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R&CW Conference
Dec 6 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 newly acquired skills by 
presenting written works, informational posters,  
and oral or live presentations.

Spori Summit
Oct 11 and 12 

Please join us at the 2018 Spori Summit for an 
immersive (and fun!) exploration of improv and 
teaching, in beautiful Teton Valley at Sky Mountain 
Ranch near Victor, ID. To reserve a place in advance, 
please send a reply as early as possible to Shirley 
Hawkes at hawkess@byui.edu. Space is limited.

Brown Bag / Pie Talk
Oct 18 at 1:00 - 2:00 | Brown Bag

Oct 19 at 11:30 - 12:30 | Brown Bag

Nov 15 at 1:00 - 2:00 | Pie Talk

Nov 16 at 11:30 - 12:30 | Pie Talk

These 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.

Fall Faculty Conference
Sep 12 at 8:30 - 12:20 | Conference Workshops

Sep 12 at 12:30 | Lunch

Hector Becerril, a faculty member in the Chemistry 
Department, will open the conference with the 
keynote address at 8:30 AM in the Hinckley Chapel.  
Afterward, choose from over 25 conference sessions 
where you can learn from colleagues who will share 
their experiences and expertise in the classroom. 
Lunch will be served in the MC starting at 12:30 PM.



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

 I suppose I had my teaching epiphany in a public speaking 

course.  

It was my second or third semester here. My course required 

the requisite number of speeches,  required a couple of 

thought papers, and included a handful of quizzes. It was a 

solid college course.

But as I thought of my students leaving the course after their 

final speech, I observed that the mediocre students, though a 

little better, were still mediocre. The weak were still weak, and 

the strong, still strong.

My course simply wasn’t teaching my students public 

speaking as well as I wished it to do so.

I spent a long period cutting through the clutter of the course. 

I dropped my short essays (replacing it with a written speech), 

and I asked myself a simple question: What three things could 

I teach that would make the MOST difference in improving my 

students’ performance?

Ultimately, I settled on a few simple concepts: drafting the 

speech three times, presenting as a group on an assigned 

topic, and offering public critiques.

These simple changes made all the difference.

How simple? 

Well, my first draft of a final speech had only four or five 

sentences. The first sentence was the talk’s central idea. The 

last three or four sentences were the talk’s supporting points 

presented in parallel structure: the central structure of their 

argument with emphasis on the parallelism. 

I found the short draft allowed for clarity in thought and 

approach that made up the core of the speech. The rest flowed 

more naturally.

I also found other small changes to make. I found that 

requiring students to present a topic of my choosing (i.e. 

describing an article I selected from the academic literature) 

forced students to be thoughtful. I found open, public critiques 

meaningful. I even learned that playing Tchaikovsky as a 

t E D I T O R

metaphor for speech structure helped students open their 

minds.

Ultimately, the specifics of a public speaking class do not 

matter here. What matters is the idea that small changes 

and a tight focus cause change. I was so pleased with the 

increased joy and accomplishment our courses had. We did 

less work and accomplished a lot more.

Seeing how a four-sentence paper could influence an entire 

course became a guiding principle for my teaching. I learned 

that I should seek the essential and the simple while focusing 

on the simple effects change. 

I don’t always achieve this goal, but I have found the goal 

itself drives improvement.

This issue of Perspective clearly makes this point. Great 

faculty who've built on the visit of James Lang last May 

provide insights into small and simple things that help their 

courses.

Our invitation to you: study these ideas, ponder solutions, 

and make this idea of the small and simple integral to your 

professional improvement.  We can effect change in our 

students through small techniques and make each class 

more worthwhile.

Even if the simple is only a four-sentence paper.
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What Matters Most: 
Small Changes that Shape Teaching
ALLISON HICKEN

Department of Home and Family

Family therapists have long utilized Systems Theory as 
a basis for understanding how to institute change in 
distressed families. While the theory has many tenants, it 
focuses on the belief that individuals in a family unit are 
part of a larger system. The responses of an individual in 
this family system can best be understood when seeing 
the behaviors and actions in the context of the whole. In 
fact, one of the main tenants of Systems Theory is that 
the “whole is greater than the sum of the parts” (Ingoldsby, 
Smith, & Miller, 2004, p. 125). One of the most exciting 
applications of this theory is the understanding that one 
person can have a tremendous impact on the overall 
functioning of the family system. As one individual makes 
changes that do not align with typical roles and structure 
of the family’s pattern, the rest of the family system is 
forced to respond in ways that are different from the 
previous pattern thereby creating change. This concept 
gives hope to a mother desperately trying to influence 
her family for good and can remind each of us that we are 
not powerless to create change, even when we may face 
difficulty and opposition. 

