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R&CW Conference
Jan. 16 - March 1 | Submissions for Abstracts
April 5 at 4:30 - 6:30 pm | Conference Day

We invite faculty and students to participate, mentor 
and judge in this important showcase of learning. 
Help students realize their full potential while 
showcasing their new aquired skills.

Brown Bag / Pie Talk
February 15 & 16
March 15 & 16

Brown Bag Discussions offer faculty an opportunity 
to share lunch together and listen to their colleagues 
speak about topics related to learning and teaching. 
Faculty have the freedom to speak about things they 
feel are innovative and enlightening, items they find 
successful in the classroom, and best practices.



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

I always look forward to the Fall Faculty Conference, our 

annual rite of passage as teachers into a new academic year. 

It’s a day to celebrate not what separates us in our respective 

academic silos, but rather what we share in common on this 

campus: A thirst to teach more effectively.

This year’s theme was “A Pioneer’s Heart and an Innovator’s 

Vision: Press Forward with Faith.” Isn’t this the perfect 

description of what we are called upon to do every day! From 

the keynote address to about 20 breakout sessions, with scores 

of informal conversations taking place between sessions and 

over lunch, we were pointed toward our quest to be teaching 

pioneers and innovators. Along the way we were offered real, 

hands-on ideas toward improving the learning in our courses 

and expanding the vision of our stewardship as teachers.

In this year’s theme was another dimension to both 

challenge and comfort us: As we strive to ever grow and 

improve as teachers, we must constantly seek the guidance 

of the Spirit and then press forward with faith, knowing our 

preparation and righteous efforts will be blessed. President 

Henry J. Eyring said this in his inaugural address: “Ricks 

College and BYU-Idaho have a long tradition of meeting the 

needs of… students, largely through individual employees 

who seek the Holy Ghost’s guidance in their administration.” 

I’m sure you’ve noted in President Eyring’s tenure thus far 

an emphasis on retaining more of the students who come 

to our campus or enroll in our online courses. BYU-Idaho’s 

students are more diverse than ever before, and this requires 

even more pioneers/innovators among our ranks. I noted how 

many breakout sessions this year seemed to have this, and 

President Eyring’s challenge, in mind.

t E D I T O R

I’m always impressed with how much Faculty Conference 

breakout session presenters accomplish in just 25 minutes 

– that’s not much longer than a TED talk! This allows us 

attendees to attend more sessions and reap more benefits 

from the buffet of ideas available. But it also may prevent 

some presenters from being able to cover their topic as fully 

as they would like.

This is why we dedicate an issue of Perspective each year 

to the Fall Faculty Conference. It allows many presenters 

to provide additional information – we wish space allowed 

us to print all 21 of them and the keynote address. For you 

who attended, you can revisit the ideas that resonated with 

you. For those unable to attend, you too can benefit from the 

pioneering and innovative ideas shared here.

Being a pioneer and innovator is hard, lonely work. We 

hope this issue of Perspective will make this a bit easier.
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“We Are Voyagers”: 2017 Faculty 
Conference Keynote Address
EMILY GROVER

Department of English

In the film Moana—which, if you have young kids, you 
have probably watched ad nauseum this summer—the 
eponymous heroine is a young woman preparing to 
someday lead her people. Moana and her village are 
islanders, and the island provides everything they need 
to sustain and fulfil their lives: fish, coconuts, water, and 
culture. There is one rule on the island that Moana’s father 
underscores repeatedly: “No one goes beyond the reef,” 
or, in other words, don’t swim or fish too far from shore, 
because the waters are dangerous, unfamiliar, and risky 
beyond the reef. 

However, a problem occurs as a consequence of the rule: 
because the islanders stay still and fish the same waters 
over and over, the fish supply dwindled. The coconut trees 
become diseased and the island’s soil is compromised. 

As educators, I think we can see a metaphor here. 
When we are complacent with our teaching methods and 
tediously repeat course content semester after semester, 
our classes can begin to feel like overfished waters, offering 
ever diminishing returns. We can all remember the 
enthusiasm and anxiety of being a brand new professor, 
eagerly skimming through multiple textbooks before 

carefully making your selections, talking with other 
teachers constantly about what they do in their classes 
and brainstorming how you can be inspired in your own 
lesson plans and assignments. But once you have taught 
a class, say, three times a semester, three semesters a year, 
for three years, complacency and routine can set in, our 
once-improvised jokes have grown stale, and our once-
thoughtful and - current assessments have grown outdated. 
Your waters get overfished. 

However, there is hope. Moana’s grandmother turns 
Moana’s heart toward her ancestors with information 
about her heritage she had never before accessed. 
Uncovering a secret cave on the island, Moana sees a 
hidden harbor filled with ships. She excitedly returns to 
her grandmother and says, “We were voyagers? We were 
voyagers! Why did we stop?” 

Her question, why did we stop? refers to her father’s 
sternest directive: “Why did we stop sailing beyond the reef?” 

If you are in this room today, it is because you are a 
voyager interested in sailing beyond the typical parameters 
of your classroom activities and methodology. It is the 
same when we attend professional conferences in our field 
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and participate in scholarly conversations by reading and 
publishing articles and books—we are sailing beyond 
the reef to bring back the best and most current content 
for our classrooms. At our fall faculty conference, we are 
sailing beyond the reef to be inspired to try new teaching 
methods and instructional tools to keep our classes from 
becoming merely mechanical, taught by reflex instead of by 
continued innovation and engagement.

Educators are Voyagers
But perhaps many of you are also like me, and have a 

proclivity for relying a bit too lazily on the routine and the 
already-tried. Perhaps some of you, 
like me, have grown overly confident 
in our instructional habits, assessments, 
and discussion techniques. Fortunately 
for us, our ancestors were voyagers, too, 
and, like Moana, we can look to our 
Mormon pioneer past to innovate our 
current classrooms. 

For this presentation, I will draw on 
the experiences of Mormon pioneer 
Serena Torjusdatter Evensen Gardner, 
my great-great-great grandmother 
Margaret’s sister wife, my great-great-
great grandfather’s 7th (of 11) plural 
wives. What I have learned about 
Serena is that she, like our religion’s 
other pioneer forebears, exemplified 
what it means to be a voyager: she was 
curious, she was a risk-taker, and she 
was faithful.

1. Voyagers are Curious
Serena was a precocious and adventurous child who 

grew up in Risør, Norway, a wild land surrounded by lakes 
and hills, fjords and fens. She used to follow the traveling 
schoolteacher from house to house so long as he was 
within walking distance; she thirsted for education and 
intellectual challenges. When she wasn’t devouring books 
or working out equations on her slate, Serena could be 
found at the very top of a tall pine tree near her home, 
watching ships depart for the North Sea from the harbor. 

“I wish I were in America,” she would sing hopefully, until 

chastised by her mother, who said, “Hush child, there is a 
witch in your words.” She married Henrik Evensen when 
she was 18 years old, and they had five children together. 
Hungry for truth and modern revelation, Henrik and 
Serena were some of the first Norwegians to be baptized 
into The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. A 
week before the family intended to leave Norway to join 
the Saints in America, Henrik was lost at sea. 

Newly widowed and accused by her family of insanity 
for joining an unpopular and strange religious sect, Serena 
sold her possessions and prepared to leave for America 
with her surviving four children. In the dead of winter, 

1854, Serena and her children trudged 
through deep snow to board the 
boat that would take the family to 
Copenhagen, their first stop on a long 
voyage to America. The last image 
Serena had of her beloved Norway was 
the silhouette of her mother against 
six feet of cold white snow, weeping, 
wringing her hands, and waving 
goodbye. Serena was about to sail 

“beyond the reef” because she hungered 
for further light and knowledge.

In Henry B. Eyring’s 2005 BYU–
Idaho devotional, he testified about his 
own strivings as an educator to journey 

“beyond the reef”: “The faculty of this 
university face the daunting reality that 

here there will be perpetual education 
innovation. What we have gone through 

was not only a transition from two to four years. It was 
a transformation into another kind of university, where 
education will be constantly getting better. 

“I’ve taught in such a place. In my ten years on the faculty 
at Stanford, I was blessed never to teach the same course 
twice. I moved from field to field and changed every course 
I taught, every time. I remember the nights when I was still 
working when the dawn came. I remember the adrenaline 
pumping when I stood to face students with material as 
new to me as it was to them. I know that I got help from 
the Holy Ghost. If that help came to me there, it will surely 
come in greater power here. So, while I appreciate the 
challenge the faculty and staff face in this university, I await 

Serena Torjusdatter Evensen Gardner
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the future with happy anticipation” (“Raise the Bar” BYU–I 
Devotional, January 2005).

The late Neal A. Maxwell testified that our academic 
pursuits can make us better Disciples of Christ. He writes, 

“Academic scholarship is a form of worship. It is actually 
another dimension of consecration. Hence, one who seeks 
to be a disciple-scholar will take both scholarship and 
discipleship seriously; and, likewise, gospel covenants. 
For the disciple-scholar, the first and second great 
commandments frame and prioritize life. How else could 
one worship God with all of one’s heart, mind, and strength 
(see Luke 10:27)?” (Neal A. Maxwell, The Neal A. Maxwell 
Quote Book, p. 87).

Though our scholarship may take different forms—like 
scholarly conference presentations, book and article 
publications, pedagogical research, lab experiments, 
performances—all of our classroom innovations must 
first draw from being conversant ourselves in current 
scholarship of our content areas. As voyagers, we must 
remain curious and teachable.

2. Voyagers are Risk-Takers
When Serena and her children were en route to England, 

their ship sprung a leak, filling the floors of the passengers’ 
quarters with seawater. Serena calmly pulled her children 
onto her bed to keep them dry and soothed them by 
singing hymns of Zion. Terrified passengers called her 
crazy and foolish for singing cheerfully in the middle of 
the roar of panic and terror around them. In reply Serena 
purportedly answered, “If there is anything to my religion, 
there is everything. I am not afraid; and anyway, what 
good do you people do running around getting in the way 
of each other?”

Sometimes our planned voyages don’t go according to 
plan. Sometimes innovative lesson plans or assignments 
flop, and it can feel like our classroom has become a sinking 

ship. It is tempting to become cynical and despondent on a 
sinking ship, deriding students for their laziness and lack of 
preparation, their addictions to social media, their lack of 
enthusiasm and interest in the world around them. It can 
be tempting to look ahead to the next semester and give 
up on this one. It can be tempting to look backward and 
say, I never should have tried incorporating this new idea 
in the first place. (It’s easy for me to come up with that list, 
by the way, because these are all thoughts I have had since I 
started teaching freshman composition in 2003.)

True voyagers, however, would never regret embarking 
on new waters. What a difference it has made in my life to 
channel Serena in my classrooms, and, instead of lecturing 
my students for their perceived laziness, to calmly pull 
my students together in prayer for our classroom and to 
express that I would never lose faith in our shared voyage 
together. What a difference it has made to invite my 
students to provide mid-semester feedback for what I can 
do as well as themselves to improve our ship. It’s risky to try 
new ideas, and it’s risky to invite students to contribute to 
classroom policies and assignment details. But we voyagers 
are risk-takers.

3. Voyagers are Faithful
Serena walked most of the way from New Orleans to 

Salt Lake; her youngest child, Erastus, was only six months 
old, and Serena carried him nearly the entire journey. 
On an especially hot and tiring day, Serena placed baby 
Erastus into the wagon while he napped. Before the baby 
had woken, Serena’s wagon wheel slipped into a mud hole, 
tipping the wagon over onto the baby who had landed 
in the mud. In aching, terrible, heart-bursting patience, 
Serena clutched her hands and waited for the wagon to be 
moved by several men in the company. I can’t understand 
what thoughts must have sprung to Serena’s faithful soul 
when the wagon was removed and she saw her lifeless six-
month-old baby boy buried in black mud. His mouth was 
filled with black mud. His eyes were plastered shut with 
thick black mud. His ears were clogged with mud. He was 
unconscious, not breathing, and his little body had already 
begun to turn blue. 

Serena watched as members of the company surrounded 
her baby, trying desperately to extract the mud, pound 
breath back into the child, restore his life. Nothing worked. 

True voyagers, however, 
would never regret 
embarking on new waters. 
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Serena gathered up baby Erastus and nursed over him for 
hours (one account even says for 24 hours)—stroking him, 
cleaning him, holding him in different positions, massaging 
him, praying over him. To the surprise and heartbreaking 
relief of the entire company, the baby in Serena’s arms 
finally—miraculously—astoundingly—took in a deep 
rattling breath and awoke to life once more. Erastus 
Evenson returned to health; he lived to be 71 years old.

Perhaps most of us do not experience such death-
defying experiences with our students. But in other ways, 
our engagement with our students can have eternal 
consequences. Like baby Erastus, many of our students 
have been considered “lost causes.” One of my best students 
here at BYU-Idaho came to this university having been 
told by a schoolteacher that he would never be “college 
material.” He had grown up in South Africa, Botswana, and 
Namibia, and did not experience formal schooling until 

he was 7 years old. He told me, “I remember sitting at the 
table in my classroom when the teacher approached me 
and handed me a pencil with a textbook to write on. I had 
absolutely no idea what I was supposed to do with it. I 

had never touched anything like it. I was always shy and 
very reserved because I noticed how the other children 
were more informed about the class content… Once my 
family and I moved to the U.K. I was immediately enrolled 
in my local area’s school. I was, at that point, still fragile 
in my quest to learning how to read and write and I had 
no guide to help me. I had given up and lost interest… I 
distinctly remember taking an exam. As I looked around 
in the room, all of the students were engaged and focused 
with conquering their essays. I had no idea what I was to 
do. I simply sat in my seat, embarrassed and becoming 
extremely bitter towards the English subject.” Today 
Chris works in my composition classrooms as a capable 
and intelligent writing tutor, testifying to struggling 
composition students that their bitterness toward writing 
can be unlearned with optimism and practice—after all, he 
is living proof. 

