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Leave Description

The leave had three objectives: 1) update field exercises 
for two courses, 2) collect data to complete a research 
project begun over twenty years ago, and 3) collect data for 
continued research.

Something that is both an advantage and a disadvantage 
to a geologist is that rocks won’t come to us; we must go to 
the rocks. The disadvantage being that it is often difficult 
to find time and resources—particularly if students are 
involved—necessary to complete essential field work if 
the field locality is distant from campus. The advantage is 
that there is little more rewarding than spending extended 
periods in remote regions enjoying all aspects of the 
natural world.

The leave first took me to the State of Missouri to 
complete a study I began in 1998 as a bedrock mapping 
geologist for the Missouri Geological Survey. Only a few 
months into my employment with the Survey, I made a field 
observation that challenged long-held and well-accepted 
views about a geological formation. Essentially, I argued to 
change the interpretation of this formation from sediment 
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that had collapsed into ancient sinkholes to sediment that 
was deposited by ancient rivers and beaches in steep, narrow 
valleys because of changes in sea level (Fig. 1). Additionally, 
I determined these rock bodies to be a few hundred million 
years older than currently accepted (Fig. 2). In the world 
of geology, these are not trivial matters, and my new 
hypotheses generated a tremendous amount of controversy 
within the Survey, culminating in a presentation I made 
at a meeting of the Geological Society of America just as I 
was leaving the Survey for my new position at BYU–Idaho. 
However, once I arrived at BYU–Idaho, I was so caught 
up in developing and teaching new courses and fulfilling 
other university responsibilities, the project was placed 
on hold. That hiatus continued until the 2016 leave when 
I was able to return to Missouri for a month of field work. 
Expenses were kept in check by living out of my Chevy 
Tahoe which makes a nice camper with a foam pad in the 
back. Primarily, I spent my time studying maps, reading 
literature, and visiting localities that others had identified 
as ancient sinkhole deposits. At each locality, I took dozens 
of photographs and made sketches to document physical 
characteristics. I have already presented a poster on this 
research at a national professional meeting and am now 
preparing a manuscript for publication in a prominent 
scientific journal. Additionally, I have materials that can be 
used for a number of mentored student research projects.

Upon completion of field work in Missouri, I returned 
to Rexburg to consolidate and organize those materials 
before heading to the Book Cliffs of Utah for phase two. 
In Utah, I would spend a total of eight weeks broken into 
three trips. Once again, my Tahoe served as home, with 
the occasional motel room to clean up for church meetings.  
The purpose of this project was a little different from that 
of Missouri: two shorter trips were spent gathering data 
that could be used to enhance a field trip I run with my 
course on sedimentology and stratigraphy and to modify 
a major exercise used in conjunction with our department 
capstone course. A longer trip was intended to be used 

to describe in detail vertical successions of strata, but 
instead, because of exceptionally clear skies and shadows 
provided by the low autumn sun, I took over four thousand 
photos, producing nearly continuous mosaics of the 
mountain front and intersecting canyons over a distance 
of just under 100 miles (Fig. 3). Once mosaics have been 
stitched, they will be available for mentored student 
research projects. Additionally, I hiked many canyon sides 
to obtain photographs of small-scale details. Both my and 
researchers from other institutions’ maps, photographs, 
and other data will be provided to students as the bases for 
GIS compilations that will serve as a publishable database 
for future research. 

An unanticipated part of the leave involved preparation 
of samples collected as part of my Ph.D. work in the late 
1980s / early 1990s for submission to the Utah Geological 
Survey’s Core Research Center (crc). The field area is 
now part of a national monument and such sampling is no 
longer allowed, making this a unique and valuable addition 
to their facility. I spent a week in Salt Lake City cleaning, 
organizing, resizing, repackaging, and relabeling several 
hundred samples to meet crc storage requirements (Fig. 4).

Leave Benefits
Promote Growth and Content Depth

As faculty members at BYU-Idaho, we often focus 
on teaching, advising, mentoring, and stewardship 
responsibilities to the point where we lose sight of 
professional growth, resulting in a loss of depth in content 
areas. I discovered this a few years ago while attending 
a professional short course, at which I was in awe of this 

“new” approach only to find others had been using it for 
years. It was embarrassing to be so behind in my field, 
though no one else knew of my ignorance. In subsequent 
years this has been remedied, in part, by two Faculty 
Learning Fellowships where, because of research interests,  
I have delved deeply into the literature and developed new 
currency and depth in my field.

I returned to the classroom with new information to convey, a 

stronger understanding of my area of expertise, and a renewed 

excitement to share this material with those under my stewardship.
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Figure 1. A) Sedimentary features, such as the ripple marks in this photo, indicate formation by moving water. B) Sedimentary layers of 

these deposits are mostly flat lying and well organized; whereas, deposits that would have fallen into a sink hole through roof collapse 

should be more chaotic in their expression.