Small Changes Matter
Recently when discussing this theory in my online 

section of FAML 360: Family Stress and Coping, a student 
emailed me with a question about a discussion in our 
online discussion board. This student came from a difficult 
background filled with domestic violence and abuse. For 
years she had blamed herself for the problems that her 
children experienced as a result of the violence they were 
exposed to. As she read a comment I had made regarding 
her post on Systems Theory, the Spirit conveyed to her the 
truthfulness of this academic topic and raised questions 
about the deep beliefs that she had about her own worth 
and role in her family unit. She realized that she had the 
power to create lasting change and a significant impact in 
her family as she instituted small changes. 

While Systems Theory is primarily a concept that 
informs us about the interactions between people in 
relationships, there are clear applications to teaching in 
higher education. The daily decisions we make may seem 
small and insignificant, but one small change can create a 
domino effect that will institute change in all areas of our 
influence. Change is systemic when we challenge the status 
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quo in our teaching, interactions with student, and even 
planning efforts. I will discuss some of the small changes 
that I have made over the years that have made a big 
impact on my students’ educational experience and on my 
own perceptions as a remote adjunct faculty member. 

Online Learning: Audience Matters
Teaching for online learning is innately different than 

teaching in a face-to-face class. Online learning is rapidly 
growing. In fact, the BYU-Idaho newsroom stated that 
in Winter 2018, 11,513 online students were enrolled: an 
increase of 19.2 percent over the previous year’s enrollment. 
For comparison’s sake, in the same semester, there were 
18,689 full time students on campus (Crandall, 2018). 
Online learning is allowing students to continue their 
education while they are away from campus. Many of 
those students may never set foot in a campus classroom. 
Online course curriculum is created by campus faculty 
members (Course Leads) who have stewardship over the 
content of the course. Each Course Lead works with a 
Course Designer to build the course. An Online Course 
Representative (OCR) joins this Course Council to 
represent the online instructors who will be tasked with 
presenting this content and teaching it as their own. This 
can be a difficult task, especially when an online instructor 
recognizes that the course content may not be relevant  
or applicable to the specific student population in an 
online class. 

One small change that has had a dramatic impact on 
online students has been a shift in the Home and Family 
Department. When online courses were first created in our 
department, it was assumed that the student populations 

would be similar; therefore, the department assumed that 
academic content taught on campus would be applicable 
and relevant to online students. These assumptions were 
false and we quickly realized that more than 60 percent 
of our Home and Family online students were over the 
age of 35. Many were returning to school to finish degrees 
that had been put on hold while raising families. Many 
of the discussion board prompts and examples given 
in online courses were focused on a traditional student 
population. It was soon clear that asking a mother of teens 
to reflect on an experience with a roommate yielded a 
much different conversation than the one anticipated in 
a traditional campus discussion. Knowing your audience 
matters and focusing carefully on the educational goals 
and experiences of a specific student group is one small 
step that will yield very different results when applied to 
the context of a classroom. 

Rethinking the Tone: Authenticity Matters
Without the traditional classroom experience, an 

online instructor’s voice must be “heard” through the 
online classroom. Students develop a connection with 
an instructor through written feedback, questions, and 
comments in the online classroom. This connection is 
fostered through videos and class meetings designed to 
clarify the students' understanding without adding to their 
workload. For anyone who has struggled with conveying 
tone and meaning in an email or text message, it is easy to 
see why this can be a challenge. 

In one class, I found myself struggling to convey my 
encouragement and optimism when typing feedback that 
had many specific notes for improvement. I was spending 
a great deal of time carefully crafting individual feedback 
and found myself wishing that I could just sit down with 
this student and give them a pep talk. I initially thought it 

Professor’s willingness to 
be authentic and genuine 
helped them to know that 
they were valued.