While other people may have 
wrongly assumed that some of our 
students’ eyes and ears and mouths 
are metaphorically full of mud and 
unteachable, here at BYU-Idaho, 
we can be like Serena, faithful that 
these students who perhaps come 
to us with lower gpas and lower 
act / sat scores are still just as 
capable of intellectual voyaging 
as we are, but they might need a 
little more attention and one-on-
one engagement than others. It is 
remarkable how curious, faithful, and 
brave our students become when 
they have teachers who regard them 
as fellow children of God who are 
crucial to our shared journey.

Students are Voyagers
The irony of my presentation today, 

is that before a year ago, I could 
not have told you anything about 

Serena. I wrote countless school papers on my pioneer 
heritage as a kid, and I was very proud of my great-great-
great grandfather Archibald and my great-great-great 
grandmother, Margaret, and I especially loved the image of 

Chris Sebastian, BYU-Idaho Student with his family.
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Margaret, eight months pregnant, driving her own team of 
horses “across the dreary plains, through rivers and deep 
canyons, and even over the Big Mountain,” only to give 
birth to her fifth child in their wagon bed, four nights after 
their arrival to the Salt Lake Valley in the autumn of 1847.

While I celebrated so much of my pioneer past, there 
were certain details that always frightened me growing 
up, and gave me much anxiety. 
Because, as some of you may already 
know, having visited Archibald 
Gardner’s Mill in West Jordan, Utah, 
a historical landmark that has since 
been turned into a restaurant and 
truly the best craft boutique of the 
Wasatch Front if you ask me—my 
grandmother Margaret was the first 
of 11 wives that Archibald would 
marry throughout his life. I never 
knew about these women, because one of my earliest 
anxieties I remember feeling as a child was about polygamy. 
I was afraid of it, and I didn’t understand it, and it hurt my 
testimony to think about it. So I was given the same advice 
that is probably familiar to many others in this room: I 
was advised to put polygamy on my shelf of questions to 
ask God when I die, a shelf of questions that don’t directly 
affect my ability to endure to the end (supposedly), a shelf 
of questions that just don’t have easy answers. It was a 
question, in other words, that was “beyond the reef,” in 
waters I should avoid at risk of my spiritual health.

Except, when I shelved polygamy, I also shelved these 10 
women who played an integral role in my family history, 
including Serena, whom my grandfather courted first 
by leaving her sacks of flour and piles of logs in her yard, 
leaving her to wonder about the giant boot prints he left 
in the snow. I can’t believe I shelved Serena, who married 
Archibald as his 7th wife when she was 34 years old, just 
a year younger than I am today. I can’t believe I had never 
heard of this woman who craved knowledge so much 
that she sat among the schoolchildren every day to learn 
to read and write in English from her sister-wife, Archie’s 
5th wife, Laura Althea, who was the schoolteacher in Mill 
Creek. There are many in this room who are probably 
thinking, well, Emily, I know all about my own polygamous 
heritage—what took you so long? And to that I say, I 

have no idea, and I wish you and I would have had this 
conversation years ago, because you might have inspired 
me to learn about Serena earlier! 

But I mention this because many of our students are 
coming to BYU-Idaho with hearts already heavy with 
difficult questions, and they are acknowledging that the 
places they are used to fishing for answers are no longer 

sufficient, and they worry that their island is not as secure 
or as clear as they had once thought. But for those of us 
traveling on the Good Ship Zion, we know that we have 
never been an island people—we have always been voyagers. 
And as we invite our students to be voyagers with us, we 
can testify to them that while the waters can be admittedly 
ambiguous and unknown, they are—more importantly—
adventurous and fruitful. As Latter-day Saints and as 
scholars, we are voyagers with questions as our sails, and we 
know that the Restoration of the Gospel has never stopped, 
and that we are all of us sailing across the reef together for 
further light and meaning, and that we need not fear what 
is real and what is true. We are here today because we know 
that complacency in our teaching can lead to overfished 
waters and stale lesson plans, we are here today because 
we are voyagers; we are curious and lifelong learners, we 
are trailblazers, we are risk-takers, we are faithful and 
optimistic, and we travel in good company. I’m grateful to 
be a part of your company, and to share my voyage with all 
of yours. I testify that our Heavenly Parents will bless us in 
our travels and guide us in leading our students, who look 
to us for examples of Christ-like discipleship. t

But for those of us traveling on the 
Good Ship Zion, we know that we 
have never been an island people—
we have always been voyagers.
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Writing that Serves: 
Three Principles of 
Writing Success
L ANE WILLIAMS
Department of Communication

Now that I have your attention, can I ask a favor?
Please tell your students they did not graduate high 

school. They graduated from high school. Please remind 
them they will not graduate college. They will graduate 
from college.

Such sloppiness grates. The verb “graduate” transforms 
into a transitive verb here. As speakers drop the word “from” 
after the word “graduate,” they transfer the meaning of 
graduate to a lonely object of a sentence—“high school,” in 
this case. Such structure implies that your students took 
some poor high school and graduated it off to some higher 
level of existence. Good for them, but no one provides a 
diploma for graduating a high school. 

The high school must graduate you.
I often trot out quotations from Abigail Adams, the wife 

of our nation’s first vice president, in my beginning writing 
classes. Her quotations sparkle.

“Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of 
husbands. Remember all men would be tyrants if they could.

“Learning is not attained by chance; it must be sought for 
with ardor and diligence.

“I am more and more convinced that man is a dangerous 
creature and that power, whether vested in many or a few, 
is ever grasping, and like the grave, cries, ‘Give, give.’”

My students and I agree that her prose comprises a 
national treasure. Then, I drift to the kicker.

Abigail Adams finished one year of school, while 
my students have endured at least 12. My point: college 
students attain 12 times as much formal schooling as she 
did, yet she writes with more skill than many of them.

Harsh, I know. But the point seems solid. Do you 
worry about how well our students are writing when they 
graduate from college?

I stumble upon anecdotal evidence in student papers 
that clear writing remains a problem, and I hear concern 
among colleagues in their whispered conversations.

Indeed, Scott Bergstrom, BYU-Idaho’s managing director 
of Institutional Research, tells me that as many as 20 
percent of our graduates admit as they graduate that they 
are no more than satisfactorily confident in their ability 
to “communicate in writing” (and that is a self-assessment. 
What a detailed evaluation of the writing of our graduates 
might show is another matter).

Nationally, many authors suggest that if America doesn’t 
have a writing crisis, it is at least clear that many struggle. 

Scholar Peg Tyre said: “Research has shown that 70 to 75 
percent of students in grades four through 12 write poorly. 
Over the past 30 years, as knowledge-based work has come 
to dominate the economy, American high schools have 
raised achievement rates in mathematics by providing 
more-extensive and higher-level instruction. But high 
schools are still graduating large numbers of students 
whose writing skills better equip them to work on farms or 
in factories than in offices; for decades, achievement rates 
in writing have remained low.” 

That would be problem enough, but the need to teach 
students to write remains among the most important 
things college can do for them. CNBC said that “in 
survey after survey, employers are complaining about job 
candidates’ inability to speak and write clearly.” 

I write here to faculty who struggle with how to 
approach writing but recognize the need to add more 
writing in their courses and wish to improve writing 
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among our graduates. In short, I write to those who want 
to become part of the writing conversation but who either 
lack confidence or skill. I suggest a few ideas: 

First, we should consider writing part of all of our jobs at 
BYU-Idaho, not just the job of our gifted colleagues in the 
Department of English. We can all apply whatever gifts we 
have to this effort. In evaluation, a temptation might exist 
to grade based only on participation, on content mastery, 
or on original thought rather than a thoroughgoing 
assessment of grammar, style, and punctuation. If this 
temptation became widely adopted, some students might 
reinforce bad habits by writing discussion posts as though 
they were text messages.

No assessment that includes a writing component 
should lack some evaluation of the quality of that writing. 
This includes even the smallest assignments, such as 
discussion posts.

I sometimes hear colleagues say they distrust their own 
writing skills. The invitation here: play to your strengths. If 
you understand one comma rule well, describe it to your 
students and evaluate for it. If you understand where a 
sentence meanders to tepid turgidity, help them cut the 
dead wood. Even sampling can help. Say you require a 

thought paper of 400 words in a large class, and your time 
will not allow a heavy, thoughtful, line-by-line assessment 
of its punctuation. Tell your students you will pick one 
portion at random, and if it has even one spelling, grammar, 
style, or punctuation error, you will dock five to 10 percent 
from their grades.

The point is that even if you can’t do everything, do 
something new in your evaluations to help reinforce  
good writing.

Second, we should make learning and reading  
about writing part of our professional development.  
(A suggestion to the administration: send every faculty 
member a book or two on writing for our personal 
libraries.) 

Many great resources exist. I might suggest these: The 
Elements of Style by Strunk and White; On Writing Well by 
Zinsser; When Words Collide by Kessler and McDonald; 
Eats, Shoots and Leaves by Truss; and pretty much 
anything by Roy Peter Clark. His Writing Tools represents 
a solid beginner’s text because he gives you bite-size advice 
in more than 50 short essays.  

My professional development has included crafting a 
free website that has thoughts on writing.  See it at writing.
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commbyui.org. One tab, “writing to serve,” covers writing 
well. Other tabs review grammar, usage and spelling.

Third, we should encourage our students to read. Invite 
students to use the available free subscription to The Wall 
Street Journal. To me, this publication’s best benefit is its 
stellar clarity and style. Its writing may be the best in the 
country, a credible former teacher who also happened 

to be the metro editor of the Washington Post during 
Watergate, told me. (By the way, if you have never read a 
Wall Street Journal “A-Hed” story, you don’t know what you 
are missing.)

Furthermore, find a way to get students into well-written 
books beyond their normal class texts, maybe as extra 
credit. Share books you have read. Provide interesting 
articles you stumbled upon. Comment on why you think 
the writing in those passages remains clear and excellent.

Finally, we should teach students to use action verbs. 
As I worked on my short book about writing for a recent 

leave, I posited three prominent writing principles that, 
if followed, will help all students make their prose more 
concise and clear. 

I focus on one here – the need for crisp action verbs. 
Please teach students to omit the gray “helping” verbs, such 
as is, and replace them with punchy action verbs, such as 
walked or struck.  We should invite students to cut most 
adverbs, too, and to pick better verbs instead.

The last two principles in my book are the need for 
tighter specifics and the need for better parallelism. May 
I suggest you glance at those at another time at writing.
commbyui.org.

Something about action verbs forces students to extract 
themselves from their writing and, then, pick a verb that 
improves clarity.
Consider this simple sentence:

This is a good paper.

This sentence may seem fine, but watch what happens 
with an action verb:

This paper moved me. 

This paper eliminated confusion.

The changes illuminate intent. When you pick action 
verbs, you become more clear. Action verbs push meaning 
and evoke feelings.
Please look at these examples:

Jonathan was a terrible singer.

There were 47 singers in the storm.

He is the son of a sharecropper.

Rewrite them this way:

Jonathan sang off-key.

Forty-seven singers waited for the storm to stop.

His father started his life as a sharecropper.  

See how that helps?
You might try this exercise with classes: gather papers 

and exchange them. Ask students to mark each helping 
verb they see in a fellow student’s paper (am, is, are, was, 
were, be, being and been comprise those helping verbs. I 
am not saying writers should avoid ALL helping verbs, but 
learning to look for them pays dividends). Then ask the 
author to rewrite without using those helping verbs.

Consider the passage that follows. The first has helping 
verbs, marked in bold:

All of the public is invited to attend a wonderful 
recital of the renowned pianist Artemis Aledezdian. 
The performance will be Tuesday night at 7 p.m. in the 
Quarkum Auditorium.

“We are excited to announce this important visit,” is 
the word from University Relations Director Trajan Jones. 

“Artemis Aledezdian is a representative of all that is best in 
art today. You probably don’t want to miss this event.”

Rachmaninoff’s 2nd Piano Sonata will be a highlight of 
the evening. The concert is also an opportunity to hear a 
showcase of the talents of new American composer Trina 

We should consider 
writing part of all of our 
jobs at BYU-Idaho, 
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McPherson. Her new work, “Drifting Snowfall,” will be 
highlighted in the first half of the program. This work is a 
continuation of her “Seasons” cycle of piano sonatas.

The tickets for the concert can be purchased for $10 at 
the ticket office. Those who attend are encouraged to dress 
in concert clothing, meaning a shirt and tie for men and a 
skirt or dress for women.

Now, watch how clarity improves when the writer places 
action verbs into sentences:

The University invites residents to a recital of renowned 
pianist Artemis Aledezdian Tuesday at 7 p.m. in the 
Quarkum Auditorium.

“This visit excites us,” University Relations Director 
Trajan Jones said. “Artemis Aledezdian represents the best 
in art today. You should attend this event.”

Rachmaninoff’s 2nd Piano Sonata will highlight the 
evening. The first half of the program will showcase 
the talents of American composer Trina McPherson. 
Aledezdian will perform her new work, “Drifting  
Snowfall,” which continues McPherson’s “Seasons” cycle  
of piano sonatas.

Tickets cost $10 at the ticket office. University officials 
encourage guests to wear concert attire: a shirt and tie for 
men and a skirt or dress for women.

Please make writing a larger part of your assignment and 
project assessments, play to your strengths, study writing, 
encourage reading, and invite the use of action verbs. 
Our combined efforts will help our students when they 
graduate college.

Strike that.
It will help them when they graduate from college. t
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As a child grows and advances into adulthood, they 
learn the acts of right and wrong through trial and 
error and through the guidance of their parents and 
teachers (spiritually and scholarly). As faculty at BYU-
Idaho, teaching about right and wrong continues through 
integrity in academia. The principles of the gospel are not 
isolated to just thoughts and deeds on Sunday, but to be 
seen in all types of actions, words (written or spoken), and 
thoughts 365 days a year, 24 hours a day. 

