

Role-playing is a powerful teaching method favored by 
proponents of Project-Based Learning and Gamification. 
But role-playing can find its way into more traditional 
modalities as well. The success or failure of a role-playing 
scenario hinges on the design of the experience itself. Over 
the last several years, the authors have been experimenting 
with role-playing as a pedagogical tool, and it makes 
sense in our discipline: role-play is fundamental to our 
production work as theatre practitioners. 

But we have learned significant lessons from the 
great playwrights of history that fit into our pedagogy 
as well. We’ve learned, for example, that assuming the 
philosophical or emotional position of another leads to 
greater empathy for individuals and groups alike, and that 
immersive involvement in a problem leads to stronger, 
more authentic connections with abstract principles and 
concepts. Thus, role-playing can be employed in aiding 
students to develop skills in collaboration, innovation, 
and critical thinking. We have experimented in many 
variations of role-play in a variety of different classes and 

Exploring a Role
R I C H A R D  J .  C L I F F O R D  A N D  A L E X  S M I T H
Department of Theatre and Dance

Role-playing can be employed in aiding 
students to develop skills in collaboration, 
innovation, and critical thinking.
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have discovered some principles both through 
research and experience that may help others 
integrate role-play into various curricula. 

Role-playing, like any other project-based 
learning technique, benefits from a careful 
design. If you’re new to this type of project-
based learning, consider these ideas for 
preparing your first role-play:

1. Define Outcomes / Expectations 
Before You Start

Role-playing is not a learning panacea. 
Some elements of the curriculum are better 
learned through other methods. Preparing 
authentic, meaningful role-play experiences 
requires significant research, creativity, and 
planning by the instructor as well as a willful 
commitment from the participants. Thus, 
defining the expectations from the beginning 
will help you know when role-playing will 
be most effective to achieve your curricular 
outcomes. Additionally, carefully outlining the 
role-play will help the players to understand 
the exercise more clearly and produce uniform evidence of 
learning that will be measurable. In defining the outcomes 
you might ask:

•  What skills do I want the students to develop?  

What principles will they learn?

•  How much time will the participants need to 

develop these competencies?

•  What are the deliverables or evidences of learning: 

Research? Reports? Presentations?

•  What is the crisis? What must be solved or 

discovered?

•  Will the students role-play separately or together?

2.  Choose Context and Roles
Next, decide on a relevant problem and also a setting for 

the characters. We have found that research into similar 
cases or experiences adds authenticity. Those familiar with 
writing case studies will recognize that while it is a good 
idea to make the setting realistic, it needn’t necessarily be 
real. Next, choose characters and determine what role they 

assume in solving or contributing to the problem. A critical 
part of character development is considering what’s at 
stake. What happens if the characters in the scenario don’t 
succeed? What happens if they do? Conflict makes the 
scenario more engaging and important for the participants. 
Use these assumptions to develop the backstory. Be 
strategic in how the story is revealed. If you want to 
reinforce a specific practice or process, then providing 
a complete scenario up front may be best. But if your 
primary intent is to assist students in developing critical 
thinking, then the incremental revelation of backstory may 
cause them to rethink their initial assumptions based on 
new information as it is revealed or discovered.

3. Introduce the Scenario to the Participants
After deciding on the context and characters, you will 

need to consider how to introduce the scenario to the 
participants. An effective role-play requires a proper 
introduction. If learners spend too much time trying to 
navigate the mechanics of the role-play environment, 
they lose critical time that could be spent working in the 
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scenario itself. Engage the students in the scenario by 
describing the setting and the problem. This can be done 
orally, but we have found that written prompts help the 
students to engage more deeply, especially with a long-
term scenario or where out-of-class work is required. A 
written prompt empowers them to stay on task and to pick 
up detail they may have missed from an oral presentation. 
The written introduction should not only introduce the 
scenario, but can also outline your expectations for the 
assignment including relevant learning outcomes. This 
gives you a chance to stress what you expect the students 
to learn through the exercise. If the scenario includes a 
research element, you can use the introduction to suggest a 
general strategy for problem solving or to guide them to an 
appropriate starting point to construct their research plan. 
You can use the expertise of students who have role-played 
in the past to encourage other students—especially in team 
scenarios.

4. Assessment and Debriefing
 Role-playing is messy learning. As with any inquiry-

based exercise, the role-play event itself requires a 
debriefing for the students both to define what they have 
learned and to reinforce it. Because the role-play can be 
very immersive and enjoyable for the participants, they 
are not always aware on a metacognitive level of their 
actual learning. To further muddy the water, you are not 
able to monitor all the struggling, problem solving, and 
learning that the students encounter. This complicates 
assessment. Effective reflective exercises can recapture for 
the students important points in the process where they 
learned the most.  In-class discussions can help share the 
results to a degree, but student presentations, reflective 
essays, or individual assessments or critiques will be more 
telling assessments of learning. We have observed that 
rubrics that measure individual outcomes regardless of 
the reporting method are useful, not only for grading the 
student performance, but also for measuring the success of 
the exercise itself.

Give extra consideration to developing rubrics to help 
track qualities that are ineffable or subjective such as 
playing in character, working to further the character’s 
goals, professional behavior, or being constructive  
and courteous. 

Caveats 
Avoid giving the first scenario as a major part 
of a final grade.

Isolated role-playing experiences seldom work well. 
The students’ attempts are awkward because they are 
focused on the mechanics of the role-play and are afraid 
to risk a poor grade or disappoint the instructor. They 
are self-conscious and protective of their vulnerability. 
Thus their solutions to problems tend to be superficial or 
obvious. The negotiation scenario described above was 
a final exam, but it was not the first role-play experience 
that the students encountered through the semester. We 
have observed that giving students opportunities to learn 
in smaller, lower stakes role-play situations builds trust 
and helps them understand how to focus on tactics and 
accomplish objectives without worrying about external 
pressures or potential failure. Practice in a low-stakes 
environment also helps students to understand patterns 
in real-life negotiations and to risk vulnerability so they 
can function autonomously within the scenario. Just as 
improv actors extensively rehearse the techniques of scene 
structure and character development so that they can more 
nimbly respond to the audience suggestions in a live show, 
so students in role-playing scenarios need time to grapple 
with the structure of the role-playing environment before 
they can participate authentically in a major simulation 
or scenario.

Students need time to prepare for their roles.
While some role-playing scenarios are not dependent 

upon a deep understanding of a role to accomplish specific 
outcomes (such as when students play themselves in a 
fictional situation), scenarios where students must assume 
a different perspective require preparation time.  Just as 
actors study and analyze a scene before attempting to play 
it, students who are playing roles that are foreign to them 
will need preparation time to consider more than the 
superficial implications of an assigned role.

The instructor can help by giving students enough 
time to review the prompt, to formulate questions and 
approaches, to undergo necessary research, and to ask 
clarifying questions. In the negotiation scenario referenced 
earlier, it was valuable for each team to have 10–15 minutes 
before the negotiation started to plan and ask questions of 
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the instructor. This behind-the-scenes time also helped the 
instructor to close any holes in the prompt and to reassure 
the students. Interestingly, the negotiation scenario 
rolled out at two levels: the initial prompt describing the 
characters and broad situation, followed by real time 
texts and emails introducing the crisis. This added an 
additional level of complexity and pressure of time to 
the situation. In turn, as designed, it led to an increased 
sense of responsibility and vulnerability in the learning 
environment of the actual negotiation. 

Although role-playing integrates well in theatre studies 
because of its performance nature, simulated situations can 
be used in a variety of disciplines. Elements of role play 
appear as students of foreign language engage each other in 
brief dialogs; as education students prepare mini lessons; 
through case studies and simulations in business, design, or 
management classes; and in myriad other forms in various 
disciplines across the curricula. How can you use elements 
of role-play to create scenarios to challenge your students? 
What place could role-play have in your curriculum? t

Students in role-playing scenarios need time to grapple with 
the structure of the role-playing environment before they can 
participate authentically in a major simulation or scenario. 
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“No,” I patiently explained to yet another friend, “just 
because I am a psychology major does not mean I 
am going to ‘psychoanalyze’ you.” When I was an 
undergraduate, it had become a troubling pattern; I had 
to defend my decision to major in psychology to everyone, 
even my family, by explaining that psychology is really 
more than some Freudian conception of subconscious 
examination while the patient lays on a couch and tells 
me about troubling childhood experiences. But, who can 
blame them? Society and Hollywood have done little to 
challenge the stereotype, largely content to propagate the 
idea that every psychologist is like Freud or, worse yet, has 
a hidden agenda of manipulation and control. The bottom 
line, however, is that psychology is applicable in many 
other domains. My decision to go into psychology was 
a simple one: I loved the application to my personal life 
and the potential to help others. Especially intriguing for 
me was the field of health psychology that caught “fire” in 
my mind with applicable topics of stress and coping, and 
health behaviors (e.g., exercise, nutrition, sleep).

Stress and Coping
For instance, let us first consider a prominent line 

of research in the stress and coping literature. Taking a 
different approach from other stress models, Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984) proposed the transactional model, 
arguing that the individual’s subjective evaluation (i.e., 
cognitive appraisal) of stressors determines stress levels 
and, ultimately, the individual’s response to the stressor 
(see Figure 1). After exposure to a particular event, the 
individual assesses whether it is stressful and, if it is, how 
best to handle or cope with the event. Hence, any event 
could potentially be considered a stressor, depending upon 
the individual’s subjective appraisal. The transactional 
model has received a great deal of empirical support in 
the literature (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1985; DeLongis 
& Holtzman, 2005; Zakowski et al., 2001), producing an 
underlying message that most of what we term as ‘stress’ in 
our life is within our cognitive abilities to create, modify, 
and mitigate – an empowering and optimistic perspective 
for those of us feeling overwhelmed and stressed. 