Students placed higher 
value on characteristics of 
their professors and less on 
specific teaching practices.
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would take me far more time to record individual feedback, 
but I decided to make this small change and record audio 
feedback for an assignment that would require resubmission 
for the semester’s final project. I quickly discovered that 
in my voice recording, I could talk to my students much 
faster than I could type; and while I was still listing out 
specific changes that needed to be made, my voice could 
convey that tone that I knew could be misinterpreted by 
a student feeling defensive about my critique. This simple 
change improved my efficiency and allowed me to feel more 
invested in my student’s learning. Almost immediately upon 
sending feedback, the emails started pouring in. I opened 
that first email with some trepidation, but found a message 
from a student thanking me for the time I took to record 
her specific feedback. She shared that had she seen all of 
those improvements 
written on paper, it 
would have devastated 
her. On the contrary, 
when she heard 
my voice and could 

“hear” that concern 
and the individual 
encouragement, the 
message was no 
longer perceived as 
critique. This student 
felt excited to begin 
the revision process 
because she knew that 
I believed in her.  

This example is 
specific to changes 
in online feedback 
delivery, but I believe there is application for all who 
interact with BYU-Idaho students. Innovation doesn’t 
always have to be a big change in order to yield big results. 
As faculty members, we may seem unapproachable or 
intimidating to the everyday student. Considering simple 
changes in tone, feedback, questioning strategies, and how 
we interact with students in the moments before and after 
class may positively impact the student who needs it most. 

In 2010, a study of 1,200 sophomores and juniors at BYU 
set out to discover some of the “Spiritually Strengthening 

and Intellectually Enlarging” practices of faculty members 
(Wilkins & Birch, 2017). It was interesting to note that 
students placed higher value on characteristics of their 
professors and less on specific teaching practices as they 
reflected on what had improved their academic and 
gospel learning within the classroom. Student responses 
demonstrated that a professor’s willingness to be authentic 
and genuine helped them to know that they were valued 
and that believing in a student’s potential held greater 
importance than being able to give a great lecture filled 
with academic content and gospel perspectives. In short, 
we would be wise to remember that a student’s experience 
may be impacted most by our efforts to be authentic 
and genuine in our interactions, and less by the specific 
content we share. 

Extraordinary Potential in Everyday Students: 
Perception Matters

At the BYU-Idaho Employee Conference in February 
2016, President Clark G. Gilbert discussed our role as 
faculty members in realizing "extraordinary potential in 
everyday students” (Gilbert, 2016). In what has become a 
foundational address for our role as faculty at BYU-Idaho, 
President Gilbert reminds us:

We can help our students achieve their potential by 
holding them to high standards and high expectations. 
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Some of you may mistakenly interpret my earlier counsel 
to build confidence through early wins as an acquiescence 
of our higher standards as a university for academic 
performance and personal achievement. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. Part of helping everyday students 
achieve extraordinary results is letting them know that we 
expect the very best from each of them.

In online learning, I get to interact with students 
from across the world in a wide variety of individual 
circumstances. I have international students who have 
become matriculated students after completing the 
Pathway Connect program. I have students who are on 
campus full-time students and those who are taking classes 
while off track. I have a large number of students who are 
returning to finish their degrees after taking time away 
from school to raise families and pursue other employment 

paths. While their circumstances are different, I see 
incredible things happen as these diverse students come 
together to share life lessons and support for classmates 
they will likely never meet in person. Many students feel 
unsure of their intellectual competency and worry that they 
are not “good enough” to be back in school working on a 
goal that seems just out of reach. I have learned that if I 
reach out to each student and convey my high expectations 
accompanied by a sincere interest in their success, they 
begin to believe what I see, even when they cannot yet see 
it themselves. President Henry B. Eyring shared:

If you treat them as seekers, they will feel that you love 
them, and that may awaken a hope in them that they could 
have a softer heart. It may not happen every time, and it 
may not last. But it will happen often, and sometimes it 
will last. And all of them will at least remember that you 
believed in the best in them—their inheritance as children 
of God” (p. 146).