Academic Integrity (AI) is being honest in higher 
education learning. AI has foundational support through 
the CES Honor Code policy at BYU-Idaho. The CES Honor 
Code policy leads in: “We believe in being honest true, 
chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing good to all men…
If there is anything virtuous, lovely or of good report or 
praiseworthy, we seek after these things” (13th Article of 
Faith). At the core of academic honesty at BYU-Idaho is 

the “principle of the gospel of Jesus Christ.” We are taught 
in Primary to ask ourselves, “What would Jesus do?” before 
acting. As faculty at a disciple training institution, we can 
educate students who come to BYU-Idaho to learn and 
understand how to put words to paper and respect the 
intellectual property of others by appropriate citation. 

“Some may regard the quality of character known as 

honesty to be a most ordinary subject. But I believe 

it to be the very essence of the gospel. Without 

honesty, our lives and the fabric of our society will 

disintegrate into ugliness and chaos…Those who 

are living the principle of honesty know that the 

Lord does bless them. Theirs is the precious right to 

hold their heads in the sunlight of truth, unashamed 

before any man” (1990, Gordon B. Hinckley).

Plagiarism

Perry (2010) recommends that the policy, guidelines, 
and definition of academic integrity and misconduct be 
left up to universities. BYU-Idaho’s academic integrity 
policy outlines definitions for five different types of 
misconduct with plagiarism being at the top of the 
list. Murry Hunt, an English faculty with BYU-Idaho, 
provided the Latin basis for the word plagiarius “kidnapper, 
seducer, plunderer, one who kidnaps the child or slave of 
another” (Online Etymology Dictionary webpage). Stealing 
another’s words without citation is often associated with 
the word plagiarism. Gullifer & Tyson (2014) explain that 
in literature, there is not a consensus for definitions of 
academic dishonesty, misconduct, and plagiarism but needs 
to be left up to the individual institutions of higher learning. 

turnitin (2015) surveyed 879 higher and secondary 
education instructors, with the majority of respondents 
from four-year colleges, and identified ten types of 
plagiarism. Both turnitin and Perry (2010) found 
intentional plagiarism at the top of the list. Perry suggests 
if a there are high levels of unintentional plagiarism then 
there is a systemic failure.

“Let me now be just as direct and clear as I know how 

to be. If you leave this university with knowledge 

and skills and a degree but lacking integrity and 

honesty, then you have failed. And the sacred tithing 

Your Words or Mine: 
The Plagiarism 
Dilemma for Students
DONNA FUNK

Department of Nursing



funds from all over the earth that make it possible 

for you and all students to study here will have been 

wasted. Conversely, if during your time at BYU-Idaho 

you make meaningful progress toward becoming a 

person of integrity and honesty, and having done 

your very best academically you are considered only 

an average student, then you will have nonetheless 

succeeded magnificently. And you will be well 

protected against the effects of the latter-day disease 

of dishonesty and the epidemic of ethical failures” 

(Elder David A. Bednar, 2002).

Academic Integrity Resources on Campus 

In the Department of Nursing, both campus and online 
students use APA citation guidelines (citation style of the 
profession) with written papers in all courses as well as 
with the mandatory nursing research course. In the Winter 
of 2017, I conducted an informal search of the required 
citation style in the first two Foundation English courses 
on campus for all degree-seeking students. Two syllabi 
randomly selected from both ENG 101 & 301 revealed that 
the MLA citation style was the requirement used in writing. 
Also in Winter of 2017, an APA task force comprised of 
campus and online nursing faculty and JP Sloop of the 
Writing Center worked to determine what resources could 
be put together to increase electronic resources for both 
campus and online nursing students to support a common 
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place to access APA citation sources. The writing center is 
an option for campus and online students. 

The department’s liaison, Chris Olsen with the library, 
is a great resource for faculty and students. RefWorks can 
help a student organize their paper for citations. Students 
may not know all resources available to learn citations 

styles. At the end of Spring 2017, APA 
resource videos were made available 
for students at http://www.byui.edu/
academic-support-centers/writing/
video-lessons-and-handouts.

The Writing Center videos—plus 
the free APA style guide to electronic 
references through the library A-Z 
database resource and Purdue Owl 
APA resources—provide faculty a 
common resource to refer students 
to for success in learning the APA 
citation style in writing. 

Crawford (2010) provides five 
points to consider in course material: 
1 use citations in PowerPoint slides; 
2 respect intellectual property 

and “provide credit where credit is due” (p. 2); 3 include 
reference citations on copied material distributed in 
class; 4 Provide web links and/or reference citations on 
articles, videos, etc., used in class [or in I-Learn]; and 5 
ensure pictures used in class materials are copyright-free 
or permission to use has been obtained. Slattery & Carlson 
(2013) posit that since the course syllabus is a faculty and 
course contract with the student, appropriate citations need 
to be used. 
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turnitin is an integrated program that can be turned on 
for assignment requirements in I-Learn coursework. This 
program provides feedback for original work submitted by 
students by a similarity score of phrases and/or sentences 
submitted in a database of work submissions. This program 
does not catch all similarity phrases or sentences that may 
come from someone else’s work, but only compares papers 
of students against other papers that have been submitted 
to the system that uses this program. 

If attempts to educate a student on infractions of 
academic misconduct fail, there is now a form faculty can 
electronically submit to the Honor Code office on campus. 
It can be found as of Fall 2017 on I-Learn > Course > Help 
tab dropdown menu to start the documentation process 
for academic misconduct reporting. It is best to learn 
the lessons and rewards of writing while going to school. 
Plagiarism—whether with pictures, words, thoughts, or 
phrases used without permission, or the use of copyright 
works or appropriate citation for published writings of 
others when employed—could have the consequences 
of losing one’s job, financial loss for an employer, or even 
imprisonment for the guilty party. 

Student Success with Citations 
Students overall do not usually provide testimony of 

rewards of learning citation skills with APA, but Spring 
semester a student provided a story towards professional 
development. The following is in used with permission: 

I have struggled with the discussion board posts in some 
ways, and have learned a lot from instructor feedback as I 

tried to do what was being asked. It was frustrating at times, 
but I have come to understand that as professionals we need 
to be able to back up what we say. Everything we say. This is 
the biggest takeaway for me—how to have a discussion as a 
professional. At first, I approached the discussion boards as 
I would have a casual conversation in the break room, but 
now I see the difference between that type of discussion 
and a truly professional conversation. My thinking has 
been changed. I feel that in this way I have grown the most 
as a professional RN from the group discussions (Personal 
Communication, Anonymous per request,7/13/2017).

Conclusion
Obedience to the commandments and covenants of God 

provide protection from the “fiery darts” of the evil one 
(Ephesians 6:16). Quotation marks and source citations 
protect against stealing or kidnapping someone else’s 

“intellectual property” (Wangaard, 2017). Most importantly, 
the Apostle Paul spoke of the “whole armour of God”…and 

“the shield of faith” (Ephesians 6:11 & 16). Showing academic 
integrity and expecting academic integrity behaviors 
in course work will help our students keep the armor 
undamaged related to individual agency in writing skills. t
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Flipping the Classroom 
with Storyline
GAYLEN JENSEN
Campus Curriculum Development

The Flipped Classroom

Many faculty express interest in “flipping” their classrooms. 
This is not a new concept, but with the increased use of 
online technology, it has become more feasible in recent 
years. In this article, flipping the classroom refers to taking 
the traditional lecture out of the classroom and replacing 
class time with activities that are more akin to homework. 
Instead of listening to the lecture in class and doing 
homework after class, the students view the lecture before 
class and complete homework or engage in other activities 
during class. In this article I will discuss ways to move 
lecture content out of the classroom and put it online using 
Storyline software.

Motivation to Prepare
The first step in our learning model process is to prepare. 

When students prepare for class, they qualify themselves 
for more in-depth understanding. In the flipped classroom, 
preparation is essential. Students must be motivated to 
prepare, or class activities will fall flat.  If you are going 
to flip your classroom, make sure you motivate your 

students to prepare. Incentives might include a pre-class 
online quiz, discussion board or survey, or an in-class 
quiz or presentation. Whichever method is used, students 
should not want to risk embarrassment for their lack of 
preparation before class. 

Deeper Learning

The main purpose of flipping the classroom is to deepen 
student learning. Bloom’s Taxonomy (see figure 1) presents 
a hierarchy of learning depth. It begins with the shallowest 
learning – remembering – and successively moves through 
deeper and deeper levels of learning. The traditional 
lecture is usually operating at the shallow end of the 
spectrum – remembering and understanding. Homework, 
problem-solving, group work, discussion, debates, and 
other in-class activities often go deeper, into areas of 
applying what is being learned and being able to analyze 
and evaluate information. Team projects might involve 
creating something, which is considered the deepest and 
most meaningful form of learning. The flipped classroom 
exposes students to the more basic levels of learning before 
class and allows students to spend in-class time in deeper, 
more meaningful activities. 

Figure 1. Using Bloom’s Taxonomy to contrast the  

Traditional to the Flipped Model 
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Saunders, wrote an online, html-based textbook for 
the campus and online fdmat 108 courses. This new 
textbook will save students and their parents a lot of 
money – but that is a story for another time. Danae 
wanted to have “interactivities” scattered throughout 
each chapter of the book. The interactivities would stop 
students, wake them up, have them think about what 
they are learning, and answer some questions to prove 
their understanding. You can see Lesson 1 of the book at 
http://bit.ly/fdmat108lesson1. In this lesson there are four 
interactivities, characterized by a light gray background 
with a blue-lined border. The four interactivities are:

1 Describe the five steps of the quantitative 

reasoning process,

2 Test the reader’s knowledge about whether given 

assumptions are appropriate or not,

3 Test the reader’s ability to calculate the combined 

annual income in a hypothetical situation, and

4 Display a slider that the reader can adjust to find 

the break-even point.

The online textbook has other great features, such as an 
introductory video that tells an interesting story that is 
applicable to students. The story continues as a contextual 
thread throughout the chapter, and the interactivities relate 
to elements of the story. Students read the chapter before 
coming to class, leaving classroom time for diving into 
problem-solving exercises.

Storyline – Financial Model Building
My final example features a Financial Forecasting 

module created using Storyline for the Integrated 
Business Core (ibc) course in the Department of Business 
Management. You can see it for yourself at http://bit.ly/
IBCfinancial. The module presents six videos (three to five 
minutes each) created by Bill Crawford. The videos teach 
students step-by-step how to build a financial forecast 
model in Excel, which they will need to start their ibc 
businesses. After each video, students build their own 
financial model in Excel, applying what they just learned. 
Students then answer questions that test if their model is 
working right. If their answers are correct, they can then 
proceed to the next video. By the time students complete 

Storyline Software
Using Storyline software 

is a good method of moving 
lecture content into an 
online format. Storyline has 
the following features:

• Slide-oriented, with 

animation (like 

PowerPoint)

• Multimedia – text, 

pictures, sound, video, 

links, timeline, animation

• Interactive – drag-and-drop, hot-spot, sliders,  

dials, quizzing

• Online – link to published HTML5 output

See https://articulate.com/p/storyline-3 for more specific 
information about Storyline.

Storyline Example – The Nursing Process
The easiest way to understand what Storyline can do is to 

look at some examples. The Nursing Process is a Storyline 
created for the Department of Nursing and professor 
Tana Hunter, who served as the content expert. You can 
see it at http://bit.ly/nursingProcess. Once there you will 
see pictures and hear narration describing the five steps 
of the nursing process. Early in the presentation students 
answer a question about a hypothetical situation. Later, on 
the slide called “Sorting John’s Data,” they drag-and-drop 
given conditions into the correct categories. Questions and 
sorting activities cause students to stop and think about 
what they are learning to heighten their interest. On the 
slide “Clustering Data,” students learn about the concept 
map, which is a tool students will use throughout their 
entire nursing curriculum. Remember, all this is happening 
before class. In class, the instructor will build upon these 
basics and take a deeper dive, helping the students apply 
the nursing process.

Storyline Interactivities – Quantitative Reasoning 
Online Textbook

Recently Danae Romrell and colleagues in the 
Department of Mathematics, Elaine Wagner and Garrett 
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the module (in one to two hours), they have their own 
Excel financial forecasting model. Students then take a 
short quiz in I-Learn. If their model is correct, it will only 
take them a few minutes. Remember, this is all taking place 
outside of class. Class time is then spent completing group-
based activities.

We created eight more modules for ibc following 
the same pattern and covering additional topics, such 
as forecasting net income, balance sheet, reasonable 
assumptions, variance analysis, ratio analysis, and marketing. 
Bill wrote the following about these Storyline modules:

“Storyline allowed IBC to help students grasp the 

key elements of financial modeling without taking 

instructor time in the classroom. Storyline is better 

than videos alone because you can introduce 

concepts on videos and then allow students to 

practice before they move to the next topic. IBC 

finance improved dramatically because 

of adding this capability. Before 

Storyline, it was common for students 

to struggle to grasp even the most 

basic financial concepts. Afterward, 

nearly every student who did the 

storyline assignments had no trouble 

with the course outcomes. It also 

allowed more instructors to teach IBC, 

because they didn’t have to be finance 

specialists to teach the course.” (Bill 

Crawford, Business Department)

Creating Your Own Storylines

If you decide to flip your classroom by using Storyline, 
you have two options: 

1 Work with service organizations such as Campus 

Curriculum Development (ccd) or the Faculty 

Technology Center (ftc). They will create the 

Storyline and you will be the content expert, 

providing the script and oversight of content 

accuracy.

2  Learn how to use Storyline yourself and be both 

the content expert and the Storyline creator. 

Option 1 is the most common route, because Storyline 
creation, although enjoyable and relatively easy, is time-
consuming – and time is usually in short supply for 
faculty. The Nursing and ibc examples discussed above 
are examples of the first option. Even though someone 
else creates the Storylines, you still would be very involved 
in providing the content and accuracy. For example, Bill 
Crawford provided the videos and the questions and 
answers that went along with each video.