Figure 2. A fundamental principle of geology is that in a 

succession of sedimentary rocks, layers on top must be younger 

than layers on the bottom. In this photograph, the gray limestone 

bed capping the outcrop has fossils that indicate an age much 

younger than what has been proposed for the yellowish non-

fossiliferous sandstone and deposit below.

Figure 3. Photomosaic of one of the exercise areas in the book cliffs, Utah used for the capstone advanced field methods course.

Figure 4. Samples collected from south-central Utah in the late 

1980s and early 1990s have found a permanent home at the Utah 

Core Research Center in Salt Lake City.
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Develop as Teachers and Scholars

I distinctly remember during both my undergraduate 
and graduate school days, my favorite instructors were 
those actively involved in research. They were excited, 
learning new things, and eager to disseminate this 
information to students. On the other hand, those who had 
retired from scholarly activities seemed to have lost their 
enthusiasm for the classroom. These were the professors 
who simply taught from a book and seemed to merely go 
through motions of being academically engaged.

I have found the same to be true for myself. As I 
approached this leave, I had begun to enter early stages of 
burnout. I prepared lessons, tried to exude enthusiasm in 
the classroom, graded exams and assignments, but I didn’t 
have the excitement I started with. It was becoming a job, 
not a career, to which I needed to show up in the morning 
and couldn’t wait to leave at the end of the day. This leave 
helped me become re-engaged. I discovered new things, 

both from enveloping myself in the literature and 
 through actually practicing my profession. I returned  
to the classroom with new information to convey, a 
stronger understanding of my area of expertise, and a 
renewed excitement to share this material with those  
under my stewardship.

Strengthen Mentoring Activities

Something I have thoroughly enjoyed as a faculty 
member at BYU-Idaho is that of mentoring students 
in research activities, and the bulk of these activities 
have resulted either from my work prior to arriving at 
BYU–Idaho or an earlier twelve-hour leave. Many of these 
projects have led to students presenting as the first author 
at professional meetings. The past couple of years, I have 
struggled a bit to come up with meaningful projects; 
however, after this leave, I once again have materials to 
provide students with geological and gis-related projects 
for quite some time. 

Practice [Our] Craft

This was of particular benefit to me. To remain sharp 
and effective, a musician must practice and perform and 
an artist needs to create and exhibit. In a similar manner, it 
is essential that a scientist research and present. This is our 
life blood and what gave us the drive to pursue Doctoral 
degrees. If we do not do these things, we become stale and 
ineffective. The leave brought me back to life and made me 
excited about what I do. I feel like a scientist again.

Direct and Indirect Blessings to Students

Students know when we’re faking it, both with respect 
to subject matter and to attitude. A few years ago, I was 
summoned for a chat by my current and to-be department 
chairs as the mantle was about to be passed. The concern 
was low student evaluations in Foundations courses. In 
one course, I simply did not have the proper background 
or knowledge and was not able to sneak that past students.  
In the other, I had thorough knowledge, but I didn’t like 
the manner in which I was mandated to present it. In 
comparing student comments between my sections and 
those of colleagues who taught the same course, it was 
interesting to note that students in my sections disliked 
the same materials I disliked; whereas, those from other 



sections seemed to enjoy that same material when 
presented by another instructor. Clearly, though not 
intentional, my lack of enthusiasm came through and 
affected the presentation. After the leave, even for courses 
not directly impacted by leave activities, I have a renewed 
commitment for being in the classroom, and I suspect this 
will manifest as one of the indirect blessings for students.

Accomplished, Skilled, and Knowledgeable Faculty Members

Without opportunities to personally learn and 
practice our trades, we lose the characteristics of being 
accomplished, skilled, and knowledgeable. We become 
stale, out of date, and lackluster. After completion of each 
of my two pdls, I once again felt as though I could hold 
my own in discussions with peers from other institutions. 
I gained a greater understanding of important aspects of 
my area of expertise and I honed my skillsets, making me 
more effective as an instructor.

Summary
In summary, research is essential to keeping abreast 

of current trends in the profession and for maintaining 
a high level of enthusiasm in the classroom. This leave 
was highly successful in laying the foundation for a 

long-term research plan that will be of direct benefit to 
students in the form of mentored research projects; to the 
department and university in the way of improved course 
content, enhancing our field program, and, as materials 
are presented and published, increasing our visibility to 
potential employers and graduate programs. I am grateful 
to the university for release from teaching responsibilities 
during the leave and to the Thomas E. Ricks Foundation, 
the College of Physical Sciences and Engineering, and 
Department of Geology for funding and resources to 
conduct these activities. t

Without opportunities to 

personally learn and practice 

our trades, we lose the 

characteristics of being 

accomplished, skilled, and 

knowledgeable.