What Will Matter To You?
As I have considered some of the small things that have 

made a big difference in my teaching, it has led me to 
ponder what I might discover as I make this a continual 
part of my professional development goals. It can be easy 
to get in a rut when teaching the same classes repeatedly, 
but setting goals to change one small thing can make a big 
difference in a student’s experience. Growth is a process 
of continually making small changes and evaluating their 
effectiveness, and I am learning that innovation doesn’t 
have to be drastic in order to be impactful.  t 
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While Sculpting a person’s portrait consists of adding 
many small pieces of clay together over many hours. 
Eventually, as you add more and more clay, you start to 
see the likeness of your model. Sculpting is a process of 
both looking, seeing, and then placing the clay where it 
needs to go. This is a painstaking exercise involving many 
small and simple steps. This may seem like basic art theory, 
look at something and make it. Interestingly enough, it is 
also what art students struggle with the most. One of the 
hardest things about learning to sculpt is learning to see. 
You may be asking yourself “What in the world does that 
mean? How would they need to learn to see?” Well, let me 
explain with a story.

When I was in the fifth grade I entered a drawing contest 
around Halloween-time. The student that could draw the 
best copy of a picture of Frankenstein would win. We were 
told that it could not be the same size as the picture that 
was handed out. (I believe this was done to keep anyone 
from tracing. Because, as we all know, tracing is cheating). 
I was so excited. I had been drawing for a few years and 
felt that I was pretty good. I was sure that I would win. I 
spent hours on my drawing. I painstakingly shaded it and 

made sure that my piece was amazing. Then, the day came 
to turn in our drawings. We all waited as the winner was 
decided. When the winner was announced, it was not 
me. I remember looking at my drawing and comparing 
it to the original. I then started to see the differences. My 
proportions were off, I hadn’t shaded it right, etc. In that 
moment, I could see what was wrong with what I had 
produced. 

Over many years of artistic development, I have had 
many moments of having my eyes opened. I have learned 
to see what I could not before. While it is frustrating to 
realize that you are doing something wrong, each one of 
these experiences has helped me to grow and have a greater 
understanding of what to look for and how to see. 

In Alma 37:6, Alma explains, “Now ye may suppose that 
this is foolishness in me; but behold I say unto you, that by 
small and simple things are great things brought to pass; 
and small means in many instances doth confound the wise.” 

I find this principle to be a huge factor in the 
development of art students. It is easy to think that there 
are some big tricks or secrets to becoming a better artist. 
In reality it is the little steps and repetitions that make a 

As I Followed Him I Beheld Myself
KODY KELLER

Department of Art



finished masterpiece. It is the daily efforts in practicing to 
open one's eyes changes students as artists.

Often, as new art students begin sculpting something, 
the tendency is to not sculpt what they see but to fall back 
on what they already know (or think they know). For 
example, if you ask a child to draw the face of someone 
looking at you they will do okay. But if you ask the same 
child to then draw the profile of a face, or someone looking 
to the side this will really throw them off. Typically, they 
will draw the eyes and mouth the exact same way, facing 
toward the viewer. In cases like this, once you show them 
what they are doing wrong and help them to see it correctly, 
they will never make that mistake again. They have 
changed. I find this to be the same with college students. 
When I critique a student’s work, their eyes are opened to 
what they were missing. They can now see how the eyes 
are too big or how the nose is the wrong angle. These 
seemingly insignificant realizations build up to a greater 
understanding. As the semester progresses, students 
become more and more proficient in their ability to see. 
This seeing gives them the ability to develop their skills and 
progress as artists.

The second hardest thing about learning to sculpt is 
replicating what you see. When students enter my intro to 

sculpture class, one of the first things we do is work from 
a live model. We have student models come in and sit for 
nine hours over the space of three classes. The students 
arrange themselves around the model in a circle. A timer 
is then set and the students start to work. At five minute 
intervals I yell out “Rotate” and everyone moves to the 
left. Each time they move they match the angle of the 
piece that they are making to the model, or in other words 
they make sure that the sculpture that they are making is 
facing the same direction as the model. They do this for 
continuity in matching angles, masses and planes, and 
eventually capturing the look of the model. This can be a 
rather monotonous and tedious process. The students are 
told to always look at the sculpture at the same angle as 
they see the model. I can always tell when someone is not 
following this rule. The tendency is to want to look their 
sculpture in the face—always. The problem is that the piece 
then becomes flat and does not match what they are trying 
to copy. The multiple perspectives, or profiles are vital to 
capturing the full 3D likeness. It is impossible to create a 
person’s likeness from a single point of view. The students 
that follow these rules and allow themselves to see the 
multiple points of view openly are the ones that are most 
successful in their portrayal of the model. Those students 