The Math example discussed above started with Option 
1 and finished with Option 2. At first the ccd created 
the interactivities. Shortly into the project, the Math 
department purchased a copy of Storyline 3, and Danae 
Romrell jointly created interactivities with the ccd. By 
the end of the project Danae was exclusively creating all 
of the interactivities. The advantage of content experts 
creating their own Storylines is that they have a complete 
understanding of the subject they are trying to convey. If a 

department decides to buy Storyline, it should make sure it 
gets the Church’s significant discount by using a code that 
can be obtained from ccd or ftc. The cost of Storyline is 
around $1,400, but with the discount the cost is around 
$420. An alternative to buying the software would be to use 
computers in the ccd or ftc that have Storyline software 
loaded on them.

If you would like to further explore flipping the 
classroom using Storyline, or for any other curricular 
development in your courses, contact the ccd. See http://
www.byui.edu/campus-curriculum-development t

The flipped classroom exposes 
students to the more basic levels 
of learning before class and allows 
students to spend in-class time in 
deeper, more meaningful activities. 
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Team-based Learning: Creating Effective 
Teams with Student Accountability
MAT T Z ACHRESON  Department of Physics
TODD KELSON  Department of Biology

In speaking to the Corinthians, Paul taught of the spiritual 
gifts we have all received, likening these gifts to the 
diversity of body parts, be it the foot, ear, or eye. All parts 
are different, yet all are of the same body (1 Corinthians 
12:12-27). We can liken this to the myriad learning styles 
among individuals. As educators, we enter the classroom 
with a desire to teach all of our students at the level of 
their own understanding. We are all too familiar with the 
traditional classroom way of teaching where a lecturer 
stands at the front and spends the hour talking (talk-and-
chalk). On the opposite end of the teaching spectrum, we 
find active learning where the instructor guides students 
in the discovery process and students learn on their own 
with the instructor more as a mentor (active learning). 
Discipline-based research has produced evidence showing 
that students retain very little information when taught 
by lecture (Lightner, 2007); however, mentored learning 
enhances student retention (Freeman et al., 2014). Research 
studies demonstrate significant gains in learning as well as 
student confidence using these active learning techniques 

in the college STEM classroom (Armbruster et al., 2009; 
Bowen, 2000; Deslauriers et al., 2011).

Let’s begin by defining what exactly is active learning. 
For the purpose of this article, we will define active 
learning as the process whereby students prepare in 
advance of class time by reading the textbook, watching 
online lectures, and completing reading comprehension 
questions. The classroom then becomes a laboratory of 
large group learning where students work in teams to 
engage in learning activities that promote higher-order 
thinking (apply, analyze, evaluate). Active learning focuses 
on students gaining skills and not just content; therefore, 
the classroom becomes a preparation for life skills and 
content knowledge.

We, the authors, teach our science courses using a 
modification of active learning known as Team-based 
Learning. Team-based Learning (teambasedlearning.org) 
consists of students completing preparatory materials 
outside of class using textbooks or online materials. To 
hold them accountable for their own learning prior 



to coming to class, they take an individual readiness 
assurance test as soon as class begins. After submitting 
their individual answers, they take the same test with their 
team members. The team submits one answer sheet, and 
each student’s grade is based on their individual as well as 
on their team answers. After the quiz has finished, student 
teams work together for the remainder of the class period 
to solve in-class activities based on real world problems. 
The instructor now becomes a mentor, instead of a lecturer.

Building Good Student Teams
Learning is maximized when students are organized into 

a high-functioning team. Larry Michaelson (Michaelson 
and Richards, 2005) gives several research-based guidelines, 
which are summarized below:

THE OPTIMAL TEAM SIZE IS 5-7 STUDENTS. Fewer than five 
leads to a lack of diversity in perspective. In order to be as 
comprehensive as possible in answering in-class problems, 
there need to be as many different opinions as possible. 
Students discuss their different viewpoints, and then work 
to compromise in finding an answer that all can agree on. 
More than seven leads to some students being left out of 
the discussion or to student stragglers; they appear to be 
involved but in fact are social loafers.

IT IS BEST TO KEEP TEAMS TOGETHER THROUGH-OUT THE 

ENTIRE COURSE. Team development of interpersonal skills 
and collaboration requires time, and students need as 
much time as possible to develop their social feet and learn 
the power of compromise in a team.

TEAMS WORK BEST WHEN THEIR MEMBERS HAVE DIVERSE 

BACKGROUNDS/ABILITIES. The best teams have a mix of 
high and low ability students. Additionally, one should also 
consider gender, college major, age, and ethnicity when 
forming teams. Our experience is that when it comes to 
gender, one should not put a person of one gender in a 
team with only members of the opposite gender (one 
female in a group of all males or one male in a group of all 
females). This can lead to objectifying and marginalizing 
that single gender. We find that it is OK to have teams that 
are all male or all female in classes that don’t have enough 
of a gender to have a mix in all teams.

Matt uses the questions below to devise teams in a 
freshman-level Physics course: 

1 How much do you agree/disagree with this 

statement: I’ve always loved Science.

2 What’s the highest level of math that you’ve taken?
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As mentioned previously, students learn more deeply 
when they are expected to teach one another (BYU-Idaho 
Learning Model). The evaluations give team members a 
chance to rate how much each team member contributes 
to the overall team effectiveness. Since the evaluations give 
a measure of how much each student contributes, their 
overall grade is dependent on the evaluations they give 
and receive.

Matt has tracked his teams’ performances over the two 
years that he has used Team-based learning. The teams that 
perform well quantitatively (on test scores and learning 
gains) are ones that exhibit the following qualities:

TEAMMATES HAVE GENUINE CONCERN FOR EACH OTHER’S 

WELL-BEING. When a teammate feels cared for, they are 
more likely to be well-prepared so that they don’t let their 
teammates down. Additionally, the genuine concern lets 
the team debate with and challenge each other’s solutions 
without animosity. 

THE TEAM MOVES AT THE PACE OF THE SLOWEST MEMBER. 

As the best teams try to find solutions, they will move 
at a pace so that every team member is on track and 
understands what is going on. This requires that the team 
members who really understand the content remain aware 
of the needs of those that are struggling, and that the team 
has developed a rapport such that the struggling students 
have no qualms asking questions. 

THE TEAM IS USUALLY (BUT NOT ALWAYS) ON TASK. 

Team members often get distracted from the teamwork, 
especially as the semester drags on. The best teams are the 
ones that can generally stay on task, but still occasionally 
drift off topic, allowing for some team bonding time.

In addition to observing the behaviors of high-
performing teams, poring through team performance data 
led Matt to discover another benefit of team evaluations: 
they can help underperforming students perform better. 

Matt selected a subset of students (n=30) who both 
performed badly on their first exam, and were the lowest-
ranked member of their team. He then subdivided them 
into two groups: those whose group scores improved 
(n=12) and those whose group scores did not (n=18).  
This graph shows their test scores through the remainder 
of the semester:

3 How much do you agree/disagree with this 

statement: Math has always come easy to me?

4 How confident do you feel in your abilities to 

perform well in physics?

Students respond to these 4 questions during the first 
week of class, and teams are formed with a mix of comfort 
levels and mathematical abilities. In major’s courses, the 
students are sorted based on their prior physics knowledge. 
Additionally, catme.org offers their own team maker based 
on these same guidelines, with some customization options 
available to the instructor. 

In summary, forming teams made up of diverse 
members can help students learn conflict resolution and 
how to build cohesiveness - skills that will come in handy 
in marriage, church work, and employment. Students learn 
to build unity when they can evaluate one another in a safe 
environment. Peer evaluation is an important tool to build 
this unity.

The Importance of Team Evaluations
When students are aware of their weaknesses in 

teamwork, they are better able to address these issues 
and improve, leading to deeper learning for the whole 
team. However, many students (especially LDS students) 
have a difficult time addressing conflicts (Stevens, 2013). 
Therefore, peer evaluations become an important part of 
the team activity, and students are expected to evaluate 
one another. Since the evaluated students receive their 
feedback anonymously, it makes it easier to bring up and 
resolve conflict. 
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The scores for Tests #1-5 are normalized to the students’ 
first test score. The learning gains were calculated from 
students’ performance on nationally recognized physics 
concept tests and are normalized to the class average. 
The data shows that the poor-performing students, who 
listened to and improved based on their team evaluations, 
did better on subsequent tests and learned more than the 
poor-performing students who did not improve.

Team Evaluation Methods
We can benefit by telling others how their behavior is 

affecting us and those around them. Feedback can be 
destructive to a relationship if given inappropriately. Giving 
the right kind of feedback at the right time is a skill that all 
should develop. Most of us like to receive praise for work 
done well as well as feedback on how we can improve. 

Team evaluations give students a chance to give this 
feedback to their peers. Each team evaluation has two 
major parts. First, the students are either asked to rank their 
teammates or divide among them a set number of points. 
Secondly, students compliment their peers on work done 
well on the team and evaluate their peers on what they can 
do to improve the learning environment in the classroom.

Students have made the following comments to Todd 
when asked what their opinion was of peer evaluations:

I was told that I could and should speak up more in 

the group, which helped me to learn to say what I 

think and any questions that I have.  

It helped me work with others better, and how to 

contribute as a group member. 

I didn’t realize at first that I appeared as being bossy 

or that others felt I was annoyed when we were 

getting low grades; they helped me a great deal to 

find my role with them and by the end, we really 

were efficient as a team.

Team evaluations work best when students can get 
frequent and prompt feedback, ideally at least three times 
a semester. To help speed up the process, and reduce the 
instructor load involved, Matt developed a Qualtrics survey 

that, with a few clicks and a link in I-learn, will gather 
each teams’ evaluations and compile each student’s scores 
and feedback automatically. You can find the survey and 

instructions on how to use it at this link, or by searching for 
“How Do I Create a Peer Evaluation Survey” in the ftc’s 
i-learn help guides.

In conclusion, we have successfully implemented team-
based learning in our stem courses. That is, we organize 
student teams that work together the entire semester. They 
come to class prepared and work effectively with team 
members to accomplish in-class activities. Our end-
of-semester evaluations show that students appreciate 
feedback from their peers and they reach to new heights 
in their classroom attitudes based on these evaluations. 
They recognize their different strengths and weaknesses 
and work alongside one another to develop into lifelong 
learners. t
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A physics teacher once asked me, “What are you guys in 
the math department teaching over there in Calculus? 
My students need to do simple derivatives and integrals 
by week three and they’re still doing limits!” I wanted 
to spread out the cognitive load in Calculus 1—which 
is extremely high—and I wanted to find a way to get to 
derivatives and integrals faster, so I divided my calculus 
course objectives into the how’s and the why’s. In the 
how’s, we learn the mechanics of derivatives and integrals 
along with simple word problem types. In the why’s, we 
learn the mathematics behind those techniques. The 
structure of the class is helical so that topics are revisited 
multiple times for deeper understanding. In addition, 
I flipped the classroom so that the students prepare 
mundane tasks before they come to class, and we use the 
class period to delve more deeply into the topic. I would 
like to share how I do it and report the classroom research 
I did to answer the question: “How did my students in 
Calculus 1 perform in the subsequent course compared 
to the rest of the Calculus 1 students on campus in the 

last 5 years?” The results were significant. Hence, we have 
Calculus – Twice Flipped. 

I tried to reverse-design the course based on long and 
short-term objectives. I hope that in five years the students 
will remember that a derivative is an instantaneous rate 
of change and a definite integral is a sum of infinitely 
many small pieces. In addition to the content goals for the 
course, I wanted to design the course to meet the following 
objectives: to reduce the cognitive load in Calculus 1, to 
get to derivatives and integrals faster, to get algebra skills 
up to speed quickly, to practice more word problems, to 
make passing the course impossible without some word 
problems skill, to encourage students to discover formulas 
and big ideas, and to do proofs in class with student 
participation and understanding.

The how’s teach the techniques of Calculus from the 
perspective of the different function families: mechanics 
of taking the derivatives; linearization, optimization, and 
related rates applications; the mechanics of integration; 
total accumulation, average value, area between curve, and 
initial value applications. The structure is helical and allows 
students to revisit the same Calculus notions five times in 
different contexts (five different function families: power 
functions, exponential and logarithmic functions, trig and 
inverse trig functions, and hyperbolic functions). 

The why’s go back and teach the mathematics of the big 
Calculus ideas: limits, derivatives using the limit definition 
and graphical analysis, definite integrals and Riemann 
sums, volumes of solids, arc length, work, and exponential 
growth. The mathematical foundations of the techniques 
the students learned in the how’s is taught along with 
proofs of important theorems.

The daily plan for a typical class period has three main 
components. They are a prepare activity, an in-class activity, 
and an online homework assignment. Prepare activities 
with an online quiz are due before the class starts. Some 
activities are discovery-oriented and some are just-in-time 
algebra reviews pertinent to the lesson. 

I have found that making useful prepare activities, 
beyond just reading the text and answering some questions, 
involves at least some of the following suggestions. Lay 
out each class period in the semester so that you have a 
schedule for the topic(s) explored on any particular day. 
Make any reading assignments or video links that would be 

Calculus – Twice 
Flipped
ANN MARIE HARMON

Department of Mathematics
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useful to help students understand surface-level vocabulary 
and / or rote exercises. Imagine student questions and 
confusions that are frequently encountered on those 
topics. Devise an activity that will allow the students to 
do something on their own to discover concepts, that will 
challenge commonly-held beliefs, or that will review a topic 
needed for that day’s lesson. Provide support material in 
addition to reading assignments such as video links, games, 
handouts, etc. Be aware that if you don’t attach a quiz 
worth points (not just completion points), the students will 
blow off your prepare assignments and will miss a vital 
component of the learning experience. Also, do not go over 
prepare assignments in class. If you habitually go over the 
prepare assignment in class, the students have no reason to 
do it before class. However, I always make reference to the 

prepare assignment in class so that the students realize that 
it would have been valuable to have done it. 