Lazarus and colleagues went further to provide a well-
accepted definition of coping as “constantly changing 
cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external 
and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or 
exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984, p. 141). This definition is incredibly versatile since 
any type of behavior can be considered coping if deployed 
with the purpose of managing the demands of the 
stressor from the individual’s perspective. Moreover, the 
transactional model further differentiates coping behaviors 
based upon the aim of the coping effort as either problem-
focused coping (i.e., change or modify the stressor itself) 
or emotion-focused coping (i.e., regulate one’s emotional 
response to the stressor). A substantial amount of literature 
has found considerable support for this classification (e.g., 
Aldwin & Revenson, 1987; Zeidner & Saklofske, 1996).  
This provides a useful way to conceptualize why people 
engage in behaviors that might not make sense to our 
observation: perhaps they are doing that as their way of 
coping with stress.

Next, we naturally wonder about the effectiveness 
of these coping strategies (e.g., less illness, increased 
self-esteem, decreased emotional distress). Known as 

Health Psychology: A 
Fascinating Frontier of 
Psychology Application
R O B  W R I G H T
Department of Psychology
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Most of what we term as ‘stress’ in our life is within our 
cognitive abilities to create, modify, and mitigate – an 
empowering and optimistic perspective for those of us 
feeling overwhelmed and stressed. 
the “matching hypothesis,” the literature suggests that 
individuals who vary their coping responses to meet 
or match stressor characteristics or demands obtain 
beneficial health outcomes (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984; Zeidner & Saklofske, 1996). In an attempt 
to examine this process, my colleagues and I (Wright et 
al., 2015) conducted a weekly study over 12 weeks among 
144 nurses who were dealing with troubling interpersonal 
stressors at work. Somewhat counterintuitively, we found 
that those nurses who used fewer coping strategies (e.g., 
one or two) rather than many (e.g., three or more) had 
overall better health outcomes including higher perceived 
coping effectiveness, lower rates of work-related burnout, 
and fewer physical health complaints (e.g., headache, cold/
flu) than their nurse counterparts. In other words, those 
who were dealing with workplace stressors were better 
off focusing on one or two coping strategies rather than 

enlisting many or all of their coping repertoire, particularly 
when dealing with interpersonal stressors. Thus, the 
ultimate message is clearly applicable: 1) we can benefit 
by considering stress as a process that can be profoundly 
influenced by our own subjectivity; and 2) we can improve 
our health by focusing on matching fewer coping strategies 
to characteristics of our stressors, especially work stressors.

The Health Behaviors of Exercise, Nutrition,  
and Sleep

Now let us turn to the health behaviors of exercise, 
nutrition, and sleep. I often like to begin my Health 
Psychology (PSYCH 435) course by asking the class 
this question: “If I know that regular exercise is good 
for me, does that mean I will exercise?” It usually helps 
to get the obvious point across: no, it does not. This 
is where the field of Health Psychology steps in. If we 

need evidence, we need look no 
further than the growing epidemic 
of obesity that continues to sweep 
our nation. For instance, based on 
the 2011–2012 National Health and 
Nutrition Examination Survey, more 
than one-third of all adults (34.9% 
or 78.6 million) and 17% of youth 
were obese (Ogden et al., 2014). 
This is particularly disturbing since 
obesity has been causally linked to 
numerous preventable diseases such as 
cardiovascular disease, Type II diabetes, 
and cancer (CDC, 2015)  

Figure 1: The Transactional Model of 

Stress and Coping  

by Lazarus & Folkman, 1984
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as well as depression and anxiety (e.g., Strine et al., 2008) 
and lowered self-esteem (e.g., Weir, 2012). 

Although recommendations for healthy physical activity 
(i.e., 30 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity 
on > 4 days per week), proper nutrition (i.e., eating 5+ daily 
servings of fruits and vegetables, whole grains, lean protein, 
drinking water), and sleep (7-9 hours of continuous sleep) 
seem straightforward and even small and simple, relatively 
few people meet these criteria. For example, data from 
the 2009 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (n = 
245,283) demonstrated that 76.8% of respondents did not 
eat 5 or more servings of fruits and vegetables and 48.9% 
did not engage in the recommended amount of physical 
activity per week (Nayak et al., 2015). In sum, the health 
improvements that could easily come through regular 
health behaviors are simply not going to be obtained if 
these levels persist.

Plus, the health advantages of these behaviors are 
strikingly evident. Exercise, in particular, continues 
to demonstrate benefit after benefit including growth 
of new neurons in the brain (neurogenesis), improved 
cardiovascular circulation and function, regulation 
of blood sugar, promotion of healthy sleep, increased 
muscle mass, improved mood, improved immune system 
functioning, and a remarkably effective treatment for 
moderate depression (Mayo Clinic, 2011; Castillo-Garzon 
et al., 2006; Ratey & Hagerman, 2008). In fact, if exercise 
could be manufactured into pill form, some speculate it 
would be the most prescribed medication ever! No 
other medication can singlehandedly boast the benefits 
that exercise can. 

Proper nutrition (e.g., fruit and vegetable consumption, 
water intake, portion control) is another health behavior 
that shows promise including weight control, proper 

Outcome Change Δd Expected Direction?

Health Behavior Outcomes

Physical Activity +1.10 days of 30 minutes .91** Yes
Fruit & Vegetable Consumption +0.06 daily servings .01 Yes
Sleep Quantity -0.26 nightly hours -.26 No
Sugary Snack -0.54 daily servings -1.10** Yes
Sugary Drink -0.23 daily servings -1.00* Yes
Water Consumption +12.70 daily ounces .20* Yes

Subjective Physical Health Outcomes

Subjective Health +8.96 units on 100 pt scale .04** Yes
Doctor Visits -1.27 visits  -.44* Yes
Physical Symptoms -0.70 symptoms -.06 Yes

Objective Physical Health Outcomes

Systolic Blood Pressure -1.31 points -.01 Yes
Diastolic Blood Pressure -1.44 points -.02 Yes
Body Weight -0.33 pounds <.01 Yes
Body Fat Percentage -0.07 percent <.01 Yes
Body Mass Index -0.05 points <.01 Yes

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01. Δ represents change from Time 1 to Time 2. Effect size (Δd) was computed as standardized 

where each change score was divided by the pooled standard deviation of the change and is interpreted as: small is d > .20, 

medium is d > .50, and large is d > .80.

Table 1: Change in Outcomes from Baseline to Post-Test (n=23)
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physical development, and avoiding disease and 
illness, to only list a few (e.g., Pollan, 2008; Shanahan & 
Shanahan, 2009). In fact, eating 5 to 9 servings of fruit 
and vegetables each day substantially reduces the risk of 
cancer, stroke, high blood pressure, and heart disease. For 
instance, our specific lifetime risk for stroke decreases 
by 6% for every daily serving of fruit or vegetables we 
consume (Feldman, 2001). Today, the average U.S. adult 
eats approximately 3 servings of fruit and vegetables per 
day (French fries do not count). In fact, some argue this 
is likely an overestimate, though still well deficient of 
recommendations (Casagrande et al., 2007).

Finally, sleep is another potent health behavior. For 
instance, studies have demonstrated that disruption in 
sleep cycles (i.e., circadian rhythms) impairs otherwise 
healthy people’s insulin and glucose response, setting the 
stage for potential development of conditions like type 
2 diabetes or metabolic syndrome (Buxton et al., 2012) 
while leading to an increase in consumption of calories 
by approximately 20% (Brondel et al., 2010). On the other 
hand, the benefits of getting appropriate amounts of sleep 
include body weight control, proper immune system 
functioning, life expectancy increase, cognitive alertness, 
and preservation of a youthful look (e.g., Grayling, 2009). 
As such, there is a compelling case for improvements in 
health being in the control of the person through, again, 
small and simple regular health behaviors. 

As a case in-point, in a study I conducted with three of 
my undergraduate students here at BYU–Idaho (Wright et 
al., in press), we implemented a health behavior program 
among students in the Psychology Department (Health 
Psychology, PSYCH 435) designed to improve these 

health behaviors. Student participants were allowed to 
select meeting the national guidelines for either exercise, 
fruit and vegetable consumption or sleep quantity and 
then asked to track their behavior over the course of 6 
weeks, while working together with other students with 
the same health behavior goal. Students were evaluated at 
three time points (baseline, post-test [six weeks], follow-
up [six months]) with a health assessment that included 
both an online survey and an in-person physical exam. 
As expected, the students’ health behaviors and health 
indicators improved markedly from baseline to post 
assessments (see Table 1) and many of the improvements 
remained at follow-up. These results are encouraging, 
suggesting that when we have a sense of perceived 
behavioral control, some structure of social support, and 
information regarding the benefits of these behaviors, we 
are more likely to change our health behaviors and see 
improvements in a relatively short period of time. In other 
words, by addressing small and simple psychological 
factors behind our health behaviors, we can see 
improvements in our health.