K E L L E R  |  7

that are only looking from one or two points of view 
struggle. The worst part is that they cannot figure out what 
they are doing wrong. It takes someone else to help them to 
see their mistakes and a different point of view.

The greatest help that I can give them is to help them see 
those other points of view. I take time to walk around and 
help each student make adjustments in their work. Showing 
them new angles and different ways of looking at something 
they think they understood. When you work on a certain 
piece for long amounts of time, you begin to lose sight of 
needed changes. When this happens it is very difficult to 
get back to where you could see the problems. At this point, 
an outside opinion is vital. As the professor, I periodically 
rotate around the class and give small critiques. I will 
offer a few points to work on and then leave them to it. To 
point out all the needed changes would be overwhelming 
and unnecessary. Usually the student becomes aware of 
many needed changes once you have shown them a few. In 
addition to giving small individual critiques, I also work 
alongside the class. I will create a piece with them. This 
gives them the opportunity to see how I work and show 
them how to implement what I am explaining. I found this 
to be extremely helpful when I was a student.

Often a student will look at a problem and think that 
they know the answer. In reality, students need to see their 
problem from a different perspective and adjust their way 
of thinking to better understand how to resolve the issue.

I feel that the best thing I can do for my students is  
help them to see things from perspectives that they have 
never experienced. Once they look and see, they will learn 
and change.

In Ether 12:26-27 it says: “Fools mock, but they shall 
mourn; and my grace is sufficient for the meek, that they 
shall take no advantage of your weakness; And if men 
come unto me I will show unto them their weakness. I give 
unto men weakness that they may be humble.” 

As children of God, we do not see perfectly. It is up to 
the Lord to show us our weaknesses. We have looked at 
ourselves so much that we do not see the needed changes. 
The Lord is our teacher; He passes by periodically and 
helps us see new angles and opens our perspective. He 
sees the masterpiece that we will be. He makes us aware of 

“small and simple things” that need to be cut away or added 
to improve the masterpiece.

One of my favorite classes to teach is an art readings 
class. In this class the students read the opinions on art 
from Apostles, philosophers, and classical and modern 
artists. This class is eye-opening for most of the students. 
The different examples of successful artists, the contrasting 
theories on beauty and craft. The students are given a wider 
view of the possibilities in which they are able to approach 
not only individual pieces, but also their future career. In 
1 Nephi chapter 8, we read about Lehi’s vision. One of the 
key elements is seeing the whole picture. Lehi is repeatedly 
having his eyes opened to new vistas by his heavenly guide. 
He will see one thing, and then notice another, and then 
another. All in a perfect order. It would seem that they 
were all there the whole time, but he became aware of them 
when the time came that he needed to see them. This short 
chapter has 21 references to various people either seeing, 
beholding, looking, or casting their eyes round about. 
Lehi is, step by step, shown a panorama of vital prophetic 
information, not all at once, but in a very specific order 
with small changes in perspective.

Our students are looking to understand both the secular 
and spiritual and how to apply it to their future lives and 
careers. One of my top priorities is to not only present 
information, but help my students learn to look at what 
is in front of them from multiple perspectives. I feel that 
as they do this they change and begin to understand the 
greater whole of what I am presenting.  t

It is the little steps and 
repetitions that make a 
finished masterpiece.

The greatest help that I  
can give them is to help 
them see those other points 
of view.



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  8

Because of cultural and technological changes, we no 
longer need the same skills of previous generations. The 
majority of us do not churn butter, make soap, knit 
sweaters, develop film, or even remember a phone number! 
Recently two radio hosts were arguing about the definition 
of “progress.” One adamantly stated that “progress” was 
anything that would “improve the quality of life by 
providing ease and comfort.”