For example, to start off my lesson on the derivative 
rules for exponential and logarithmic functions, I give 
students a discovery activity in which they look for 
patterns in data to discover and verbalize the rules. At the 
beginning of class I ask the students, “So, when you found 
the slopes of the various points in the prepare assignment, 
did you see any patterns? What did you see?… Well, that’s 
pretty amazing!” This activity is near the beginning of the 
semester so most students have done it and are excited to 
share their discoveries. In this way, the students will have 
discovered the formula, will hopefully remember it longer, 
and have not needed a formal proof to find it. 

As an example of a review activity, I give students a 
worksheet which reminds them about absolute value 
notation and what it means in preparation for epsilon /
delta proofs of limits. I then ask them to interpret the 
symbols in a different way. For clarity in the lesson that 
day, the students need to see some old notation from a 
new perspective. To start off this lesson, I would reference 
the prepare assignment by writing an interval expressed 
with an absolute value on the board and mention, “In 
the prepare assignment, you learned that this expression 
represents something more than just an absolute value 
expression. How would you describe this notation without 
using the words, ‘absolute value’?” This is one of the 
questions on the quiz. I wouldn’t go on until someone had 
answered the question correctly. If no one can come up 
with it, I would encourage the students to look it up in their 
prepare assignment in I-Learn. 

In-class activities are intended to be done in groups at 
the boards. I don’t choose groups, but have the students 
work with students nearby, 3-4 per group. They seem to get 
pretty well-mixed by chance. I don’t grade any group work 
or in-class activities. Students are given a worksheet to 
work on together in groups at the boards. My ta and I go 
from group to group answering questions, giving guidance 
and hints, and giving lots of praise and encouragement. 
The worksheets are to be done on the board in groups so 
they can revisit the problems individually before they start 
their homework. Complete keys are provided in I-Learn for 
each activity. The idea is to explore the problems as a group, 
then re-explore them as individuals before they start their 
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homework, thus providing an opportunity for the students 
to re-boot their brains before diving directly into the 
homework. It is of great importance to use the language of 
Mathematics, in this case, and have them practice it as they 
work together in their groups. 

Homework assignments consist of online homework 
completed every day before the next class period starts 
and seeit writing assignments. I give the students 10 
online problems for homework each day. All homework 
assignments should be worth points (not completion 
points) or the students won’t do them. Homework is due 
before class the day after it is assigned. Since this is a fast-
moving daily class, the students need motivation to do their 
homework every night because I will build upon what we 
did in the next class period. I don’t make a habit of going 
over homework problems in class unless many students 
have asked about a particular problem. Students can get 
help from any of the following: me, the ta, online resources, 
the Math Lab in the library, MyMathLab, etc.

Seeit activities are writing assignments to help students 
review and coalesce the notions involved in a particular 
topic. The acronym stands for State, Elaborate, Exemplify, 

Illustrate, and Teach. seeit provides a framework for 
students to organize their ideas and gives them practice 
writing. Students write seeit assignments about each 
of the big topics in Calculus for a total of four writing 
assignments. They are fairly easy to grade (for content and 
correctness, not completion points) according to a rubric. 

The helical structure of the course is demonstrated in 
both the how’s and the why’s. Topics are rearranged 
by function families rather than Calculus notions. The 
students discover the derivative rule for power functions, 
then practice various application problems for derivatives. 
They discover the anti-differentiation rules for power 
functions, then practice certain application problems 
of definite and indefinite integrals. Then they repeat the 
process with exponential and log functions. And repeat 
it with trig functions. And repeat it with inverse trig 
functions. And repeat it with hyperbolic functions. The 
Calculus ideas get repeated over and over so the students 
can continue to grow in their understanding. 

After the mechanics of derivatives and integrals are 
studied, we tackle limits, first intuitively and then formally. 
We use limits to formally define derivatives and prove 
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all the rules we learned mathematically. We use limits 
to formally define definite integrals and prove how the 
formulas we used in integration applications really work. 
We tie all that we have learned and used together by 
proving the important theorems.

In 2013, a year after I started teaching this course, I 
compared the grades of the students in three of my 
Calculus classes before I started flipping the course with 
the three I had just taught by the new method. I wanted  
to know for sure that I was doing no harm. The results 
were not significant, but indicated that the students were 
doing at least as well as in previous semesters and maybe  
a little better.

In 2017, after having taught the course over 15 semesters, 
I did a more extensive study. I compared all the grades 
of my students in the subsequent course over the last 
5 years with the grades of all other Calculus students at 
BYU-Idaho in the subsequent course over the same time 
period. The two subsequent courses I tested were math 
113, Calculus II, and math 215, Calculus II for Engineers. In 
both cases the average grade in the subsequent class was 
higher among my students and it was significantly higher 
(p = .03) among my students in math 215 than students of 
all other Calculus classes at BYU-Idaho. 

I see many advantages that have come from flipping 
both the topics and the class. 

• Students examine a topic superficially using a 

prepare activity. 

• They explore that topic again in a group setting 

where they can share ideas and help each other 

using the language. 

• They see that topic again as they try to master the 

problems individually that they have already seen 

in their groups.

• They apply that topic again as they do homework.

• Students are more mathematically mature  

by the middle of the semester when we tackle  

the mathematics of Calculus rather than just  

the techniques.

• Students taking Calculus I concurrently with 

Physics, Statics, etc., are able to do derivatives and 

integrals of simple functions within 3 weeks.

• Students have about 7 weeks to review algebra 

skills without having to process abstract notations 

of Calculus.

• Students get practice looking for patterns and get 

excited when they see them.

• Word problems make up 35% of exams. Students 

see word problems of the same type on exams at 

least six times. 

• Students can understand and do epsilon / delta 

limit proofs of linear and non-linear functions.

• Students understand the difference  

between average and instantaneous rates of 

change and actually understand the limit of the  

difference quotient.

• Students understand Riemann sums and the 

definition of the definite integral.

• Students understand that integrals are adding  

up little pieces of something and can concentrate 

on applications without worrying about how to 

solve the integral.

• Students can follow and understand when we 

prove theorems in class. Together we prove the 

Mean Value Theorem, the Fundamental Theorem 

of Calculus parts I and II, and though they wouldn’t 

have been able to come up with the proofs on 

their own, they are impressed with the techniques. 

Previously, they tuned me out completely.

• They appear to do better in the subsequent class.

Flipping the class and the course content has made an 
impressive change in the way I teach Calculus and in the 
way my students learn Calculus. It has been and continues 
to be a very rewarding experience. t

The idea is to explore 
the problems as a group, 
then re-explore them as 
individuals before they  
start their homework.
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A Summary Analysis 
of Online Education
HYRUM LEWIS

Department of of History, Geography  
and Political Science

For over a decade, futurists, education theorists, and 
even business gurus have predicted that online learning 
would “disrupt” higher education by revolutionizing 
or even replacing colleges with online alternatives 
(Cairncross, 2001; Evans, 2014; Christensen et al., 2011). 
The telecommunications revolution, some said, would 
soon make face-to-face contact obsolete in virtually all 
realms, including education (Toffler, 1980; Knoke, 1996; 
Negroponte, 1995). 

So far, this promise remains unfulfilled. mooc-mania 
came and went in the early part of this decade without 
ever having the predicted impact, online degree programs 
have remained marginal, and for-profit online universities 
still continue with the same second-class status in higher 
education. The problem of holding variables constant 
has long made it difficult to compare online to face-to-
face courses, but a randomized, controlled experiment 
by Bettinger and Loeb (2017) recently found that student 
learning was significantly higher in face-to-face courses 
and that taking online courses caused lower student 
learning in subsequent semesters.

The most basic reason for the resilience of brick-and-
mortar college education against online alternatives is 
that in-person contact is far more valuable than was 
previously assumed. Gaspar & Glaeser (1998) have shown 
that co-spatiality is superior to virtual environments for 
higher-level communication, innovation, socialization, 
efficiency, attention, and motivation. Storper and Venables 
(2004), found that, “Face-to-face contact remains central to 
the coordination of the economy, despite the remarkable 
reductions in transport costs and the astonishing rise in 
the complexity and variety of information—verbal, visual, 
and symbolic—which can be communicated near instantly” 
(p. 352). Localized interactions promote innovation and 
allow for the serendipity that is key to novel thinking and 
the development of unanticipated relationships and ideas.

To better illuminate the value of face-to-face learning 
in higher education, we can use Chambliss and Takacs’s 
(2014) framework of “products” that colleges “sell.” I have 
identified these as:

1  Information

2   Relationships

3   Motivation

4   Credentials

Information

Too many assume that colleges exist mainly to 
provide students with access to information resources 
(e.g., professors, libraries, labs, technologies, etc.). Since 
information can be transmitted online, many assume a 
college education can also be transmitted online. 

But if colleges only sold information, they would 
have become obsolete long ago with the invention of 
any number of distance information technologies, e.g., 
the printing press, the library, the postal service, the 
phonograph, the telephone, the radio, the movie, the 
cassette tape, the home video, or the dvd. One of my 
colleagues joked recently: “The first ever mooc was the 
book.” In this sense, online courses are not nearly as novel 
or revolutionary as many supposed. 

Relationships

Colleges are institutions for interacting with important 
people and ideas as much as they are for dispensing 
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information. In the long term, college relationships may 
matter far more than college content (Chambliss & Takacs, 
2014). Tuition buys connections with professors, fellow 
students, tutors, administrators, roommates, etc., which 
ultimately amounts to socialization, belonging, and a sense 
of community. It’s the interactions—especially teacher to 
student and student to student—that make the university 
experience unique. Physical campus spaces, particularly 
classrooms, are places of social interaction, not just 
knowledge transfer. Chambliss and Takacs (2014) point out 
that college “Is less a collection of programs than a gathering 
of people” (p. 5) and that “human contact, especially face to 
face, seems to have an unusual influence on what students 
choose to do, on the directions their careers take, and on 
their experience of college” (pp. 3-4). “Personal relationships 
are a pre-requisite for learning” that helps “students ‘buy 
into’ the college experience” and “devote time and effort 
to learning” (p. 101; also see Storper & Venables, 2004). 
Schwartz et al. (2016) also found that communities have a 
major role in motivating students to learn. 

Unfortunately, these relationships cannot as of yet be 
fully replicated online. Miller (2014) found that, of the four 
conditions necessary to create emotionally bonded groups, 
the first and most important is “physical co-presence.” 
Online relationships, by contrast, are marked by higher 
social distance, lower authenticity, lower verbal exchange, 
and a lower sense of the personal (p. 25). Chambliss and 
Takacs (2014) have found that co-spatiality leads to the 
creation of Durkheimian communities in which the magic 
of synergy occurs; formal and informal encounters have 
unexpected, serendipitous, and intangible benefits (pp. 79-
80). Chambliss and Takacs (2014) observed that, “When a 
group of people physically gather, with a shared focus of 
attention, common activities, and a degree of exclusiveness, 
something happens roughly akin to reaching ‘critical mass’ 
in a nuclear reaction: excitement grows, and begins to feed 
on itself, in a self-reinforcing rush of emotional energy” (p. 
81). Communities are also strengthened through ritualized 
common activities meaning that the value of opening class 
with a prayer, for instance, is validated by research (p. 80).

In short, face-to-face education leads to richer and more 
productive interactions between teachers, students, and 
others in the learning institution than does online. Those 
of us (including myself) who believed online learning 
would disrupt higher education, didn’t fully account for the 
importance of the personal connections, community, and 
belonging that are best created in face-to-face settings.

Motivation

Perhaps the most important product sold by colleges 
is motivation. Walton et al. (2012), Storper and Venables 
(2004), Miller (2014), and Schwartz et al. (2016) have found 
a strong connection between face-to-face interactions and 
the motivation to learn. Chambliss and Takacs (2014) note 
that “Personal connections are often the central mechanism 
and daily motivators of the student experience” (p. 101) 
and “the strongest motivation to work on basic skills 
comes from an emotionally based face-to-face relationship 
with specific other people” (p. 132). Social motivation aids 
students in the cultivation of the “growth mindset,” the 
development of “grit,” both of which are crucial for goal 
setting and achievement (Dweck, 2007; Duckworth, 2016; 
and Walton et al., 2012). Chambliss and Takacs (2014) 

Lytics Lab and, in the background, my office at Stanford  

(interior of Barnum)
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summarized by saying, “To remain and thrive in college…
sheer physical proximity is fundamental” (p. 31).

Not only does the sense of community incentivize 
learning, but so do the schedules, infrastructure, plans, 
institutions, and organization as a whole. Just as we have 
more motivation and ability to exercise if we sign up for  
a formal class at a gym, so students have more motzivation 
and ability to learn when signed up for formal classes at  
a university. 

All the information in the world is useless without 
motivation to learn it. Motivation is the difference between 
a viewed and unviewed lecture, a taken and untaken quiz, 
or a read and unread book. For generations, the equivalent 
of a college-level education has sat on the shelves of most 
middle-class homes in the form of encyclopedias, but the 
encyclopedias went unopened for lack of motivation. Few 
people would up and decide to learn calculus on their 
own (even though the information was available in easily 

acquired textbooks) but most would learn calculus if it 
were structured into their life in a college setting. 

The face-to-face structure also minimizes the number of 
“glitches” that inhibit and interrupt learning. Technological 
malfunctions are a constant, major problem associated 
with online learning (video not loading, LMS being offline, 
computer crash, link being moved or removed, etc.) and 
Miller (2014) showed that they seriously diminish learning 

“flow.” He also found that they create an artificial inequality 
among students, discriminating against those of lower 
technological expertise. A course in English is not designed 
to assess our technological abilities, but that happens de 
facto in online courses as tech savvy students receive higher 
grades and show more learning than do less tech savvy 
students (p. 25). Online courses also disproportionately 
benefit students from more individualist and self-
motivating cultures and thereby have a discriminatory effect 
on students from cultures that place greater importance on 
collective achievement (Kizilceca & Cohen, 2017)).