Conclusion
In closing, I should point out that this “fire” is catching; 

many students are beginning to see the application of 
psychology in their daily lives, even within their health. 
As part of this, the Psychology Department has recently 
established a new emphasis track in the major: Health 
Psychology. The goals remain the same, but with a focus 
on health (e.g., physical, mental): help ourselves, help 
others, and help society by outlining the means by which 
to apply psychological principles in beneficial ways. Yes, 
psychology is more than just Freudian psychoanalysis of 
someone sitting on a couch, and I hope, especially through 
our students, we can all begin to understand the benefits 
obtained through the diligent and regular application of 
health psychological principles in small and simple ways. t
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One of my earliest memories is of my legs dangling off my 
family’s glossy black piano bench as I practiced a piece that 
combined my right and left hands in ways that confounded 
my five-year-old fingers and mind.   Intrigued by the 
pulsing rhythms and unusual harmonies of this particular 
work, I yearned to be able to execute those sounds perfectly.  
In pursuit of this goal, I remained on the piano bench 
practicing the piece repeatedly, first with one hand, then 
the other, and after much effort with both hands combined. 
Once I was able to perform it fluently, I played it over 
and over, smitten by its beauty.  As I grew, I added other 
instruments to my musical studies, ultimately focusing 
mainly on the flute, but also studying music history and 
music theory in my undergraduate and graduate degrees.  
In the course of my education, I learned that the obsession 
with beauty I first experienced on the piano bench as a 
kindergartner was not unique to me; artists from all eras  
of history, in all corners of the world have relentlessly 
pursued beauty.  

But why?  Why have so many pursued beauty, an ideal 
that is surely subjective to time period, individual taste, 
locale, and aesthetic movements?  What drives composers, 
poets, writers, actors, actresses, painters, sculptors, 
dancers, and so many more to pursue a path fraught with 
frustration, difficulty, and ceaseless striving?   

These questions have fascinated me in my career as a 
musician and an educator.  While I cannot answer for 
everyone, I can say that my experience and education 
has taught me many lessons about the value of seeking 
beauty.  It is in the process of pursuing the beautiful that 
we connect to divinity, improve ourselves, and make the 
world more meaningful for our fellow human beings and 
ourselves. 

The first time the word “beauty” is mentioned in the 
Book of Mormon happens just eleven chapters into the text.  
In 1 Nephi 11:8, Nephi describes his father Lehi’s vision of 
the tree of life:

And it came to pass that the Spirit said unto me: Look! 

And I looked and beheld a tree; and it was like unto the 

tree which my father had seen; and the beauty thereof 

was far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; and the 

whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the 

driven snow.

When Nephi questions the angel as to the meaning of 
the tree—that which exceeds the beauty of all else—the 
angel responds that it represents the love of God, which is 

“most desirable above all things” and “the most joyous to 
the soul.”  That which is beautiful, according to the book of 
Nephi, is that which connects us to the love of God.

Hildegard of Bingen, one of the most exceptional 
women of the Middle Ages, also recognized the connection 
between beauty and divinity.  Born in 1098 in Rhineland, 
Germany as the tenth child of her family, Hildegard 
was dedicated to the Church as a child and entered a 

In Pursuit of Beauty
N A D I N E  LU K E
Department of Music

It is in the process of pursuing 
the beautiful that we connect 
to divinity, improve ourselves, 
and make the world more 
meaningful for our fellow 
human beings and ourselves. 
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Benedictine monastery at age fourteen.  Hildegard’s vast 
and varied achievements defy summarization; she was a 
nun, author, poet, composer, scientist, artist, and visionary.  
Known throughout Europe for her visions, which she 
recorded in the book Scivias (1141–1151), Hildegard 
was the first woman to receive papal permission to write 
about theology.  She preached openly with ecclesiastical 
authorization, and kings, queens, bishops, and other 
political and religious authorities throughout Europe 
consulted her for advice.  She is one of few playwrights 
and composers of the Middle Ages whose work is not 
anonymous, and more of her musical compositions  
survive today than from any other medieval composer.  
She wrote the earliest extant morality play and also 
founded her own monastery. 

In the last year of Hildegard’s life her convent was 
punished for burying an excommunicated member 
on its grounds.  When they refused to exhume the 
excommunicated member, Hildegard and the nuns in 
her convent were forbidden by Church authorities from 
participating in the sacrament.  Moreover, they were 
prohibited from using music to worship in the Divine 
Office, a series of eight daily devotional services of which 
music was a central component.  In response to this severe 
punishment, Hildegard wrote a letter to the prelates of 
Mainz, expounding her unique theology of music and its 
power to recreate the divine.  According to Hildegard, after 
the fall of Adam, it was through music that man was able to 
recall the paradisiacal beauty of heaven:

But when . . . the Devil, heard what man had begun to 

sing by the inspiration of God, and that man was invited 

by this to recall the sweetness of the songs of heaven 

. . . he was so frightened that he was greatly tormented, 

and he continually busied himself in scheming and in 

selecting from the multifarious falsehoods of his iniquity, 

so that he did not cease to disrupt that affirmation and 

beauty of divine praise and spiritual hymnody . . . 

This same philosophy is demonstrated in Hildegard’s 
morality play, Ordo Virtutum. In this musical drama 
comprised of allegorical characters, all sing in 
plainchant throughout the work except the Devil, whose 
separation from the divine is demonstrated through his 
inability to sing. 

Hildegard’s unique and colorful compositional style in 
Ordo Virtutum and her numerous sacred compositions 
are a welcome addition to the body of extant twelfth-
century chant repertoire.  Where much Gregorian chant 
employs a limited range of pitches and consists mainly 
of conjunct melodies, Hildegard’s compositions explore 
a comparatively vast range and make use of frequent 
wide leaps. Hildegard’s texts, which she composed 
herself, are rife with colorful adjectives and exuberant 
imagery exploiting the senses of sight, smell, taste, and 
touch.   Using her unique and creative voice, she expressed 
through her compositions what she and many of her 
contemporaries recognized: the ability of art—specifically 
music—to recreate the divine as she saw, heard, and felt it.  
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Seven centuries later, Ludwig van Beethoven weighed 
similar questions about the value of pursuing beauty. 
Ultimately, it was his commitment to art that extended 
his life.  In 1802, while struggling with the deafness that 
eventually consumed his hearing, Beethoven wrote a 
moving letter to his brothers—now referred to as the 

“Heiligenstadt Testament”—recounting his weariness with 
the vicissitudes of mortal life (emphasis is Beethoven’s):

But what a humiliation for me when someone standing 

next to me heard a flute in the distance and I heard 

nothing, or someone heard a shepherd singing and 

again I heard nothing. Such incidents drove me almost 

to despair, a little more of that and I would have ended 

my life.  It was only my art that held me back. Oh, it 

seemed impossible to me to leave this world before I 

had produced all that I felt capable of producing, and so 

I prolonged this wretched existence. . .   

Nearly all of what are considered Beethoven’s greatest 
works emerged in the years following the composition 
of this document.  Although Beethoven never sent 
this letter, he kept it with him throughout his life and 
likely reread it often, perhaps for solace, inspiration, or 
reassurance.   Beethoven decided to endure physical 
pain, social misunderstanding, disappointment, and 
conflict throughout the remainder of his life so that he 
could pursue his art.  Without his commitment to pursue 
beauty, to express art on his own terms for the benefit of 
humankind, we would not have the heroic Symphony  
No. 3, the tempestuous piano sonatas, the magnificence of 
the combined choral and instrumental forces in Symphony 
No. 9, or the sublime string quartets.  In his quest to pursue 
beauty amidst suffering, Beethoven brought forth the best 
he had to offer and made his life—and the lives of those 
who have experienced his music—more meaningful.

In the final part of the letter, Beethoven cries out: “Oh it 
is not easy, and for the artist much more difficulty than for 
anyone else. Divine One, thou seest my inmost soul, thou 
knowest that therein dwells the love of mankind and the 
desire to do good.”   Beethoven’s plea to divinity reflects the 
reconciliation he sought between his inner emotional life 
and his external desire to do good.   
Similarly, the expression of beauty requires that we turn 
inward for self-examination and outward to share and 

serve our fellowmen.  As is the love of God, beauty is both 
intensely individual and overwhelmingly universal.  

While Beethoven and Hildegard are exceptional in that 
they represent two of the most extraordinary composers 
in the history of western art music, no less significant is 
the pursuit of beauty by ordinary people.  Encouraging our 
students to achieve excellence in creating and portraying 
beauty is an essential part of career preparation but goes 
far beyond that. The pursuit of beauty mirrors the pursuits 
of life: to become and overcome, to create and recreate, 
to reach inward and outward.  In encouraging ourselves 
and our students to strive to summon the best that can 
be offered and to share that beauty, we become better 
musicians and artists, but more importantly, better—and 
more divine—versions of ourselves. t
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The foundations capstone class was initially designed as 
a culminating end point following the completion of the 
newly established foundations program. In the words of 
President Kim Clark:  

Through your Foundations courses you have 
learned much about science, mathematics, humanities, 
communication and culture. You have acquired valuable 
skills that will serve to bless you and those you associate 
with throughout your life. And what’s more, you have 
accomplished all of this through the inspired guidance of 
the Spirit within the explanatory framework of the gospel. 
You have now arrived at the Foundations Capstone course, 
designed to give you experience and confidence in making 
good judgments and sound decisions. 

In this course you will encounter scenarios designed to 
represent real-life situations you will likely face throughout 
your future. As a family member, you may be asked to 
make medical judgments about someone you love. As a 
priesthood or auxiliary worker, you may make decisions 
that affect lives for eternity. As an employee or community 
member, you may be asked to make decisions regarding 
values that differ from yours.  Few of these decisions will be 

black or white. It is vital that you understand all aspects of 
a situation so that you can come to an educated conclusion. 
In fact, the most difficult decisions will most likely consist 
of several good options, and you must, as Elder Oaks 
suggests, judge between good, better and best. These 
decisions and judgments will require that you couple clear, 
rational thought with heavenly inspiration. 