I recently leased a car with lane departure alerts, a blind 
spot monitor, rear cross traffic alerts, dynamic radar cruise 
control, and pre-collision alerts. The salesperson informed 
me these features would improve driver safety; I believed 
him, so I leased the car. Although I love the features, I 
admit to a gradual decrease in my attentiveness while 
driving. In fact, I am curiously worried that over time I will 
become less safe of a driver (similar to how spellchecker 
made me less cognizant of speling). The car prevents me 
from getting too close to a car in front of me; if I do get too 
close, it brakes. If I veer across a lane, it steers me back. If 
a car is in my blind spot, it alerts me. My daughter is now 
using the car to learn how to drive, and I fear she will rely 
too heavily on the car’s “safety” features.

Compound in One
DAVID COLLINS

Department of Chemistry

The Necessity of Opposition
Lehi eloquently stated the need for opposition as he 

addressed his son Jacob, “And if there be no righteousness 
nor happiness there be no punishment nor misery.” His 
message is clear: happiness cannot exist unless we have 
misery. Without opposition, “there could have been no 
creation of things, neither to act nor to be acted upon . . . 
Wherefore, man could not act for himself save it should 
be that he was enticed by the one or the other.” 1 Our 
perpetual struggles with opposition (and our inevitable 
mistakes) are essential to God’s plan. Adam and Eve 
were the first to transgress by partaking of the forbidden 
fruit—they were driven out of the garden and their 
blissful existence became hardship and labor. Yet, “if 
Adam had not transgressed … they would have had no 
children; wherefore they would have remained in a state of 
innocence, having no joy, for they knew no misery; doing 
no good, for they knew no sin”.2 But God wanted Adam 
(and us) to do good and experience joy, so “Adam fell that 
men might be and men are that they might have joy.” 3

Adam demonstrated God’s plan perfectly—we must 
sin to progress. Yet, it is not that simple! Without Adam’s 
transgression, God’s plan could not have been fulfilled; 
nevertheless, it is not the act of sinning that fulfills God’s 
plan, it is the complicated struggle between good and evil 
combined with mistakes and repentance that are essential 
to our progress. It is the process, not the sin that prepares 
us for eternity. The sin alone is just as fruitless as Adam 
remaining in a state of innocence.

God “cannot look upon sin with the least degree of 
allowance,”4 for if He did, it would not be sin. Yet, because 

“no unclean thing can enter into His kingdom,”5 God 
provided us a Savior. “And the days of the children of men 
were prolonged, according to the will of God, that they 
might repent while in the flesh.” 6

Eternal Progress
In June 2017, James R. Rasband (former dean of the J. 

Reuben Clark Law School) accepted the appointment of 
Academic Vice President of Brigham Young University. 
Two months later, he gave his first address to the faculty 
entitled “Paired Aspirations.” 7 He discussed familiar 
tensions that are “an important and necessary part” of 
BYU. He states, “Ultimately, I am convinced that part of 



in all things, the same is a slothful and not a wise servant; 
wherefore he receiveth no reward.” 9 It appears I cannot 
receive my reward unless I struggle. The completion of an 
act (e.g., keeping a commandment) is far less important 
to my exaltation than the struggle to complete the act. If I 
have never struggled with certain sins (e.g., drugs, same-
sex attraction, profanity, or pride) I should consider myself 
lucky. If ministering, family history, reading the scriptures, 
and attending the temple are easy, I am truly blessed. But, 
there must be something else, something that requires a 
significant struggle I should be working on. I must not 
become too comfortable with what is “right,” yet easy. 
My exaltation requires eternal progression, and eternal 
progression requires me to struggle with the complexity 
and oppositions of life.