The lack of a motivating structure in online courses 
may be the best explanation as to why they have such 
surprisingly low completion rates. The mooc dropout 
rate, for example, is around 90% (Means et al., 2014). As 
Kizilceca and Cohen (2017) point out, “A lack of external 
or social pressure to complete courses and little support 
or guidance in online learning environments” is one of the 
major problems with moocs (p. 1).

Since more advanced students are also, on average, 
more motivated students, then online learning is more 
appropriate for upper-division courses. Sadly, lower level 
courses with introductory students in introductory courses 
are those that need physical co-presence the most, and 
yet those are also the courses most likely to be put online 
(Miller, 2014).

Credentials
Finally, colleges sell credentials. Transcripts, degrees, 

diplomas, and academic honors are signaling devices that 
communicate a level of accomplishment, competence, 
expertise, and work ethic to interested parties (Caplan, 
2017). A completed college degree tells potential employers, 
graduate admissions committees, and society at large 
that a particular student has demonstrated competence 
through broad evaluation in various fields. So far, ways 
to adequately replicate this signaling from online courses 
are lacking. Until assessment progresses to the point that 
online measures can match face-to-face measures in 
honesty, thoroughness, breadth, and reliability, the all-
important credentialing function of college courses will 
remain out of reach for online counterparts.

Conclusion
Although the above makes clear that an online learning 

“disruption” of higher education is not on the horizon, it 
should not be taken to suggest that online education 
has no value. On the contrary: numerous studies have 
confirmed that, when done correctly in ideal environments, 
adding online elements to traditional courses has a 
powerful effect that improve student learning. As I hope 
to argue in follow-up articles, there is tremendous benefit 
in using online technologies to supplement and enhance, 
rather than replace, the traditional college experience 
(Means et al., 2014). t

Adding online elements 
has a powerful effect that 
improve student learning.
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Implementation
We used a Qualtrics survey placed directly in the HTML 

of an I-Learn quiz and an assignment’s instructions to 
gather activity-level feedback. In both cases, the survey 
consists of a single HTML tag. As the web browser 
evaluates the HTML tag, it queries Qualtrics for the survey 
questions and sends the results of the survey directly back 
to Qualtrics. 

For example, say you wished to place a survey in CS 124. 
The first step is to create a Qualtrics survey and generate a 
URL (web address) to the survey. You can create the URL 
in Qualtrics by opening the survey, clicking “Distributions” 
in the top left, and clicking “Anonymous Link.”

The second step is to embed this survey in an 
assignment. In the simplest format, the following HTML 
embed code is used:

<iframe src=”https://byui.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/

SV_1RY6MGuNhQM3AjP”></iframe>

Note the survey ID SV_1RY6MGuNhQM3AjP generated 
by Qualtrics refers to your specific survey. You will also 
want to specify the size of the rectangle that will be filled 
with the survey:

<iframe src=”https://byui.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/

form/SV_1RY6MGuNhQM3AjP”height=”500px” 

width=”100%”></iframe>

In this case, the height is 500 pixels and the width is 
100% of the window width. It is also possible to use one 
survey in more than one class. For example, you can 
specify the learning activity and the course name. When 
the survey data is collected, you can then sub-divide the 
data according to class and learning activity. You can pass 
through this metadata by adding tags to the URL. First 
begin with a “?” after the survey ID followed by “&”, the 
name of the variable you would like to pass through URL, 
and the value to be associated with the response:

<iframe src=”https://byui.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/

form/SV_1RY6MGuNhQM3AjP?&Course=CS124-

S2017&Activity=Ponder06” height=”500px” 

width=”100%”></iframe> 

The third step is to set up Qualtrics to attach any 
metadata you have included in the URL to an individual 

Activity-Level 
Feedback
JAMES HELFRICH

Department of Computer Science  
and Electrical Engineering

According to Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, there are several 
levels of evaluating the quality of instruction: reaction, 
learning, behavior, and results. Reaction-level feedback is 
gathered when we ask the students how they feel. Here at 
BYU-Idaho, we traditionally gather reaction-level feedback 
at the end of the semester with course evaluations.  These 
are very effective in gauging the overall health of a course 
and the effectiveness of an instructor, but they do little to 
tell us what needs to be done to improve a course. Many 
online courses add a second assessment point, gathering 
weekly feedback from the students. The chief benefit of this 
approach is that problems can be uncovered as the course 
is being taught, allowing corrective action to be taken 
before the semester is over. 

Both the course evaluation feedback and the weekly 
feedback have their purpose, but they do not help the 
instructor find out how to improve an individual learning 
activity. This paper will describe how to collect such 
feedback, show an example of some feedback that was 
gathered in the Spring 2017 semester, and describe how you 
can gather similar feedback in your own course.
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survey response. To do this, open the survey in Qualtrics, 
click “Survey Flow” in the upper left, click within the survey 
flow to “Add a New Element,” click “Embedded Data” in the 
box that appears, and in the text field that appears (“Enter 
Embedded Data Field Name Here…”), type the names of 
your variables (i.e. Course).

Now that the embed code is created, it can be placed 
directly in the HTML component of the assignment 
definition, be placed directly in an individual quiz item, or 
be placed on any other web page the students are required 
to read. In each case, I-Learn does not interact directly with 
Qualtrics, but the Qualtrics survey is presented to the user. 
The following example is a survey embedded at the bottom 
of an HTML document. Notice how the survey scrolls 
independently of the rest of the page:

Once this survey is attached to the learning activities 
and students enter their data, we can generate reports. 

In this example, you can see that the generated report 
(which we made in Excel) had data for more than six 
classes and several learning activities. Through the 
dropdown, we have currently selected CS 124 and the 
Ponder06 learning activity.

Case Study: Computer Science
To pilot this new technique, a survey was placed in a 

dozen online CS courses. There are four things we wanted 
to know:

• What needs improvement for key learning activities?

• Do the students see the point in the key learning 

activities?

• How long does it take for the students to complete 

the key learning activities?

• What is the difficulty level for the key learning 

activates?

Because each learning activity is different, we expected 
to get very different data for each item. Therefore activity-
level feedback was a perfect fit.

The first question we asked was: “Select any aspect of this 
assignment that needs to be improved.” We then gave the 
students a range of options from “Nothing” to “Technology 
incorporated into the assignment.” For one class (CS 
213 – Web Engineering I), we found that the students were 
somewhat happy about Ponder 04…

Because each learning activity is different, we expected to 
get very different data for each item. Therefore activity-level 
feedback was a perfect fit.
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…but felt that the instructional resources were missing 
for Ponder 06…

…and the instructions were the worst problem for 
Ponder 08:

This data allowed us to direct our course improvement 
efforts in the most effective way to increase the overall 
quality of the course.

The second question was “Did you see the point of this 
assignment?” To our great relief, almost every student in 
every class for every assignment said “Clearly relevant” 
or “Somewhat.” However, one class (CS 432 Software 
Engineering III) had one assignment (Ponder 06) where a 
third of the students thought it was busywork:

 

From here, we need to determine whether the 
assignment itself is flawed or if we did a poor job 
explaining the point of the assignment to the students.

The third question was “How long did it take you to 
complete this assignment (in minutes)?” We found this 
data to be much more accurate than the end-of-semester 
feedback or even the weekly feedback we get for online 
classes. When we cross-reference this with the estimates in 
the course map, it tells us how accurate our estimates are 
and whether we are on budget for the course.

The final question was “Which of the following 
best describes how prepared you felt when doing this 
assignment?” For “Prepare” learning activities, the hope 
is most will report “Confident” or “Figure out with some 
effort.” However, for “Ponder” learning activities, we expect 
it to be more difficult (but not too difficult). According 
to Vygotsky’s theory of “Zone of Proximal Development,” 
learning activities should be a stretch but achievable. We 
therefore hope to have most students report “Figure out 
with some effort” or “Figure out with a lot of effort.” The 
following is for Ponder 04 for CS 124:

The following is an assignment that is too hard (CS 432 
Ponder 06) which may indicate that it is a less-effective 
learning activity:
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Suggestions

Students appreciate the opportunity to share their 
opinion and experience, but get fatigued when asked 
repeatedly. In our experience, weekly surveys held a good 
response rate over time, but expecting students to give 
feedback on every activity would be unrealistic. It is best 
to use the activity-level survey selectively and strategically, 
such as on key assignments in the course, assignments that 
may be problematic, or assignments with a high fail-rate.

In creating survey response options, we went with the 
most descriptive as possible to more clearly understand the 
students’ perspective. Examples of questions and response 
options we used can be noted in the Computer Science 
Case Study charts.

You can motivate your students to complete the activity-
level surveys by helping them understand the survey 
purpose and by sharing what you are learning from their 
responses and how you plan to make improvements. t

Both the course evaluation 
feedback and the weekly 
feedback have their 
purpose, but they do not 
help the instructor find 
out how to improve an 
individual learning activity.
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While innovation can lay the foundation for tremendous 
success, it can also pave the way for some spectacular 
failures. This becomes painfully apparent when we 
attempt a new and innovative approach in a course only 
to discover that despite our passion, planning, and earnest 
efforts, our ideas turn out to be more lackluster than 
brilliant. At the end of Winter Semester this year I found 
myself pondering that very predicament. I had attempted 
a new approach in one of my courses only to realize, near 
the end of the semester, that this new approach eventually 
seemed to inhibit rather than elevate my students’ learning 
and success. Quite frankly, it hurt to feel like my heartfelt 
efforts were wasted, and I mentally lamented like the Lord 
of the vineyard in Zenos’ allegory, “What could I have 
done more for my vineyard?” (Jacob 5:41). This question 
led me to study this allegory from the Book of Mormon 
again and to consider some principles for improvement 
that I could glean from the strategies the Lord of the 
vineyard employed to produce a more bountiful harvest. 
What follows is not a comprehensive discussion of those 
lessons, but it does highlight some of the more significant 

lessons that helped me think about the steps to take in 
order to improve that particular course.  

Lesson One: It’s All About the Fruit!  
(The Students)

Within the allegory, the Lord of the vineyard explains to 
his servant, “The tree profiteth me nothing, and the roots 
thereof profit me nothing so long as it shall bring forth 
evil fruit” (Jacob 5:35). The tree and the roots were truly 
essential to create good fruit, but if they failed to bring 
forth good fruit, they were ultimately meaningless. This led 
me to ponder whether I had been focusing on the ultimate 
fruit of my vineyard – my students – or whether I was 
being distracted by the trees and roots of my classes. There 
is a real temptation to focus on our course’s content, or our 
I-learn course design, or on our outcomes and assessments. 
While each of those elements is truly essential, they 
must not be allowed to overshadow the real focus of our 
efforts – helping students become disciple leaders. When 
considering efforts to improve we can begin by making 
sure our focus is on the fruit.  

Principles from Jacob 5 for Improving 
Campus and Online Courses
JAKE ROMNEY

Department of Religious Education
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Lesson Two: You Need to Taste the Fruit to Know  
if it is Good (Outcomes and Assessments)

At one point in the allegory, the Lord of the vineyard 
goes throughout his vineyard to assess his fruit and “[he] 
did taste of the fruit, every sort according to its number” 
(Jacob 5:31 emphasis added). This implies that the vineyard 
was organized in a manner that allowed the Lord of the 

vineyard to systematically check for quality. Additionally, 
while color, ripeness, size, and yield may outwardly indicate 
a good harvest, the only way to accurately gauge the 
quality of a fruit harvest is to actually taste some of the 
fruit. This led me to consider whether I was basing all of 
my judgment of student success on external factors that are 
easy to measure and whether I had a legitimate method of 
measuring what matters most in the lives of my students. 
It also made me question whether I based my assessment 
of a class on a gut feeling of how things went or whether I 
had demonstrable evidence of what students were learning 
and experiencing. In either case, I realized if I wanted to 
improve I had to find a way to taste the fruit of student 
success within my discipline. 

Lesson Three: Sometimes Grafting is Required 
Grafting is a drastic measure to take in a vineyard, but 

sometimes drastic change is necessary. When the Lord of 
the vineyard realizes that his tried and true methods of 
bringing forth fruit are no longer proving to be as effective, 
he orders innovation, telling his servant, “Take thou the 
branches of the wild olive tree, and graft them in, in the 
stead thereof; and these which I have plucked off I will 
cast into the fire and burn them, that they may not cumber 
the ground of my vineyard” (Jacob 5:9). Here the branches 

may be wild in that they are unproven, untested, and will 
yield an uncertain result. Innovation is by its nature risky, 
but perhaps not as risky as continuing an approach that is 
proving to be ineffective. It is important to note that this 
does not imply that what was done in the past was wrong 
or ineffective. It may simply mean that conditions within 
the vineyard change over time. The adoption of four new 

cornerstone courses for Religious 
Education is a good example of this 
type of a change. The religion courses 
that used to be required in the past 
are still all excellent courses, and the 
students who took them were greatly 
blessed. However, conditions in the 
world and demographics among 
our college-aged students have 
changed, so this new approach was 
designed to better address the needs 
of our students today. If our real 

focus continues to be on our students, we must be willing 
to recognize when large scale adjustments in content, 
approach, or delivery may be necessary in order to more 
effectively bring out the best in our students and help them 
to achieve their full potential. 