This is a remarkable opportunity for you to strengthen 
important analytical thinking skills. These skills will help 
you as you strive to understand and articulate opposing 
viewpoints, analyze factual claims for accuracy, spot logical 
weakness in arguments, and anticipate consequences 
of possible solutions. This course will be a defining 
experience for you at BYU–Idaho. It is my hope that you 
will take responsibility by remembering and practicing the 
principles you learn, while diligently seeking the guidance 
of the Spirit. As you do, you will be blessed with increased 
knowledge and be better prepared to face challenges and 
make educated decisions in your future.

I had the unique opportunity to serve as team lead at 
the inception of this course, as well as teach the course 
for 5 years until it was removed from the curriculum. 
Is this article a plea to bring back the capstone class? 
Of course not, there were obvious failures that quickly 
became insurmountable. However, the capstone class had 
such an impact on my life that not sharing a piece of that 
knowledge would be nothing short of neglect on my part.  

I learned that, in many instances, it was not the course 
that created the controversy but the lack of ability on my 
part. The complex issues that were confronted created 
ambiguity and uncertainty, a necessary component, 
even though from time to time, as an instructor, it was a 
challenge to not fall into traps of personal bias. To better 
illustrate the impact on my life I would like to explain the 
capstone class from the lens of William Perry’s model of 
cognitive development. I will use a modified and simpler 
hierarchy of Perry’s stages of development as presented by 
Devan Barker: 

Stage 1: Dualism

Stage 2: Multiplicity

Stage 3: Contextual relativism

Stage 4: Commitment within relativism. 

Did the Foundations 
Capstone Class  
Really Fail?
JA S O N  H U N T
Department of Biology
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I’ll explain the stages, as I understand them, with a story 
from my life. When I was young, I was taught the story of 
Noah’s ark and became instantly fascinated. The concept 
of Noah gathering all kinds of animals intrigued me and I 
accepted it as doctrine (truth) in a very dualist (step one) 
manner. However, as I started my education I learned that 

one elephant consumed 50 gallons of water and 500lbs of 
vegetation per day.  I began to doubt that Noah could feed 
one elephant let alone two and what about all the other 
animals with only 1 million cubic feet of ark? My authority 
figures (i.e. primary teacher) started to lose credibility.

Initially, I opted to withdraw, cease thinking about it any 
further and drop back into my dualistic thinking. Then I 
began to find comfort with peers that were floundering 
with the same problem. I also found myself rejecting 
authority figures that presented information contrary to 
my thinking. I said words like; “whatever” to those who 
would try to convince me of the validity of Noah’s ark 
based on religious principles only. I entered stage two, 
multiplicity. I arrived at stage two because of study and 
learning, but I have since learned that others can arrive 
at stage two because of pride and/or concerns that have 
never been adequately addressed. Perhaps they have been 
told throughout their life to just believe, accept, and not 
question. Nevertheless, I didn’t like that I was different 
from the mainstream Mormons and felt pressure to move 

back to stage one. I believed that there had to be reasonable 
solutions, but I couldn’t see them; I lacked the tools or 
perhaps the ability to hold two opposing ideas. I felt 
insecurity, self-doubt, and anger, and I was dissatisfied with 
authority figures and teachers who should have been able 
to help me resolve my concerns. I became frustrated with 

others who just accepted Noah’s ark 
as fact, without questioning.

I had two desires, one to learn 
and the other to escape from the 
struggle of not understanding. 
This struggle forced me into stage 
three where I began to think that 
everything was right, a stage called 
contextual relativism. I have since 
learned that many college students 
stop at this stage of development. 
After wallowing in this stage for 
some time I began to see other 
possibilities to Noah’s ark, all of 
which had scientific support and 
some religious support, and then 
I began to see that both could be 
right. After much struggle, I arrived 

at stage four, commitment within relativism. Now I have 
no problem believing in Noah’s ark and not believing in 
Noah’s ark. I have come to realize that it is okay for the 
Bible to be true and not true, but it is not at my discretion 
to determine which parts are true or not. My role is to 
believe in the Bible as far as it is translated correctly. 
Arriving at this stage has been liberating and has opened 
my mind to revelation in a much more powerful way. 
However, I recognize that the path could have been entirely 
different had I opted to stay in the lower stages. I probably 
could have kept my activity in the church by staying in 
stage one, not questioning, only believing faithfully, but 
I’m sure my activity would have faltered if I was unable 
to move from stages two and three. Yet, arriving at stage 
four (at least in this case) has been a great blessing in my 
life, one that has increased my faith and moved me closer 
to the path of true discipleship. I quote F. Scott Fitzgerald; 

“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 
opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain 
the ability to function.” 
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 Did the capstone class help move students through 
Perry’s stages of learning?

Did the capstone class accomplish the same movements 
through the four levels of thinking in a semester? Probably 
not in all cases, but I believe that in many cases students 
were provided with opportunities which they seized. 
For example: Andrew (name changed) was my dualistic 
thinker; every case for him was black or white, yes or no. 
In his mind, others that seemed not to know the “correct” 
answer were simply lower level thinkers. Let’s take the 
Mormon Barley Farmer case. Andrew had been raised 
with the idea that alcohol consumption is universally 
wrong. It is wrong to drink it, wrong to sell it, and those 
who participate are wrong and will be judged by God 
for so doing. Andrew came to class and I began with the 
statement that alcohol is not bad. I cited evidence that, 
scientifically, a glass of wine a day has been proven to be 
healthy. Andrew became angry because that statement 
did not meet his paradigm. As a result he withdrew and 
suggested that the capstone class was a waste of time and 
science is false. Others accepted and moved on. 

What was the difference between the rest of the students 
and Andrew? Was it the capstone class that tarnished 
his testimony? Or was it perhaps that Andrew had been 
incorrectly taught in his youth? So Andrew questioned, 

“Are you saying alcohol is ordained of God? Christ didn’t 
drink wine, he drank grape juice!” Others in the class, said, 

“No, wait, the teacher is right, and Christ drank wine, so 
did the Nephites, perhaps alcohol is not bad?” The class 

began to move from dualistic thinking to the next stage. It 
suddenly became less about generalities, and the students 
started asking personal questions like “Why don’t I drink 
alcohol?” They began to become aware of the intellectual 
framework they operated from. Still, it was a choice. I did 
not force it. I only facilitated the movement if the student 
chose to ask, “Why?”

This was a scary place to be as an instructor. I remember 
thinking, “what if the students didn’t recover”? What 
about the students that were already in stages 2 and 3, 
clearly dissatisfied with 1, but nevertheless lacked the 
skills to move themselves past stages 2 and 3. To help them 
transition more quickly I said: “based on the Doctrine and 
Covenants, we have been commanded not to drink alcohol, 
not because alcohol is bad, but because we are obedient 
to the prophets and revelation.” Most students have heard 
this doctrine their entire life, however, the capstone class 
gave them a mental framework in the presence of peers 
with the support of a learning environment to couch their 
thinking. Many of them had rejected the simplicity of this 
statement long ago, but now they were provided with a 
chance to accept it, not because the doctrine had changed, 
but because they now understood why it was okay to 
hold seemingly contradictory truths until further light 
elucidated the connection. 

Suddenly students saw how it was possible to abstain 
from alcohol, but still believe that alcohol was not bad. 
Does that help them decide whether to grow barley or not? 
No, but they could now see truth and non-truth on both 

sides more clearly. Some of them had arrived at a 
new level of thinking, at least with regard to this 
one case. What about the other students? Were 
they floundering? Yes, but other cases came, each 
with doctrinal refuge on either side. The process 
was painful. Was Andrew affected? No. He checked 
out at the beginning of the case and went back to 
his safer, more comfortable, dualistic behavior of 
thought.  We had more cases however, and by the 
end of the semester, even Andrew had recognized 
that he wasn’t correct in all his choices, that he 
misjudged others and that truth and correctness 
could be found on both sides of the issue. In 
Andrew’s case it took the whole semester, almost 

Regardless of the fate of the 
capstone class, we still need 
students who can stand in their 
own light, without relying on 
others, and move through this 
world of ambiguity with an  
intact testimony.
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until the last day for the light to come on. He looked so 
refreshed; he suddenly wanted more. He put his laptop 
up, and he entered the discussion. The capstone class 
challenged the dualistic thinker. It also upset the  
apathetic thinker, or those who had survived for years 
having the same doctrine preached over and over at them 
simply by writing off those who preached it as dualistic  
or simplistic thinkers.

I recall council I received from Elder Lynn A. Michelson 
during my hiring interview 11 years ago. He asked me what 
I thought about evolution. I said, “I’m okay with it.” He said, 

“Good!” Teach it! Teach it to the best of your abilities from 
a scientific standpoint, and then bear your testimony about 

the truthfulness of the gospel.” He explained that 
too many of our students are leaving to other 
universities where the evidence is presented in 
such a degree that they falter and lose their faith 
(they move from stage 1 to 2 and 3 but then stop). 

“Show them”, he said, “that you can believe truths 
in both camps”.

The class was designed to try to help 
students become better at thinking and making 
decisions. However, experience taught me that 
helping students to make better decisions was 
hampered by thick personal bias fed by incorrect 
interpretations of doctrine. Thick personal 
bias and incorrect interpretations of doctrine 
were found in the instructors and the students 
and sometimes resulted in a recipe for disaster. 
Perhaps this is why the course ultimately  
became unsustainable.