Personal Gain and Pride
 For me, the hardest part of life has been knowing 

when it is, and when it is not about me. My wife and 
I have one son and two daughters. Depending on the 
circumstances, I have told my son on many separate 
occasions to both “stop worrying about your sisters,” and 
to “start worrying about your sisters”—he was thoroughly 
confused! If he was trying to compare himself to his sisters 
for personal gain, it was “stop”; but if he was ignoring his 
sisters for personal gain, it was “start.” Because the natural 
man is motivated by personal gain, it is often difficult to 
recognize how significantly it influences my actions. I find 
myself telling people what to do, because I “know” it will 
be best for them. Of course, if they believe me and do it, 
my ego is inflated and my altruistic intentions are tainted 
with pride. Yet, I do have a responsibility to help and serve 
my fellowmen. So, where does my communal responsibility 
begin, and where should it end before I go too far and it 
becomes more about me than them?

 For example, on too many occasions my desire to aid 
the students of BYU-Idaho in performing well has been 
contaminated with personal gain. If they perform well, I 
feel good. This desire has influenced me to do more for 

the students (e.g., late-night 
and weekend emails, open-
door policies, PowerPoints, 
pre- and post-class videos, 
extra practice problems, 
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what we must learn by our experience, and part of our 
effort to build a great and faithful university, depends on 
deep and sometimes frustrating engagement with our 
paired aspirations…the point is that we are meant to learn 
and grow by wrestling with paired principles in some 
apparent tension.”

The paired aspirations he mentioned include the 
following: teaching and scholarship, faith and intellect, 
breadth and depth, experiential learning and theory, 
and unity and diversity. Although these are not all 
true dichotomous pairs in absolute opposition, they 
still promote tension and struggle, which can provide 
university progress towards excellence. He continues, 

“Thus, paired aspirations sometimes require us to choose 
which blessings we most want to obtain as a faculty and 
as a university.” Choosing often requires complicated 
decision-making, which Lehi also taught is essential to 
our eternal progress. “For it must needs be, that there is an 
opposition in all things. If not so…righteousness could not 
be brought to pass, neither wickedness, neither holiness 
nor misery, neither good nor bad. Wherefore, all things 
must needs be a compound in one.” 8 Choice within a 
world of complexity must be part of how all things are a 
compound in one.

On a personal level, because I cannot do everything, 
I must judiciously choose my areas of progress. I must 
combine all compounding factors of life into a single, 
manageable composite. Although there is probably a 
perfect combination, or a single compound in one, my 
agency and imperfection will inevitably yield many 
imperfect, yet productive, interpretations of a compound 
in one at various stages of my existence.

I have yearned on many occasions for God to tell me 
exactly how to live each moment, and to give me the 
fortitude to do as He instructs—but this is not God’s plan. 
Eternal progress does not necessarily come from acting 
appropriately, but from the struggle and exercise of agency 
that result in the act. “For behold it is not meet that I 
should command in all things; for he that is compelled 

I must combine all compounding factors of 
life into a single, manageable composite.
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special review sessions, retake exams, forgiveness for 
late assignments, partial credit, shortcuts, reminders, 
reminders, and more reminders)—I admit, I want good 
student evaluations just like everyone else! Still, my 
growing concern is that the more I do for the students, the 
less they do for themselves. Yes, they may be achieving 
good grades due to my efforts, but shouldn’t I want them 
to achieve good grades due to their efforts. Have I removed 
(in the name of productivity and efficiency) a significant 
portion of their struggle for my own prideful purposes? 
Perhaps, occasionally their struggle with opposition and 
complexity is more important than productivity. Of course 
I want the students to be successful, but wouldn’t I rather 
have their genuine success come from hard work and 
struggle so they develop essential life skills that will help 
them through the next struggle?

 At home, the value of a good struggle often wins over 
productivity; this is never more apparent than when I am 
teaching my children house chores or yard care. It is always 
more efficient to do it myself…but on some occasions, I 
don’t. I hope my lack of assistance, which may appear 
less loving, becomes a lesson far more valuable than the 
completion of the task.

 I often wonder if I should allow the students of BYU-
Idaho the opportunity to struggle a little more. Maybe this 
would better support the university’s mission of “Building 
testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and 
fostering its principles” (such as opposition) for “lifelong 
learning.” Satan’s plan was to assure we all returned to God. 

“I will redeem all mankind, that one soul shall not be lost, 
and surely I will do it; wherefore give me thine honor.” 10 It 
is highly likely I have a bit of Satan’s plan in my own lesson 
plans—I need to fix that. “I will redeem all my students, 
that one student shall not be lost, and surely I will do it; 
wherefore give me some credit.”

