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College would become BYU–Idaho, President Gordon B. 
Hinckley said:

“BYU–Idaho will continue to be teaching oriented. Effective 
teaching and advising will be the primary responsibilities of 
its faculty, who are committed to academic excellence.”1

Teaching can take many different forms. Indeed, 
mentored research is one of the most intense and effective 
forms of teaching and learning that can be shared by 
faculty and students.

In an address to BYU–Idaho faculty, then-President 
David A. Bednar explained that there is a role for research 
at BYU–Idaho, but that our research “activity should 
always have the basic objective of, first and foremost, 
benefitting and blessing our students.”2 The following 
excerpts from this address are particularly relevant. 

“Will there be a role for research at Brigham Young 
University-Idaho? In appropriate ways and as one form 
of scholarly activity, the answer is yes. Will such research 
activity be conducted in ways similar to many other 
institutions of higher education? No. . . .Is there a role for 
some limited types of applied research? Absolutely. But not in 
the sense that we as faculty are ‘under the gun’ to get external 
funding and have three or four major publications every year. 
We are not going there. . . .

“[Our] motive is not directed at ‘promoting our personal, 
professional agenda.’ Rather, we are benefitting and 
blessing students through scholarship, and we as faculty 
simultaneously are getting better as teachers as a result of 
what we do.”2

At BYU–Idaho we speak of “mentored research,” which, 
by definition, involves students. Research that is not 
student-centered cannot really be termed “mentored” 

Background
I began teaching mechanical engineering at BYU–Idaho 
in August 2014 after spending the previous 10 years in a 
faculty position that required both research and teaching. 
There was an opportunity to involve students in research 
projects that carried over from my prior work. It was not 
clear to me, however, whether doing so would be welcomed 
or even feasible. I thus began to explore two basic questions: 
First, given our institutional mission, what is the role for 
mentored research at BYU–Idaho? Second, how can we 
direct mentored research considering our significant teaching 
responsibilities? The purpose of this article is to summarize 
subsequent insights and observations that helped me obtain 
at least some answers to these questions.

Guiding Principles
Our leaders have provided guidance for conducting 

research at BYU–Idaho. When announcing that Ricks 
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research. Research, yes, but not mentored research. Some 
of our faculty do participate in non-mentored research 
activities that further their professional development 
in ways that ultimately benefit students. BYU–Idaho’s 
emphasis on mentored research, however, provides our 
faculty with motivation and opportunities to pursue 
projects that involve students in significant ways. For this 
purpose, I am offering ideas and encouragement for faculty 
to explore these possibilities.

Keeping Our Teaching Fresh
At the recent celebration of the BYU Religious Studies 

Center’s 40th anniversary, Elder Jeffrey R. Holland noted 
the following about university teaching and research:

“There always has been and there always will be at 
universities an emphasis on doing research and writing in 
order that our teaching stay fresh. . . . You learn in order to 
teach, and you teach in order to learn.”3

Two definitions of the word “fresh” are particularly 
applicable to our teaching at BYU–Idaho: “experienced, 
made, or received newly,” and “full of . . . renewed vigor.”4 
In short, if our teaching is “fresh,” our teaching is current 
and invigorated. 

“Translational Research” at BYU–Idaho 
Faculty who direct mentored research are provided with 
unique experiences that enable them to remain (or to 
become again) invigorated and passionate about their 
disciplines, to maintain currency in their fields, and to 
experience overall professional growth and development—
in essence, to “stay fresh.” 

In addition to benefitting faculty, student-centered 
mentored research clearly benefits the participating 
students. They have opportunities to generate scholarly 
products, such as conference presentations or papers, 
which are valued by potential employers and graduate 



How does this occur? Engaging 
in mentored research enables us to 
develop deeper content knowledge. 
Our research, therefore, returning to 
Elder Holland’s statement, causes us to 

“learn in order to teach.” Further, as we, 
with our students, immerse ourselves 
in research that is highly relevant to 
our disciplines, we are imbued with 
an infectious enthusiasm that our 
students cannot help but feel. This 
opens the door to increased interest 
and motivation, and ultimately, 
increased student learning. 

Three Examples of Mentored Research
Just as teaching styles vary between faculty members, so 
does the quantity and manner of our mentored research. 
There are many creative and successful approaches to 
mentoring students being used and piloted by faculty 
across campus. I briefly summarize three different 
approaches for illustration. 

Case #1: Students mentoring students
Jared Williams in the Department of Applied Plant 
Science utilizes a training approach to mentoring students. 
Experienced students mentor less-experienced students, 
thereby increasing the number of students who can 
participate. Brother Williams directly mentors two or three 
lead students who are seniors and have been working in 
his group for one or two years. Each of the lead students 
directs the work of two or three other undergraduate 
students, typically sophomores or juniors. The lead 
students work towards presenting their work at a national 
professional conference that hosts an undergraduate 
research symposium. Based on his experience, Brother 
Williams has observed that a single, large project with 
many students is easier to manage than many small 
projects with many students, and that long-running 
projects facilitate his training approach.

Case #2: Finding students in the classroom
Matt Miles in the Department of History, Geography, and 
Political Science has used classroom assignments to identify 

schools. They acquire skills and attributes beyond those 
they would normally acquire. 