Regardless of the fate of the capstone class, 
we still need students who can stand in their 
own light, without relying on others, and move 
through this world of ambiguity with an intact 
testimony. We lost the capstone class, but if we 
do not deliberately help students face a world 
of increasing complexity and moral relativism 
by challenging their thinking, we will lose more 
than just a class. Our classes must provide 
opportunities for students to work through 
ambiguity and paradoxes in a spiritually 
supportive environment. We must each identify 
the difficult area of our own disciplines and help/

challenge/teach students how to navigate them. Simply 
patting them on the back and letting them go “figure it out 
on their own” is not a sufficient methodology. In addition, 
claiming allegiance at all cost to our own personal bias, 
will prove more destructive than helpful. We must have 
spiritually solid and doctrinally grounded instructors 
model and teach how to keep’s ones faith through 
ambiguity and uncertainty rather than skirting the issues 
and sending students out underprepared. The capstone 
experience showed me just how important it is to challenge 
student thinking. It challenged my own thinking, but the 
benefits I gained have changed my life and will continue to 
affect the lives of my students in a very positive way. t
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Children are precious and vulnerable and come into 
the world fully dependent on adults for their safety and 
well-being. Many children are tenderly cared for by their 
families from birth. Some are not. Though the steady 
efforts of most adults have not been chronicled in recorded 
history, activists—both quiet and vocal—have been 
concerned about and have advocated for children since the 
days of Adam and Eve. Despite this advocacy, children’s 
welfare throughout history has often been compromised. 
Although the threats may present themselves with a 
different complexion today, the well-being of children 
continues to be at risk. This reality is a concern to people 
in my field of child development and early childhood 
education. Our professional code of ethics calls for us 
to protect children from harm above all other work that 
we do (National Association for the Education of Young 
Children [NAEYC], 2011). This is a responsibility that we 
take seriously and a duty from which we cannot rest.

In ancient times, children were considered to be adults 
by age seven, and their education took place primarily in 
the home. Formal private education for wealthy boys began 
in Greece and Rome, while wealthy girls and working 

class children were trained for domestic work or trades. 
After the fall of the Roman Empire, systematic formal 
education ceased for several centuries. As a result, most 
people in Europe were uneducated, although the Catholic 
Church provided training for the few intending to enter 
the clergy. However, the dawn of the Renaissance and the 
advent of the Reformation brought change for children 
and education. Martin Luther, in addition to spearheading 
the Reformation movement, urged parents to educate their 
children so that they could read the Bible for themselves. 
During this period, even girls were included in the 
education experience in some societies (Gordon & Brown, 
2011; Elkind, 2015).

In more modern times, education reform continued to 
blossom. John Amos Comenius (1592-1670) was a Czech 
educator who published the first children’s picture book, 
Orbis Pictus. He believed that development was an internal 
process and that children should be allowed to learn 
in their own language and at their own pace, primarily 
through play and the use of their five senses. Later on, John 
Locke (1632-1714), considered by many as the founder of 
modern educational philosophy, proposed that children 
are born as blank slates and emphasized the importance 
of considering their individual differences when designing 
education, including providing them with reasons to want 
to learn. In the next generation, Jean Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778) viewed children as inherently good beings 
who interpret the world differently from adults. He 
believed that development occurs in distinct phases 
and advocated for the use of concrete materials in a free 
play educational environment. These early philosophers 
influenced Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827), who 
has been credited with having “the most widespread, 
profound, and lasting effect on elementary education in the 
modern Western world” (Elkind, 2015, p. 71). He believed 
that education was more than acquiring knowledge 
and skills, and encouraged the tutoring of the heart as 
well as the head and hands. This more comprehensive 
approach to learning was embraced by the acclaimed 

“father of Kindergarten,” Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), 
who saw play as the highest phase of development and 
as inseparable from young children’s learning. Similarly, 
Rudolph Steiner (1861-1925) believed, as Pestalozzi, in 

On Being an Activist   
for Children
B E T T Y  M CQ UA I N
Department of Home and Family
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Though the steady efforts of most adults have not been 
chronicled in recorded history, activists—both quiet and 
vocal—have been concerned about and have advocated 
for children since the days of Adam and Eve. 

educating the whole child—head, heart, and hands. He 
founded today’s Waldorf Schools on his anthroposophical 
spiritual science philosophy, which espouses the need 
to educate boys and girls together to achieve a balanced 
perspective. Women also were taking action to promote 
social change. Maria Montessori (1879-1952) was the first 
female physician in Italy, whose educational philosophy 
grew out of her work with poor and mentally challenged 
children in the slums of Rome. At her Casa dei Bambini 
school, she demonstrated through what has become 
known as the “Montessori Method” that children who were 
considered to be cognitively impaired were not mentally 
disabled after all—they simply needed opportunities for 
nurturing and education (Bredekamp, 2011; Gordon & 
Brown, 2011; Elkind, 2015).

The Progressive Era brought other educational 
reformers. John Dewey’s child-centered philosophy of 
education proposed that children are valuable and that 
childhood is an important time of life. He believed that 
school should be integrated with—rather than separate 
from—the rest of children’s lives. Patty Smith Hill, who 
founded the Teachers College at Columbia University and 
wrote the well-loved “Happy Birthday” song, created the 
forerunner of today’s wooden unit blocks, and organized 
the National Association for Nursery Education (known 
today as the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children). Across the ocean, the McMillan sisters, 
Margaret and Rachel, launched a crusade to save the 
children living in the slums of London by providing an 
open air nursery school that emphasized outdoor play, 
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nutrition, adequate sleep, and personal hygiene. This same 
period of educational transformation saw Lucy Sprague 
Mitchell and Abigail Elliot establish Bank Street College 
and Pacific Oaks College, respectively—both modern day 
powerhouses in the education of early childhood teachers 
(Bredekamp, 2011; Gordon & Brown, 2011). 

Each of these philosophers and reformers saw childhood 
as a unique, distinct, and invaluable time in human 
development, and each advocated for the childhood 
experiences they believed to be in the best interest of 
children. As demonstrated by the prominence of the 
above-mentioned philosophers and reformers, the quiet 
activists must have agreed. It was their ground-swell 
support of the legendary activists that helped to bring these 
revolutionary ideas to the forefront.

This tradition continues today. Recently the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 
posted a call to action for its members to “support policies 
that include comprehensive approaches to achieving 
children’s equitable access to high-quality early learning, 
with a particular focus on children living in poverty, 
multilingual children, children of color, and children with 
disabilities” (NAEYC, 2015). As part of this campaign 
for the improved well-being of children throughout the 
world, NAEYC is promoting the United Nations 17 Global 
Goals, whose aim is to target three life-altering changes 
throughout the world in the next 15 years: 1) end extreme 
poverty, 2) fight inequality and injustice, and 3) fix climate 
change (Global Goals, 2015). While climate change is a 
modern concern, the battle against poverty, inequality, and 
injustice has been waged for millennia, as our brief history 
review illustrates.

So why does this battle continue? Why—after centuries 
of efforts to end conditions that harm children—do the 
same challenges remain? And, most importantly, what can 
be done to effect lasting change? These questions address 
complex situations, riddled with nuanced and intricate 
circumstances. However, the answers are simple; there are 
ample opportunities to act on behalf of children through 
existing organizations and through living the gospel.  

The Global Goals organization website lists ten different 
movements that individuals and groups can join to take 
action to end children’s suffering and promote their health 
and welfare (Global Goals, 2015). Well-known groups 

such as UNICEF, World Vision, and Save the Children—as 
well as newer and lesser known organizations such as 
ONE, Design for Change, and Project EVERYONE—detail 
opportunities for service and advocacy on the Global 
Goals website. These opportunities range from posting on 
social media, to signing petitions, to donating money, to 
conducting research (Global Goals, 2015). Certainly efforts 
to become involved with these organizations would be 
categorized as being “anxiously engaged in a good cause” 
(D&C 58:27) and in seeking after things that are “virtuous, 
lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy” (Articles of 
Faith 1:13). Certainly partnering with Save the Children to 
end child trafficking in India or donating $10 to Nothing 
But Nets for the purchase of bed nets that protect from 
malaria-infested mosquitoes in Rwanda can bless the 
lives of children (Global Goals, 2015). Certainly sharing a 
YouTube video from the United Nations or joining a Global 
Citizen rally to call for clean water in Mozambique can 
raise awareness that will ripple across the world (Global 
Goals, 2015). Certainly this is work in which we can all 
anxiously engage to “bring to pass much righteousness” 
(D&C 58:27). Yes, certainly we can unite in these efforts to 

“do good” (D&C 58:28) with our brothers and sisters across 
the earth. And we should.