Lesson Four: Handling Setbacks with 
Understanding and Perspective

Despite digging, pruning, fertilizing, grafting, and 
tenderly nourishing the vineyard, all of the Lord of the 
vineyard’s fruit grew bitter, rendering it worthless. We 
can feel something of the Lord of the vineyard’s anguish 
when he cries out “But what could I have done more in 
my vineyard? Have I slackened mine hand, that I have 
not nourished yet? Nay, I have nourished it, and I have 
digged about it, and I have pruned it, and I have dunged 
it; and I have stretched forth mine hand almost all the day 
long, and the end draweth nigh.” ( Jacob 5:47). The Lord 
of the vineyard understood the painful lesson that every 
teacher eventually comes to know: genuine positive growth 
is not something that can be forced. As teachers, we can 
provide an environment, the conditions, the atmosphere 
and culture that are best calculated to foster learning 
within our students’ minds and hearts, but ultimately 
learning is something that must be chosen. It can be 

The Lord of the vineyard understood 
the painful lesson that every teacher 
eventually comes to know: genuine 
positive growth is not something  
that can be forced. 
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deeply disappointing to work so hard and feel unsuccessful. 
However, the Lord of the vineyard remained undeterred. 
Rather than letting his bitter fruit lead to pessimism, 
derision, or a slackening of his efforts, he instead allowed 
his love to motivate him to continue his earnest exertions 
to bring forth good fruit. As I considered this scene, I 
realized that at the end of a tough semester, I could either 
slacken my hand and let discouragement stifle my efforts 
to improve, or I could let my love for my students continue 
to motivate me to humbly be better and to do better. 
Handling setbacks with understanding and perspective is 
essential for teachers who care.   

Lesson Five: Go Back to What Has Worked  
Well in the Past

In response to widespread problems with his fruit, the 
Lord of the vineyard employs an interesting strategy by 
quite literally going back to his roots. He takes the branches 
that were removed from the tame olive tree that previously 
produced good fruit and grafts them back into the tame 
olive tree. In other words, he goes back to an approach 
that worked well in the past. Innovation may at times 
unnecessarily cause us to drift from effective methods 
employed in the past. When innovation seems stymied or 

ineffective, returning to practices that have worked well 
in the past may, at times, be the best way to move a course 
forward in its progress. 

Lesson Six: The Wisdom of Incremental 
Improvement

When the Lord of the vineyard is working to heal 
some bitter fruit trees, he also counsels his servants to 

“clear away the bad according as the good shall grow, that 
the root and the top may be equal in strength, until the 
good shall overcome the bad, and the bad be hewn down 
and cast into the fire” (Jacob 5:66). Here the Lord of the 
vineyard recognizes that clearing away everything bad 
about a tree all at once can destroy a tree. The same can be 
true at times with our courses, particularly in the online 
venue where we need to continue to have an operational 
course while improvements are being made. Clearing 
away bad components of a course as positive changes 
are implemented is often the wisest approach to course 
improvement.  

Lesson Seven: The Lord of the Vineyard  
Labors with Us

A final lesson I learned while pondering this allegory is 
that the Lord of the vineyard labors with his servants. “And 
it came to pass that the servants did go and labor with their 
mights; and the Lord of the vineyard labored also with 
them; and they did obey the commandments of the Lord 
of the vineyard in all things” (Jacob 5:72). In the allegory, 
it is clear that no one works harder, is more engaged, or 
cares more deeply about producing an abundant harvest 
of good fruit than the Lord of the vineyard. He works 
right alongside his servants. I know the same is true 
here at BYU-Idaho, which is a fruitful part of the Lord’s 
vineyard. No one cares more about the students, or puts in 
more hours, or is more intricately involved in the details 
of everyday operations at BYU-Idaho than the Lord Jesus 
Christ. As we humbly obey the inspiration we receive from 
Him and the guidance of our university leaders, we will 
be blessed to help develop disciple leaders whose positive 
influence will eventually extend to every corner of the 
vineyard. Then, when the final harvest is measured, we will 
enjoy the Lord’s promise: “behold ye shall have joy with me 
because of the fruit of my vineyard” (Jacob 5:75). t
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Professors and students both benefit from the 
mentor-mentee relationship. For students, especially 
underrepresented or at-risk students, mentoring improves 
understanding, reduces stress, and increases the likelihood 
of staying in school (Hurd, Tan and Loeb 2016). In turn, the 
faculty gain insights into teaching, and their instruction 
improves (Cook-Sather 2014). In making meaningful 
relationships, precepts of the Gospel can also be 
demonstrated through serving and supporting each other.

With the limited time available in a traditional classroom, 
it’s nearly impossible to develop mentoring relationships. 
The instructor in this setting is the dispenser of information, 
or as Alison King labeled it, a “sage on the stage” in relation 
to the students (1993). The learner receives instruction in 
the group setting, passively listening or taking notes while 
the teacher gives wisdom, and then completes assignments 
alone. While this may be a convenient way of delivering 
information for the instructor, it may not be the most 
efficient method of learning for the student.

Students learn best when actively engaged (King 1993). 
This can involve connecting with the material or with the 
instructor, but it can also involve peer instruction (Mazur 
1997). In order to make this happen, class time must be 
structured differently. It should be leveraged to have more 
time among peers, and also interaction between students 
and faculty. That is difficult to do when class consists of 
lectures alone. One solution is to “invert the classroom” 
(Lage, Platt, and Treglia 2000) by putting the lectures, 
reading, and instruction online. The class can then be used 
for completing work and having study groups. In this way, 
students can teach one another and the teacher can mentor 
students, either individually or in small groups. This has 
become known as a “flipped classroom.”

The biggest differences between a traditional and flipped 
classroom are two-fold. First is the amount of preparation a 
student must complete before class begins. In a traditional 
class, many students enter tabula rasa, and the first 
exposure to the material is from the lips of the instructor. 
In a flipped classroom, the student attends class after 
learning the materials. This allows them to come with a 
basic understanding, able and ready to engage in discussion.

The second difference between traditional and flipped 
classrooms is the location where the students work. The 
assignments previously completed at home would be done, 

College can be very difficult. Many students are learning to 
cope with their new autonomy, a complex schedule, novel 
social situations, finances, and real-world issues. This is in 
addition to learning brand-new subjects. Even students 
with good study habits may be challenged by in-depth 
topics taught by master educators. Compounded with all of 
the distractions competing for their attention, a university 
education can be overwhelmingly stressful. Young adults 
frequently need mentors to help them through the 
transition to stable adulthood. 

College can be difficult for instructors as well. Most 
educate because they love both their subjects and the 
success of young learners. Faculty want to be excellent 
teachers, and most genuinely desire to be innovative in 
their classes. As cited by professors, the biggest obstacle 
to innovation is time constraints (Walder 2015). A great 
portion of class time is spent covering the necessarily 
materials, and so opportunities to mentor, lift, and support 
are curtailed. 

Teaching One  
Another by Flipping  
the Classroom
DEBR A E. LOWE  Campus Curriculum Development
K ATHY JO COOK  Associate Dean of Online
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at least in part, in class. This is assisted by study groups 
and with the help of the instructor and teaching assistants.   
Students who easily understand and can complete the 
work can also assist those that don’t. This deepens the 
connection the high-achieving students have with the 
subject while lifting the struggling ones.

While a flipped classroom may seem like a recent or 
novel invention, it’s really quite established. Textbooks were 
a way of flipping the classroom before computers existed. It 
was expected that students would come to class prepared 
for an active discussion. Additionally, the Savior used some 
flipped-classroom strategies when teaching. Among the 
Nephites, Jesus taught directly, but then acknowledged that 
they couldn’t understand sufficiently yet. He sent them 
home to ponder, pray, and prepare before meeting again (3 
Nephi: 17:1-3). He also affirmed that people learn by actively 
doing when he said, “If any man will do his will, he shall 
know of the doctrine…” (John 7:17) 
and entreating people to be “...doers 
of the word, and not hearers only…” 
(James 1:22). These are only some 
of the many techniques used by the 
Master Teacher.

BYU-Idaho’s Learning Model 
employs flipped-classroom strategies. 
The student’s portion of the process 
begins with preparing before class begins. Students can 
then teach each other in class, and then take time afterward 
to ponder what they’ve learned and prove that they 
understand. This proving stage also becomes part of the 
preparation for the next class (BYU-Idaho n.d.).

One example of how the flipped classroom is being used 
at BYU-Idaho is in the nutrition department. Nutrition 150 
was restructured to allow for more classroom interaction 

among peers and between faculty and students. To 
maximize mentoring time, teaching assistants were trained 
to instruct portions of the class and lab, lead small group 
discussions, and assist students directly. The students were 
expected to come to class having completed the reading 
or learning materials, and then they completed in-class 
quizzes or tasks that showed understanding. In-class 
activities were focused on application and interaction.

Implementation of a flipped classroom was not without 
its challenges. Initial time investment was a concern, 
especially in training the assistants and retooling the 
curriculum. After the changes were established, more time 
was freed up for the instructor. Assistants could take a more 
active teaching role, and could train assistants in subsequent 
semesters. The faculty concluded that well-trained student 
mentors were key to the success of the course.

Training the students how to learn in a flipped classroom 
posed additional dilemmas. Many were accustomed to 
passive learning, especially those new to BYU-Idaho. It 
took several class periods before some understood how the 
preparation materials were essential to their success. Some 
resisted the group work and activities in class, preferring 
to sit back and watch, but over time, this decreased as well. 
Some students were unmotivated or lazy, but it is unclear 
if this was the same percent unmotivated or lazy in a 
traditional classroom. Generally, once the students adjusted 
to the flipped format, improvement was notable.

As students engaged and participated in class, test scores 
rose. Overall test scores increased by one full letter grade. 
The most marked difference was in the low-performing 
group. These same tests were identical to those given before 
the shift to a flipped classroom. Enjoyment of the class 
improved, as did the course evaluations. Students reported 
spending more time learning, more overall satisfaction, and 
a better experience.

By flipping the instruction to preparatory 
assignments, and by making the 
classroom active, the roles of both 
learner and teacher shift.  
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After flipping the nutrition classroom, the faculty and 
instructional designers who were used as consultants in 
the process developed tips for flipping other classrooms. 
Suggestions include:

CHOOSE AN ACTIVITY WHERE DIRECT INSTRUCTION 

COULD TAKE PLACE ONLINE AND MAKE IT CLASS 

PREPARATION. This may be done through readings, videos, 
recorded lectures, or interactive software or tutorials.

HOLD STUDENTS ACCOUNTABLE FOR THEIR OUTSIDE 

WORK. Individual assessments such as quizzes work 
well, but it is even more important to make the outside 
preparation relevant to the in-class activities. Avoid the 
temptation to re-teach the preparatory materials.

CREATE A STUDENT-CENTERED, ENGAGING ACTIVITY 

FOR CLASS TIME. Consider having the students work in 
small groups that allow the instructor to float among them 
and mentor the groups as necessary. Use teaching assistants 
whenever possible.

START SMALL. Do not try to flip an entire course at once, 
but begin with a single activity. Get feedback from the 
students along the way, and do not be afraid to fail at first.

GET HELP. In addition to colleagues and teaching 
assistants, past students, curriculum developers, and people 
from other departments may be of service. There are also 
papers that give ideas for small changes and techniques 

specific to the college classroom, such as Faust and 
Paulson’s catalog of active learning techniques (1998). 

DON’T GIVE UP. Flipping a classroom takes a shift in 
thinking for the instructor, assistants, and students. It may 
take several semesters to adjust thinking and actions.

Active learning, implemented well, works (Prince, 2004). 
By flipping the instruction to preparatory assignments, and 
by making the classroom active, the roles of both learner 
and teacher shift. The student learns to “act and not only 
be acted upon” (Bednar 2006 ref. 2 Nephi 2:13–14), and 
the role of the instructor shifts “from sage on the stage to 
guide on the side” (King 1993). This role allows for more 
mentoring and more personal connections. The learners 
become empowered, and the instructor can engage in more 
Christ-like lifting and love for the students. t
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Increased Meaning  
of Texts
MIKE SESSIONS

Department Chair of Design and  
Construction Management

Sousa (2011) and Wolfe (2010) observed that learned 
content does not move into long-term memory unless 
that content means something. Dewey (1991) wrote that 
learning is about the meaning of things and not the things 
themselves. Jarvis (1987, p. 170) described human beings as 

“meaning seeking animals”. Mezirow’s (2000) learning model 
associated adult transformative learning with changes to 
meaning. Bain (2004, 2011) tied his deep learning model to 
the learner’s grasp of the meaning of what had been learned. 
And, Kegan (1982) proposed that developmental stage shifts 
are the result of changes to meaning. If meaning is at the 
heart of deep learning and connected to developmental 
growth, it would be useful for us as educators to understand 
what meaning is and how we can help students to make 
meaning of the content of our courses. 

Meaning requires a personal experience, which 
experience can be imagined, and the impact of the 
experience on the person. The impact of an experience 
may be in the mind, such as a thought, but will always be 
somatic such as something felt, an emotion, a sensation 

of touch, or reflexive such as the quick pull back from the 
heat of a flame. For example, consider Sally, a young girl 
who was asked by her teacher to prepare a Mother’s Day 
card. Sally did not know what a Mother’s Day card was, 
but she complied with the instructions of her teacher. For 
Sally, the card she had created by the end of class was a 
piece of paper she had colored on and folded in half. Sally 
took the card home and presented it to her mother. The 
card had an impact on her mother and her mother reacted 
with a warm smile, kind and thoughtful words, hugging 
Sally, and putting the card on the refrigerator. The reaction 
of Sally’s mother to the card had an impact on Sally. Sally 
saw her mother’s smile, heard the tone of her voice, felt the 
embrace of her arms, and experienced warmth in her chest. 
After this experience, Mother’s Day card meant something 
to Sally. Sally consciously or unconsciously connected 
the impact she experienced to the card she gave to her 
mother. Through this connection, Mother’s Day card not 
only means something to Sally, it also makes sense – she 
understands what a Mother’s Day card is. 

You, like me, have had experiences that are meaningful 
and at the same time make no sense. For example, a person 
may have experienced a tragic event that caused deep 
feelings. The event was meaningful, but the person may not 
be able to make sense of the tragedy. When a meaningful 
experience makes sense, or is understood, the meaning 
becomes part of cognitive content and, therefore, becomes 
more easily recalled and used in a person’s mental models. 
In this and the previous example, an experience that makes 
sense and is meaningful is both somatic and in the mind. 
To think of meaning in this way is consistent with heaven’s 
pedagogy for deep learning. God said, “I will tell you in your 
mind and in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall 
come upon you and which shall dwell in your heart” (D&C 
8:2). As educators, we strive to engage students with more 
than content that makes sense, because content that makes 
sense can also seem like content that is irrelevant busy 
work. We also strive to engage students with content that is 
relevant and has a personal impact on the student so that it 
is meaningful and more deeply learned. The best way I have 
found to accomplish turning content into meaning has been 
to follow Nephi’s example of likening or applying content 
to ourselves (See 1 Nephi 19:23). Helping students liken 
the content of what I am teaching to their self provides 
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an opportunity for the content to have an impact on the 
student, for it to become relevant, and with this impact the 
student is more likely to make meaning of the content. 