But what about the potential impact on students who are 
not directly engaged in mentored research? I have found 
that I am only able to closely mentor five or six students 
per semester, a relatively small fraction of our annual 
mechanical engineering graduates (105 in 2014). This has 
caused me to wonder whether mentoring such a small 
number of students is worth the investment and how we 
can leverage our research activities to bless more students. 
I have concluded that the larger population of students in 
the classrooms of faculty who conduct mentored research 
have the potential to benefit if the research is “translational” 
in the following sense.

The National Institutes of Health is the primary source 
of federally-funded medical research in the United States. 
They are driven towards funding research that is not just 
academic, but “translational.” This type of “translational 
research” has been characterized as that in which “research 
findings are moved from the researcher’s bench to the 
patient’s bedside and community.”5

A different take on this definition may characterize 
the types of mentored research activities that reach more 
students: Translational research at BYU–Idaho is that in 
which the benefits of research are moved from a faculty 
member’s professional growth to enhanced learning and 
classroom experiences for a larger population of students. 
In short, the impact of our mentored research activities 
extends into the classroom.
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questions, such as, “To what extent should I be involved in 
mentored research?” “How many students should mentor?” 

“Which projects will be most beneficial to students?”
The following counsel and promise from President Eyring, 

initially given to young single adults, seems to be applicable:
“When we put God’s purposes first, He will give us miracles. 

If we pray to know what He would have us do next, He will 
multiply the effects of what we do in such a way that time 
seems to be expanded. . . .

“I can promise you that if you will go to Him in prayer and 
ask what He would have you do next, promising that you will 
put His kingdom first, He will answer your prayer and He will 
keep His promise to add upon your head blessings, enough and 
to spare. Those apparent prison walls of ‘not enough time’ will 
begin to recede, even as you are called to do more.”6

Concluding Thoughts
I believe that our personal motives for doing what we do at 
BYU–Idaho are highly correlated with our successes. We 
have institutional mandates to engage in “inspired inquiry 
and innovation”2 and to increase the quality of our students’ 
experiences at BYU–Idaho7. If we are motivated by a 
desire to bless the lives of our students, we will be led to 
specific activities that will enable us to do so. Some faculty 
members will be inspired to direct mentored research, 
while others will be led to other activities. 

For those of us who may engage in mentored research, 
in order to keep our teaching fresh and be of most service 
to our students, our mentored research activities must be 
congruent with our individual talents and abilities and 
with BYU–Idaho ’s institutional mission. Inspiration will 
help us find that alignment, leading to mentored research 
activities that will enable students to gain meaningful 
experiences, improve classroom experiences for a larger 
number of students, and help faculty maintain currency 
and feel invigorated. t

students who may benefit from the mentored research 
process. While grading term papers for junior-level courses, 
Brother Miles has identified exceptionally-written papers 
with scholarly potential. He has then contacted the student 
authors and offered to help them develop and prepare their 
papers for presentation at a national professional conference. 
Brother Miles has noted that there is a clear, significant 
benefit for student researchers in terms of preparation for 
graduate school and that engaging in mentored research has 
helped him maintain enthusiasm for his subject and made 
his classes more fun to teach.

Case #3: Post-graduate research mentor
Last year I was organizing research projects that required 
student training and lab setup. We hired a research associate, 
Shelby Dushku, who had recently graduated with an MS 
degree in mechanical engineering from BYU. Shelby was 
funded in part using external grant funds and in part as an 
adjunct instructor. Shelby and I met weekly to discuss her 
teaching and research progress, thereby providing her with 
professional mentoring. We also met together weekly with 
the students who were involved in the research. While I was 
available to help students at other times, Shelby was more 
engaged in their day-to-day mentoring than I ever could 
have been. This experience taught us that employing a recent 
MS or PhD graduate to help mentor students and also teach 
classes could provide the individual with a meaningful 
professional experience. This arrangement could also 
assist the sponsoring faculty member while simultaneously 
providing the students with a valuable second mentor.

The Need for Inspiration
During this past year, I have been frequently reminded of 
the vital importance of inspiration in all we do at BYU–
Idaho, including in the directing of mentored research. 
Each of us needs inspiration to determine answers to 
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As we, with our students, immerse ourselves in research that 
is highly relevant to our disciplines, we are imbued with an 
infectious enthusiasm that our students cannot help but feel.
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Four Observations Regarding  
Mentored Research at BYU-Idaho
OBSERVATION #1: Student-centered, mentored research at 

BYU–Idaho is consistent with our institutional mandate to provide 

effective teaching and learning experiences for our students.

OBSERVATION #2: If we are to conduct mentored research at 

BYU–Idaho , it should be done in such a way that our classroom 

teaching stays fresh.

OBSERVATION #3: Student-centered, mentored research has 

the potential to significantly and directly benefit three populations: 

students who participate, faculty who direct the research, and 

students in the classrooms of participating faculty.

OBSERVATION #4: Our motives are highly correlated with our 

successes, and if we are motivated by a desire to bless the lives 

of our students, we will be inspired to pursue specific activities 

that will enable us to do so.
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