Yet there is something else we can also do to actively 
bless the lives of children and positively impact their well-
being. It isn’t easy, but it is simple. It isn’t public, but it is 
profound. It is this: We can live the gospel of Jesus Christ in 
our own homes, and we can love and care for the children 
in our own families. We can remember that “children are 
entitled to birth within the bonds of matrimony, and to 
be reared by a father and a mother who honor marital 

There are ample 
opportunities to act on 
behalf of children through 
existing organizations and 
through living the gospel. 
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vows with complete fidelity” (Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints [LDS], 1995). We can ensure that we 
are honoring our marriage vows completely. We can “rear 
[our] children in love and righteousness, provide for their 
physical and spiritual needs, [and] teach them to love 
and serve one another” (LDS, 1995). We can teach them 
through our example “to observe the commandments 
of God and be law-abiding citizens wherever they live” 
(LDS, 1995). We can keep our covenants of chastity, treat 
our spouses and children with love, avoid any form of 
abuse, and fulfill all of our family responsibilities (LDS, 
1995). In this way, we can be the most effective of activists 
for children’s success. In this way, we can also change the 
world. “The power is in [us]” (D&C 58:28). Let’s act. t
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It is a little known fact that in 1964, the large white R was 
placed on the east side of the Menan Butte in honor of 
what was then Ricks College. The movement to place 
the R on the hill was spearheaded by the Ricks College 
Mathematics faculty Harold Nielsen. He organized a group 
of students who then worked with the community and 
Ricks College to obtain funding and transportation to 
make the painting of the R possible (Corning, 2007). The 
R remained proudly on the hill until 2001 when, with the 
change from Ricks College to BYU–Idaho, it was decided 
that the Menan Butte would be reclaimed to its natural 
state and that the R would be allowed to fade (Corning, 
2007). Still visible today, the R is a powerful reminder  
of the “Spirit of Ricks” which is alive and well on the  
BYU-Idaho campus.

During these same years in which the R on the hill has 
been fading another R has been emerging on the ‘hillside’ 
of the data analysis landscape. Since the late 1990’s the R 
statistical programming language has been emerging as 
a powerful and free data analysis software. It is available 
under a GNU General Public License and is strongly 
supported by the R Foundation for Statistical Computing 
as well as by millions of R users across the world (Vance, 
2009). Use of R has increased dramatically over the past 

several years so that today, R is listed by Muenchen (2015) 
as the fifth most requested programming language in job 
listings from industry trailing behind Java, SAS, Python, 
and the trio of C, C++, and C#. The same study listed R as 
the third most commonly cited statistical analysis software 
used in peer reviewed research articles, trailing behind  
SAS and SPSS.

This climb in the increasing usage of R has been 
accompanied by the rapid growth in the demand for 
individuals in the workplace who can analyze data. The 
McKinsey Global Institute (2009) forecasts a “shortage 
of 140,000 to 190,000 people with analytical expertise” by 
2018. Simply stated, those who know R and data analysis 
will get jobs (Smith, 2014). In fact, Smith (2014) noted 
that R skills attract some of the highest salaries in the 
technology industry. This makes R an attractive platform 
for data analysis at BYU-Idaho, where we strive to position 
students to enter the workforce upon graduation.

On the other hand, the more immediate benefit of R is 
that it has been and will always be open source (free of 
cost) and has a large developer base across the world. It has 
been noted that the creation of R is comparable in some 
respects to the creation of the Oxford Dictionary. One of 
the core developers of R, John Fox (2009), alluded to this 
when quoting the following from Winchester (2003) who 
wrote of the creation of the Oxford Dictionary:

[W]e do not really know why so many people gave 
so much of their time for so little apparent reward. And 
this is the abiding and most marvelous mystery of the 

R and BYU-I
G A R R E T T  S AU N D E R S
Department of Mathematics

The students have been 
excited to learn more about the 
software and recognize that 
they are gaining marketable 
skills as they increase their 
ability within the software. 
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enormously democratic process that was the Dictionary 
— that hundreds upon hundreds of people, for motives 
known and unknown, for reasons both stated and unsaid, 
helped to chronicle the immense complexities of the 
language that was their own, and that they dedicated in 
many cases . . . years upon years of labour to a project of 
which they all, buoyed by some set of unfathomable and 
optimistic notions, insisted on becoming a part.

Fox (2009) follows this up by stating, “With a few 
changes in specifics, much the same can be said of 
participation in the R Project—both by members of the 
Core team and by others.”

R is as capable as any paid statistical software package. 
However, nearly all of the other available statistical 
softwares cost at least a rental fee for student use, ranging 
from $20 a year to $50 a semester. After a student leaves 
the university, these software licenses can cost thousands of 
dollars. The substantial support of R from Statistics Faculty 
across the world makes R one of the most comprehensive 
statistical tools in academia and industry (Tippmann, 
2015). This is another persuasive reason to utilize R for 
statistical analysis at BYU-Idaho, where thrift and reducing 
student costs is a priority.

One potential downside to R is the 
learning curve associated with learning 
a programming language. Unlike many 
other statistical softwares such as SPSS, 
which provide a GUI interface, R requires 
some upfront investment in time to learn 
necessary commands and syntax typical 
of programming languages. However, the 
community support for learning the R 
language is strong and easily obtained 
through the world wide web. Tutorials and 
short courses for beginning R are easy to 
find and have become very widely used. 
Consider the Johns Hopkins Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC) “R Programming” 
as an example. The installation and set up 
of R, as well as the very useful interface to 
R called RStudio, which is also cost free is 
simple and fast. Within a couple minutes, R 
and RStudio can be set up on an individual’s 
computer. With a few hours of effort, they 
can be analyzing data and producing 

powerful graphics and integrated statistical reports in R.
The Department of Mathematics here at BYU–Idaho 

has had a few years of experience using R in the classroom. 
Most of the courses offered as part of the Statistics Minor 
utilize R as the required software for the course. We have 
observed the common difficulties among students in 
learning R. It is easily observed that the learning curve 
to using R is greatest for those students with little to no 
programming experience. The Computer Science students 
on the other hand, are right at home and learn R quickly. 
Importantly however, we have learned that if R is taught 
correctly, even students who previously could do little 
more than check their email using their computer are able 
to perform routine statistical analyses in R a few weeks  
into the semester.

Realizing the future career opportunities that R will 
afford students, a joint effort among students and faculty 
to increase the visibility and learning of the R software 
has begun at BYU-Idaho. Called the BYU-Idaho R Users 
Group, this weekly half-hour meeting was organized in 
January of this year by the students of the BYU-Idaho 
Student Chapter of the Mathematical Association of 
America (MAA) under the supervision of the BYU-Idaho 
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Mathematics Faculty.  The group currently consists of 
10 students and three faculty with the anticipation that 
participation will grow over the coming semesters. The 
students have been excited to learn more about the 
software and recognize that they are gaining marketable 
skills as they increase their ability within the software. 

There is perhaps no university that should be more 
inclined to use the R statistical programming language 
than BYU–Idaho. R embodies the spirit of “teach one 
another”, industry, and thrift. As our students come to 
know R, they position themselves in a powerful way to 
enter the workforce. And, though perhaps a stretch of the 
imagination, in a quiet way, this moves the fading  
R on the hillside to the everpresent computer desktop, 
where it can continue to stand as a gentle reminder of the 

“Spirit of Ricks.” t
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You wake up to the sound of your 13-year-old daughter 
talking to the computer, musing over how to properly 
punctuate the last sentence in her short story. You  
stumble past her into the kitchen, stunned from a dream 
where you lost your train of thought while teaching class 
and the students started booing you; just then she looks  
up with a half-smirk, half-expectant smile. You can’t 
tell if she can read your mind or if she wants something. 
Before you cast away the last wisps of your nightmare, 
she wonders and exclaims, “Dad, please look this over 
sometime later today?!”

You nod, then shave and shower, grab a piece of toast 
and head to the office around 7:30 a.m. You arrive still 
clearing the sleep and dizziness out of your mind.  
You review your notes, your last minute ideas, your 
anecdotes, your students’ names and their needs. 
You’ve culled principles from journals, books, websites, 
observations, and experiences. You consider your 
transitions, pacing, humor, and questions. You tell yourself 
synthesis and nuance must undergird today’s classroom 
moment. You think about integrity, how if you’re not 
penning your own pieces you can’t teach writing with 
necessary moral authority.

You straighten your desk, check your tie, and tuck in 
your shirt. You kneel in prayer and give up your sense 

of self, recognizing you will not be the only source of 
inspiration in the classroom, hoping you’ve done all to 
prepare so that when student inquiry and quizzical looks 
abound, you or another student or the Holy Ghost can 
provide a decent answer to the most random question you 
never would have considered.

You head down the hall, hear a few colleagues stammer, 
“Go get’em,” “Leave’em wanting more.” You remember those 
crazy high school football games when your teammates 
patted you on the back. After the cheers and war cries 
settle, you hunker down and quicken your pace for the 
classroom. You don’t want to get there too early and you 
don’t want to walk in late. The first entrance reveals your 
nervous laugh; the second makes you look careless and 
gives students a pass to send excuses up the aisles. 

You arrive a little disheveled due to the wind and wipe 
away—real or not—any remaining toast crumbs sticking to 
your face. The eager students believe you’re mulling over an 
important issue, something that may alter their educational 
experience. Some are still disconnecting from social media. 
Others are disguising that world. You write a quotation 
on the board, lay out the day’s schedule, call on the most 
awake student to pray, and begin.

You learn fast not to bounce all over the room; you also 
learn you can’t stay still for long. You come to understand 
when to look a student in the eye and when to address 
the whole group. You try to discern who needs praise and 
who needs reproof. You study kinesics, how some guy will 
put a hand on your shoulder as if to intimidate you or get 
chummy or how the kid from Eufaula, Oklahoma, won’t 
get closer to you than ten feet away.

Together you brainstorm and draft. You take them into 
their past, asking them to confess their writing hang-ups. 
You exhort them to analyze their spelling and structural 
mistakes so they can see a better future. You model 
narration, classification, cause and effect, organization, 
parallelism, and thesis statements, providing examples 
from Shakespeare and Selzer to Dickinson and Didion. 
When the students become too dependent, you learn how 
to keep asking questions and how to hold yourself back.