For content delivered to a student, in the form of text 
or delivered in a lecture, to have meaning and stimulate 
a response, that content must become personal – it must 
be relevant to the person. To become personal, a student 
must experience use of the content or must envision use 
of the content, either in the past, the present, or the future. 
Envisioning the use of content stimulates the personal 
impact of that content. While envisioning or imagining 
use of content will not produce a perfectly accurate picture 
of its application or the impact of that application, it will 
make the content more meaningful and ready to be tested 
in the crucible of actual experience. Likening text to the 
self requires a student to stop and reflect, and the best 
way I have found to make this self-reflection occur when 
a student is reading a text is through the use of a “social 
document annotation platform” (SDAP). (Mazure, 2015)

BlueBeam software is the SDAP I use, but other 
platforms to accomplish a similar result are available 
through the University. Using BlueBeam, an entire class of 
students asynchronously read and annotate a document 
or chapter as a group within the SDAP. All annotations are 
visible to each student, and annotations can be responded 
to by anyone in the class. I require six annotations for 
about fifteen pages of text, and the annotations must be 
spread throughout the assigned reading. Most importantly, 
annotations must apply the material to the student’s life, 
either past, present, or future. The student must find a 
piece of material they can apply to their self, stop reading, 
and start self-reflective writing about application of the 
material. This makes the snippet of content take on greater 
meaning and pulls into context the larger text so that the 

entire text becomes more relevant and interesting. Reading 
and annotating the text before class is one step in the 
process of making content more meaningful, but there are 
additional steps I take to facilitate greater meaning and 
deeper learning. 

Students will have read the assigned text and made 
annotations the night before class. I read the annotations 
before class and make a few notes about concepts that 
were confusing to students or concepts that invited 
interesting student insight. Class begins with five to ten 
minutes of discussion taken from my notes about students’ 
annotations. Sometimes these discussions are clarifications 
I provide. At other times, I call on a student who shared 
an interesting experience and ask the student to help 
us understand how his or her experience relates to the 
concepts in the reading. I follow this segment of the class 
with a summary of the overall concepts. The remainder 
of class is a hands-on Ponder and Prove experience with 
the content, generally a project or case study, so that the 
meaning of the content is further coalesced. I begin the 
Ponder and Prove assignment with an explanation of why 
the assignment applies to them and how they will use the 
concepts or tools in their career. This explanation of why 
and how is another way to liken the content to their self. 

Likening what we learn to our self is a method we 
are encouraged to use as evidenced by its inclusion in 
the Book of Mormon. Likening to the self makes the 
concepts personal and promotes a mind-body or mind 
and heart impact. With mind and heart engaged, concepts 
will take on meaning and students are more likely to 
experience deeper learning. There are many new tools 
and approaches we can use to help students reflect on 
new concepts and liken those concepts to their self. Each 
tool provides educators with different methods, resources, 

As educators, we strive to engage students with 
more than content that makes sense, because content 
that makes sense can also seem like content that is 
irrelevant busy work.
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and approaches. To make the ideas I have presented in 
this article more meaningful, I encourage you to imagine 
applying a Social Document Annotation Platform in 
your classroom. Consider the impact on students who 
are required to do self-reflective writing as they apply the 
reading material to their life or career. Ponder how you 
might use their annotations to help foster discussion that 
promotes a personal impact on the student. I am confident 
you will find this exercise to be meaningful. t
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Do Your Questions 
Fall Flat? Anyone? 
Anyone?
BILL CR AWFORD

Department of Business Management

Have you ever asked a question that left the room so quiet 
you feel like you needed to answer it yourself? Have you 
ever asked a question that drifted into an abyss that only 
returned awkward silence?

We know great questions can inspire and enliven 
conversations, stimulate inquiry from even the most 
unlikely students, and bring greater joy and satisfaction 
to your teaching. Great questions take the focus off the 
teacher and create student-centered learning opportunities. 
They lead to memorable classroom discussions with 
students more engaged, more willing to participate, and 
more excited to teach one another. So why is it so hard to 
ask great questions?

Formulating a good question takes some thought 
as well as skill in delivery and timing, not to mention 
careful selection of which student to call on. Before we as 
instructors can bring the classroom to life with effective 
questions, we must first learn to trust the students and 

respect their answers, have courage to walk into the 
classroom without all the answers, and above all, do things 
that ensure that our students feel our love for them.

Trust the Students
Why do the students seem reluctant to raise their hands?  

Why aren’t they prepared? It’s easy to blame the students 
if the conversation goes stale. In fact, you have more 
influence over student engagement than you might think.

Students rarely come to my class unprepared. They may 
not have all the answers, but they are ready to discuss their 
insights from the preparation assignment. When I trust the 
students to come prepared and ready to contribute, they 
rise to the occasion. When they know there is no safety net 

– no PowerPoint slide with the “right” answers on it, they 
feel a greater responsibility for their own learning. I trust 
them to think and do their best. That does not mean they 
will always contribute brilliant insights or right answers, 
but they seem to try more and engage more readily once I 
trust them to participate. 

Respect Their Answers
Students feel a lot of pressure and risk when they speak 

in class. When they do talk, they want validation that what 
they said was valued. Their willingness to contribute is a 
gift. What should I do with these gifts? Treat them as they 
are given – with respect. 

Nobody wants to be wrong in front of the class. When 
the student’s comment is off the mark, I try to sense where 
he or she is coming from. How many others in the room 
would have made the same mistake? “Thanks for getting us 
started down this path. This isn’t an easy concept to explain. 
Let’s work with what you said and see if we can deepen our 
understanding.” As a culture of trust and respect develops 
in the classroom, students begin to feel safe sharing their 
thoughts and taking more risk, even if what they say may 
be wrong. Wrong answers often lead to great learning for 
everyone, since it is likely that many students share the 
same misconceptions.

Have Courage
As students contribute to each other’s learning, efficiency 

will drop for a short time. This is ok. You may have to 
change expectations or adapt your lesson on the fly. For 
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some of us this is what makes teaching interesting and 
exciting. For others, it can be terrifying. If you are tuned 
in to the students and their needs, the path forward will 
become clear as you listen and respond to their needs. The 
alternative is to press ahead with a lesson plan that arrives 
at the destination like an empty train without the students 
on board. Is your goal to get the train to the station or the 
students to their destination?

Help the Students Know You Love Them
In April 2017, Redge Allen, of the Business Management 

Department, and I visited with Clayton Christensen of 
the Harvard Business School. During our conversation, 
Redge asked, “How do you measure your success as a 
teacher?” Brother Christensen’s answer had a profound 
impact on my teaching. He said something like, “I know 
I’m successful when my students know I love them.” He 
didn’t say he defined his success by loving his students. It’s 
not until the students actually know that he loves them that 
he considers himself successful. He does things in and out 
of the classroom to show that love. He schedules personal 
visits with each student twice during each semester. He 
begins these visits with questions about the student’s family, 
their interests and experiences. He told us he gets on his 
knees every time he teaches and asks the Lord to help the 
students feel his love for them.

Recently, I prayed that my students would feel my love 
for them. What could I do to help the students know that 

I love them? Learning their names came to mind. How 
obvious! Can a student really know that I love him if I don’t 
bother to learn his name? It takes a little extra effort, but 
knowing the students by name and learning their interests, 

challenges and abilities pays big dividends in the classroom, 
and makes a lasting impact in their lives.

We all love our students, or we would not be at BYU-
Idaho. However, have we considered measuring our own 
success by whether or not our students actually know we 
love them? If this were your only indication of success 
as a college teacher, what would you change about your 
teaching? What would you start doing? What might you 
stop doing? For me, I started meeting one-on-one with my 
students. I learned their names and tried to clue into what 
matters to them in their lives. I learned about their hopes 
for the future and their immediate concerns. 

Great Questions
How do you formulate great questions? I put myself in 

the students’ shoes and think about where they are in their 
learning. Are some likely to have a good understanding 
already, while others may struggle to grasp the concept 
even after the class?

The alternative is to press 
ahead with a lesson plan that 
arrives at the destination like 
an empty train without the 
students on board.
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Open-ended questions tend to be great conversation 
starters. “What did you notice in the reading?” or “What 
stood out to you as most important?” These questions give 
the students flexibility and invite them to share their own 

thoughts, rather than simply regurgitate facts that likely 
have little meaning to their lives.

Follow up questions encourage students to go deeper. 
Often, the first question elicits a superficial response. 
Invite students to think more deeply. Try asking, “Tell us 
more about that.” or “What did you mean when you said 
that?” I’ve been thrilled with the results of simply asking 
students to share more with us. It’s surprising how much 
deeper and more meaningful your conversations will 
become by simply sticking with the student who just gave 
a superficial response.

Polarizing questions enliven the discussion. Try asking, 
“Did you agree with the decision the manager made? Why 
or why not?” Build one side of the argument, and then 
the other. This invites significant participation as students 
strive to support their side.

“Dos” and “Don’ts” for Asking Great Questions

Do…

THINK BEFOREHAND WHAT QUESTIONS YOU WILL 

ASK. This happens during lesson planning. My teaching 
plans consist almost exclusively of questions I plan to 
ask students. Each lesson generally begins with a broad 
question to open dialog and includes sub-questions that I 
may use to take us deeper into specific areas. 

TEST EACH QUESTION IN YOUR MIND BEFORE CLASS. 
How would you answer that question? Does the question 
invite you to think and synthesize or recall and regurgitate? 
Regurgitation questions tend to fall flat.

THINK ABOUT HOW THE STUDENTS MIGHT ANSWER 

YOUR QUESTION. It’s tempting to construct beforehand 
what students should say in response. This creates 
problems for me. I use this approach to anticipate student 
responses rather than dictate them. Anticipating responses 
allows me to prepare in advance how I might respond or 
where the conversation may go.

If I find myself looking for specific answers, I’ll take my 
level of abstraction up a notch. Instead of asking, “What 
was Michael Eisner’s strategy for Disney?” (A question 
that requires regurgitation of a right answer) I might 
tell them the answer and then ask a different question. 

“Michael Eisner transformed Disney from a family-oriented 
content creator to a multi-media conglomerate. Was this 
strategy the right long-term direction for the company?” (I 
frame the direction but invite differences of opinion and 
subsequent supporting evidence.)

LISTEN TO WHAT THE STUDENTS SAY. Again, this is 
easier said than done. It’s tempting to listen for the magical 

“right” answer and let everything else fall by the wayside. 
Try, instead, to listen and consider carefully what each 
student is saying. Acknowledge each student’s contribution 
by actually listening. Only after understanding what the 
student has said do I formulate my response – which may 
be a clarifying question, a restatement, an invitation to the 
rest of the class members to contribute, or offering of my 
own opinion.

GET EVERYONE INVOLVED. I cold-call during class. This 
makes students uncomfortable, especially when they are 
accustomed to being allowed to quietly hide in the midst 
of the crowd. It is rare in my classroom to call on a student 
who is unprepared. They know that I may call on them 
at any time to contribute to our learning in a way that 
presumes they have done their own preparation. 

ALLOW STUDENTS TO THINK FOR A WHILE BEFORE 

YOU CALL ON SOMEONE. Often students who are 
thinking are reluctant to raise their hands, deferring 
instead to the few who already have their hands in the air.

ENCOURAGE STUDENT-TO-STUDENT EXCHANGES. Students 
tend to direct their comments to me, even when responding 

However, have we 
considered measuring our 
own success by whether 
or not our students actually 
know we love them?



to another student’s comment. I ask them to refer their 
comments to their classmates instead. In some cases, I will 
actually move to stand behind the student who is speaking, 
so they have no choice but to face the other students. 

Don’t…
CRITICIZE, MOCK OR MAKE AN EXAMPLE OF POOR 

STUDENT COMMENTS. It can be tempting to point out 
flaws or get a laugh at one student’s expense. This can  
really hurt the class culture and willingness of others to  
risk speaking.

ANSWER YOUR QUESTIONS YOURSELF. Usually with  
a little patience, students will begin to engage.

HESITATE TO ACKNOWLEDGE WHEN YOU'VE ASKED 

A BAD QUESTION. Try rephrasing it so that it is more 
answerable. I’ve been known to say things like, “Well that’s 
not a very good question. Let me try again.”

TOLERATE DISTRACTIONS IN THE CLASSROOM. 
Technology in the classroom can be a great blessing if used 
appropriately. I don’t allow the use of laptops or handheld 
devices during our group discussions. This varies by topic. 
When the lesson is heavy on Excel, laptops are out in full 
force; but as soon as we need to turn our attention to each 

other, I make a specific point to ask students to put their 
laptops down – then I wait until they are ready to listen to 
each other before I proceed.

Teaching by asking questions in some ways is counter to 
why we became teachers in the first place. We like to give 
answers… and we’re good at it. It gives us great satisfaction 
to feel knowledgeable and in control of the classroom. My 
experience has been that those feelings, for me, are an 
illusion - the illusion of control, of being knowledgeable, 
of having all the answers. Students respond well to the 
trust, respect and courage to let them share responsibility 
for teaching and learning. They can tell when we show 
our love for them. Rather than diminish our place as the 
teacher, teaching through effective questions can build 
the capabilities our students need most – critical thinking, 
listening to each other, and influencing their own learning 
and the learning of their peers. t
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True voyagers, however, 
would never regret 
embarking on new waters.
EMILY GROVER