You teach them the divide between revision and editing. 
You mention the former so much they understand that 
fixing a spelling mistake does not constitute earning a 
better grade. You help them re-see entire paragraphs, 

Teaching Writing
M A R K  D.  B E N N I O N
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you insist they thoughtfully develop their two-or-three-
sentence ideas into an entire page, you have no trouble 
convincing them that raspberry cheesecake paints a better 
picture than dessert. This is not to say you downplay the 
differences between a colon and semicolon, nor does it 
mean that a misspelling won’t matter on their résumés. You 
show them that their writing should be a finely crafted, 
intricately designed front door: a functional and beautiful 
entrance into their world. 

You direct open-ended questions to individual students; 
you offer up other queries for the entire class. You wait.  
You remember the blessing of silence. You watch the 
students observe each other as they steer through writing 
waters, wondering who will stay above the waves and who 
will plummet into the deep. You circle back to a comment 

mentioned ten minutes ago or to a question asked  
two weeks ago. Some questions you ask, and you don’t 
reveal an answer.

Your students examine you—the kind of jacket you 
wear, the way one sideburn hangs a little lower than the 
other, your catch phrases, your method for wiping marker 
notations off the white board. One asks, “How long does 
this paper need to be?” Another pipes up, “Do you offer 
any extra credit?” A third whispers, “Can I speak with you 
after class?”  They notice if you speak doubt or belief. 

You’re bombarded with a hundred names each day of the 
semester. You scrutinize faces and haircuts to find traces of 
distant relatives, middle school friends, high school dates, 
cherished teammates, and former acquaintances. You 
associate clothing styles and hair colors. You see trends a 
nd fads flourish, die, and recycle. You see hair that hasn’t 
felt a shower in days. You scan faces that have watched  
too many movies on Netflix. You pay attention to 
permanent smiles and people you wish would smile once 
in a while. You hear your own name butchered, forgotten, 
prayed for, and elevated. You wonder what students call 
you behind your back.

Some days you read poems in class and the students 
look at you like you belong alone in the wilderness. They 
wonder why MLA or APA or any manner of citation even 
matters. Other days they humbly ask, “How can I improve 
my organization?” or, “How can I make this passage more 
descriptive?” or, “Why is my writing boring?” They want 
to know how you met your spouse, what happened at the 
birth of your first child, and if they’re really audacious 
they’ll ask you for your cell phone number or call your 
home late at night.

You feel the firm edge of honesty while grading and then 
passing back that first batch of papers. In this moment—
or any moment, for that matter—your reputation and 
relationship with students can flail or skyrocket. You 
mentally toss around the word fair. You want your students 
to believe you embody this virtue, even when you know 
it’s impossible to live up to it 100% of the time. You dart 
between justice and mercy, carry the weight of both—
especially over a long weekend or Thanksgiving break. You 
think, “What comments will motivate Tyson to pull up 
his grade?” “What suggestions will help Megan re-work 
her conclusion?” You yearn for fresh turns of phrases and 
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ideas; you prod yourself into new ways of spinning stock 
clichés so you’ll stop feeling guilty for writing the same 
sentiment on too many essays. You pray to know whom  
to help and whom to leave alone. You pray not to 
overreact when a student asks, “Did I miss anything 
important last Friday?”

You see how students’ thinking changes, slowly, almost 
imperceptibly. You encourage them to grapple after the 
right words and comb through a paper’s mechanics. 
You challenge them to re-read texts; to re-examine an 
argument’s assumptions; to re-think their relationships, 
biases, and politics. You watch them ping pong between 
fear and sympathy as they practice dialectical thinking. 
You cheer for them in their experiments with sensory 
and figurative language. You brace them when they write 
about being raised in foster homes or returning home 
from deployment to Kandahar. They leave class stronger, 
perhaps a little bewildered. Some process and remain 
unfazed in the face of ambiguity and immense writing 
choices. Others leave it all behind until they come back to 
the classroom two days later.

You witness the majority shuffle off to their next classes, 
to the next phase of their lives. Some stick around to  
ask about office hours or due dates. Some want to know 
what books to read and how you found your way to 
teaching. Some send a thank you note on a blustery day 
near the end of March. Some want you to write their 
research papers for them.

You admit your memory and organizational skills 
flicker and that you can’t look like a student forever. After 
class, you walk to the library just to get some fresh air 
and eavesdrop on a little campus chatter. You notice the 
manicured trees and newly aerated lawns. If you’re lucky, 

about late April, you hear a few birds singing to each  
other. You watch the squirrels scurry away from trash  
cans. You see a student you thought you taught over six 
years ago. You gesture in passing, dig deep for a name, 
debate over the one you’ve found, and then give it up, 
settling for a simple smile. 

Some look away when you see them ambling across 
campus, secretly hoping you’ll say hi or stay a mile away. 
Some yell your name across the quad. They make you 
wonder if an accident happened.  You stop and speak with 
them about their lives, fears, loves, stories, families. You 
feel trapped by the pull of time and routine. You need to 
get to Rigby Lounge for a faculty meeting, but something 
nudges you to ask Janice what didn’t make sense last class 
period, to probe Michael about the introduction on his 
final essay. You remind them to drop by your office if they 
have additional questions. You wave goodbye, feeling more 
confident about your ability to build trust yet still wonder 
if you’ve done too little or too much.

You open your office door, inhale deeply, and think of 
your daughter and her story. You can hear her voice in 
your head, how she worked on her piece for eight hours, 
how she feels she needs just a few more suggestions to 
improve it. You gape at the stack of papers on your desk. 
You think about conferencing with students the next time 
around. You look up at the university’s mission statement 
on your wall, “Am I building testimonies of the restored 
gospel of Jesus Christ?” “Am I providing a quality academic 
experience for students from a variety of backgrounds?” 
The thoughts swirl, linger, and run. You plan to address 
both queries in greater detail at a later time; nonetheless, 
they keep urging you, pressing in on you as you start again 
to evaluate essays and prepare for your next class. Amid 
these stirrings and nudgings, you’re grateful to serve at 
Brigham Young University–Idaho, and you keep readying 
yourself, ever hoping and laboring for the next line of 
revelation to come. t

You challenge them to  
re-read texts; to re-examine 
an argument’s assumptions; 
to re-think their relationships, 
biases, and politics.
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The following is a modified version of a 
paper presented at the Parliament of World 
Religions held in Salt Lake City in October of 
2015. The panel topic was on how to engage 
in comparative religion to further develop a 
Mormon ethic of peace.

I would like to start by sharing some personal experiences 
that have informed my view on the study of other faiths 
and how we might think about it in the context of interfaith 
dialogue and developing a Mormon ethic of peace. Around 
15 years ago, as an undergraduate at a large University, I 
decided to take a World Religions course out of personal 
interest. At the time I had already spent years studying 
various languages as part of my degree in literature and 
religion. My reasoning for signing up for this class was that 
it would give me a broad introduction to various religious 
traditions that could inform my own work in comparative 
studies and satisfy my curiosity. 

In retrospect, I must confess that my experience with 
the course was less than positive, not because I didn’t like 
the class but because of how the course influenced my 
thinking about religion. I am sad to say that by the end of 
the semester, I had an extremely negative view of several 
religions—predominantly Buddhism, Hinduism and other 
Asian traditions. It was not until many years later that I 
began to realize my perception of these religions arose 
from an erroneous notion of comparison that was based on 
out of date information with a particular apologetic agenda 
that tended to misrepresent the tradition of study. This led 
to a misconception of the reality of the “other” because the 

“other” was never fully allowed to speak for itself. My initial 
reaction as a young student was to consider Buddhism, 
Hinduism, and Daoism as so radically exotic and so 
foreign that there was no relevance to the comparison. I 
saw no value in continuing to explore them; indeed I was 
actually told by several professors that it would be a waste 
of time to study something like Buddhism because it was 
irrelevant to understanding my own tradition.

Four Guidelines for Engaging in Comparative 
Religion: Revising our assumptions on 
teaching and learning about religion in the 
classroom and other public spaces
T Y S O N  YO S T
Department of History, Geography, and Political Science
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When we engage in interfaith dialogue with the attitude 
that we are the ultimate truth and final answer to all 
religious concerns, it makes it extremely difficult to 
engage in any sort of meaningful dialogue that doesn’t 
devolve into pedantic condescension or banal truisms.

This perception began to change when I had the 
opportunity to study for a short time at a university in 
Beijing. During my time there, I traveled with a friend 
to visit his family in Tibet. While there, I visited several 
Buddhist monasteries and spent time with the monks and 
laymen—this provided me a different perspective and 
enabled me to learn more about Buddhism as it is lived and 
practiced in a real context by ordinary people.

Shortly after this experience in China, I began my 
graduate studies at the University of Chicago Divinity 
School in Religion and Literature and was privileged 
with the opportunity to work with the late Anthony Yu. 
Professor Yu commented that if I wanted to understand 
Chinese literature, then I needed to learn something about 
Buddhism. At this same time I had already started my 
studies in Sanskrit as a means to engage Sanskrit Literature. 
I vividly remember sitting in my professor’s office and 
having him take down a copy of the Buddhacarita—the 
Works of the Buddha—and offering it to me to begin 
studying the relationship between religion and literature 
within the South Asian context. 

With these two experiences, my path began to change. 
Throughout my master’s program I had resisted the study 
of Buddhism, convinced from my previous experience that 
I had no interest and that it held no value for me. Here I 
was, about to earn a graduate degree in religious studies 
with specialization in Sanskrit and Chinese literature 
(two of the most important languages for the study of 
Asian religions), and I wasn’t willing to consider studies 
in Buddhism—the most widespread of all Asian religions. 
And it was all because of a perception about the religion 
that I had developed in consequence of the way in which 
an undergraduate course on world religions was taught.

I was finally convinced to reconsider my position and 
luckily had the opportunity to complete my doctoral 
degree at Cornell University in Asian religions and 
literature with an emphasis in Buddhist studies. I feel 
blessed for that opportunity because I now consider some 
of my greatest friends to be those that I have worked with 
over the years engaging in a comparative study of religion. 
I’ve spent time enjoying the hospitality of Sufis in India 
and worked side by side with Buddhist monks translating 
the recently discovered Sanskrit manuscript of the 
Vimalakirtinirdeśasutra. My work and research has taken 
me to Buddhist, Hindu, Confucian, Muslim, and Daoist 
temples and sacred sites all over Asia and North America, 
and has given me opportunities to engage with and 
discuss religion in a variety of contexts. These experiences 
have reshaped my entire outlook on life and the role that 
religion and interfaith dialogue can have in bringing peace 
to our modern world.

This brief background helps to set the context for the 
questions and tentative insights I would like to briefly 
explore. Why did my initial experience in engaging 
with comparative religion produced such a negative 
reaction, and how might we resolve these problems? My 
experience teaching religion as an academic discipline 
at multiple Universities has convinced me that I’m not 
alone in that reaction. Indeed, my sense is that, at least 
in North America, it is in the educational setting of a 
university classroom that most students first come in 
contact with other religions in any real depth. Let me 
be clear. In no sense am I trying to find fault with the 
professor that taught that particular course I attended as 
an undergraduate or with the authors of the textbooks we 
used—I am certain of their sincere intent. My intent is to 
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seek a better way. How can we improve, and why is it so 
important that we do? While my suggestions are directed 
primarily to the University and formal education setting,  
I believe that these recommendations are also pertinent  
to informal learning and interfaith dialogue within the 
public sphere. 

1.  Proper comparison: We must guard against any 
faulty form of comparison that misrepresents the other 
faith without a proper historical context. We must also be 
careful not to formulate the object of study into the “other” 
that we want it to be in order to control the  
elements of comparison. We must 
acknowledge and engage with the tradition 
on its own terms. This requires a considerable 
amount of intellectual effort. It also presents a 
greater challenge to our own faith that requires 
us to critically examine how we understand our 
own tradition,and it is through that challenge 
that true understanding, not just of the other 
but of our own tradition, arises. 

This is more than just comparing our ‘best 
with their best’ or speaking directly with the 
tradition rather than the tradition’s enemies, 
as Krister Stendahl so rightly advises us to 
do.  Bruce Lincoln argues that “meaning is 
constructed through contrast. All knowledge, 
indeed all intelligibility, thus derives from 
consideration of data whose differences 
become instructive and revealing when set 
against the similarities that render them 
comparable.”  And this is, in my estimation, the 
true value that arises through the comparative 
project that is so essential to the interfaith 
enterprise; meaning and intelligibility arises 
through comparison, and such comparison 
tells us just as much about ourselves as it does 
about the other. Without that intelligibility—
seeing as we are seen—arising out of a proper 
method of comparison, there cannot be the 
true cooperation that is so necessary for peace.

In saying this I do not mean to denigrate 
the efforts of previous scholars, authors, and 
educators who have engaged in comparative 

religion; indeed I am deeply grateful for their efforts 
because this is an ongoing process of trial and error, 
learning from mistakes and standing on the shoulders of 
those who have gone before. However, my own experience 
in formulating biases and misjudgments towards other 
religions, particularly Buddhism, grew directly from 
participating in a classroom which suffered from this lack 
of proper comparison. And this, I believe, is directly linked 
to a lack of formal education and training in the academic 
discipline of religious studies.
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2 .  Training in the discipline: We should use caution 
when asking non-specialists to engage in comparative 
religion. I say this for both the academic setting of a 
world religions course at a university (particularly those 
associated with a specific faith) as well as those who engage 
in interfaith relations in a less specialized setting. This isn’t 
a call for elitism, nor is it an attempt to protect “academic 
turf.” It is a plea to realize the complexity of not just each 
tradition but of the very notion of religion as an object of 
study and discourse that requires critical thinking, a clear 
methodology, and specific training—all of which takes 
time and effort to develop. 

This is a call for more effort on the part of academically 
trained specialists to help engage in interfaith dialogue, not 
just in a class setting but within their communities and 
among their colleagues of other departments. In light of 
alarming responses towards certain religious traditions 
in our public and political rhetoric, we need to make 
sure this is not just an “academic” concern but a public 
issue that is addressed in the public square—particularly 
in the way the media engages with religious discourse 
and conflict. Serious consequences can arise out of an 
improper approach to the comparative enterprise that 
can lead to critical misunderstandings that actually 
damage the interfaith movement rather than aid it. Just 
as we should not allow non-specialists to teach physics 
and chemistry we shouldn’t allow those without the 
educational background to teach comparative religion and 
religious studies. Rather, trained specialists must engage in 
educating the public and developing a proper methodology 
for comparative dialogue. 

Elder Dallin H. Oaks comments that we should have 
“the good sense to understand that a person cannot be 
educated without understanding religious traditions 
and conflict.”  He also highlights the importance of 
implementing an educational curriculum based upon 
an academic approach to the study of religion within a 
pluralistic society. While Elder Oaks is here speaking 
specifically of public school education, I believe that many 
of the suggestions he discusses could be, and should 
be, tweaked to fit the unique context of both public 
and religiously affiliated universities. Navigating the 
complexities of engaging in the academic study of religion 
within higher education is fraught with challenges.  

Those challenges are only heightened within the context of 
a religiously affiliated university and thus require training 
in the discipline that can help us carefully navigate the 
pitfalls of such a comparative study and how we approach 
this discussion. This leads to my third point.

3.  Avoiding relativism, skepticism, and 
nondenominationalism: Most modernized, Western 
societies hold the ideal of freedom of religion as a 
core value. Many of us live in a pluralistic society. And 
religious pluralism requires that interfaith dialogue 
doesn’t devolve into relativism, global skepticism, or trite 
nondenominationalism. There are real differences between 
religious traditions just as there are real similarities. 
But if we do not correctly and adequately deal with the 
differences we will not have really approached a form 
of dialogue. When we try to brush aside differences to 
highlight similarities, and vice versa, we are not engaging 
in a true interfaith dialogue. The only results that can 
come out of such an interaction are simplistic sentiments 
and fundamental misunderstandings that do not produce 
real change—and provide grounds for conflict. If we 
can avoid these three pitfalls and instead work toward 
clearly delineating specific differences, building trust, 
and engaging in frank dialogue, this creates a space for 
understanding those we are trying to engage with on their 
terms and within their context, inasmuch as that is even 
possible. This becomes more plausible if we approach this 
dialogue with a sense of humility.

4.  Humility: In engaging in the interfaith enterprise, 
there is a great need for humility. As Lenn Goodman 
writes, “Humility seems more fitting, and wiser, than 
pyrrhonian skepsis or protagorean relativism. Humility, 

We must acknowledge and 
engage with the tradition on 
its own terms. This requires 
a considerable amount of 
intellectual effort.
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lightly worn, projects no aura of invincible ignorance, but 
rather a sense of fellow feeling . . .  Humility renounces 
literalism, which like dogmatism, is less a sign of 
innocence than a response to conflict, cognitive dissonance, 
and doubt.”  When we engage in interfaith dialogue 
with the attitude that we are the ultimate truth and final 
answer to all religious concerns, it makes it extremely 
difficult to engage in any sort of meaningful dialogue that 
doesn’t devolve into pedantic condescension or banal 
truisms. It is a lack of humility that projects a sense of 
exceptionalism and more accurately indicates insecurities 
than confidence. And those insecurities are often based in 
a lack of surety and understanding of our own faith and 
our place within it—and can result in conflict to cover 
doubt. Humility indicates confidence, confidence that you 
can engage in a real and legitimate comparative dialogue 
without producing a crisis of faith because you already 
have sure footing in your own faith and are looking for 
understanding rather than justification.

 One value of wrestling with another religious tradition 
is that it requires us to get strong footing in our own 

tradition and helps us see our faith in ways that we might 
never have considered before. Time does not permit me 
to illustrate how this has worked in my own studies, but 
the opportunities to engage in this interfaith dialogue are 
legion. Let me close by observing that my own experience 
in engaging in this type of reciprocal illumination has 
proved to be invaluable to my own personal development 
and the peaceful relationships I have developed with 
others. We create a peaceful community when we provide 
the opportunity for honest inquiry and interaction, where 
my faith is strengthened by interacting with others of great 
faith and my mind is enlightened by engaging with other 
enlightening ideas. t

1  In a 1985 press conference given in Stockholm Sweden, Krister Stendahl, a 
Harvard professor and Bishop for the Church of Sweden, outlined three rules for 
religious understanding: when trying to understand a religion ask its adherents and 
not its enemies, don’t compare your best to their worst, and leave room for “holy 
envy.”

2  Bruce Lincoln, Gods and Demons, Priests and Priestesses, 122.

3  Dallin H. Oaks, “Religion in Public Life.” Ensign, July 1990.

4  Lenn E. Goodman, Religious Pluralism and Values in the Public Sphere, 18.



We need students who can 
stand in their own light,without 
relying on others, and move 
through this world of ambiguity 
with an intact testimony. 
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