Conclusions
I have no qualms with cultural and technological 

advances; they keep me vibrant and progressive. However, 
the progress comes from the process, not the product. 
There is no ultimate state of perfection I can achieve in 
this life, and there is no product that ends my progress. 
So while in this probationary state, I should wish for 
nothing that forces equality nor eliminates complexity 
and struggle, for such a product would inevitably halt my 
progress. Progress was never meant to be found in “ease 
and comfort.” My car may drive itself in the future and we 
may no longer need to develop the skills of yore. But I will 
always need to develop the skills that those skills developed 
(e.g., attentiveness, patience, persistence, commitment, 
dedication); this will always require struggle.

As a concluding thought, the second law of 
thermodynamics suggests an equal distribution of matter 
and energy is the death of change to the physical universe. 
This may have been the impetus for the famous quote in 
the movie The Incredibles, “And when everyone’s super…
no one will be.” Equality (at least in this life) is not the 
panacea to world problems. Diversity keeps the wheels 
of life rolling: diversity in our personalities, opinions, 
experiences, talents, teaching styles, and positions. In 
fact, it is because others are different that I can learn from 
them. Yet, even diversity is not a panacea; it is commonly 
and erroneously used to justify unrestrained words 
and actions. Thus, it seems I am required to continually 
struggle as I attempt to understand how all factors of 
life are truly a complicated, yet exceptionally beautiful, 
compound in one!  t
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Introduction
In business and in academia there is a metaphor that is 
used to describe all of the unseen work that goes into a 
final result: the metaphor of an iceberg. We see the tip of 
the iceberg, but there is actually a lot more to it than meets 
the eye. Even though they are never seen directly, many 
of the steps we take when we excel are small and simple 
things that have a big impact on the final result. Some of 
the small and simple things that go unseen have a huge 
impact on the final result. 

I recently had a conversation with a colleague who 
is finishing his doctoral dissertation. Countless hours 
have gone into the dissertation over the last five years, as 
well as an immense amount of personal sacrifice. This 
colleague asked me how long my dissertation defense was. 
I responded that the whole thing lasted about an hour, but 
my actual presentation itself was probably about 15 minutes 
long because my committee suggested that as a maximum. 
This colleague replied something like, “So, five years of my 
life will all come down to 15 minutes?” We laughed for a 

second, but that is the way many things are. I remember 
having the same feeling as I prepared my dissertation 
defense. My PowerPoint presentation was about six slides 
long. All of the sacrifice, the sweat, the tears, the anxiety, 
countless analytical models being run, working with my 
committee to come up with something that worked for 
everybody; all of it cumulated into six slides and 15 minutes 
of my life. 

On the other side of the academic table, I have worked 
with students that are learning the same lesson. Soon after 
my first job as an instructor at a major university, I was 
working with a student that had produced a one-page 
essay that was almost incomprehensible. It was riddled 
with unnecessary big words and had no clear focus. After 
a few seconds, I decided to ask the student a question: “If 
you were telling your ten-year-old cousin about this essay 
what would you say?” The student produced a wonderfully 
concise and insightful statement. “Yes! Write like that!” I 
admonished. The student then looked up at me and said, 

“but how will you know I have done all of the readings?” 



As a first-year student at BYU, I learned this difficult 
lesson. For years, I had survived (and even thrived) in 
school by making an art out of doing just enough to get by. 
In elementary school, I remember planning a final project 
on the day it was due. The project required us to use a 
prop to give a sales pitch to the rest of the class. I quickly 
decorated a box of crayons and improvised my sales pitch 
and got an “A”. This was my attitude throughout middle 
school and high school and I carried it with me into the 
first weeks of college. Instead of focusing on learning as 
much as possible, my vision was much lower: focusing on 
doing just enough to get by. 

The first exam I remember taking at BYU was for an 
introductory music class. I left the testing center after 
completing the exam with a 58%--a solid F. I still remember 
trying to make sense of it in my mind, and today I laugh 
at my conclusion: “I’m going to have to take up studying 
outside of class.” The idea that studying should take place is 
probably obvious to a lot of people, but I had survived for a 
lot of years just doing the things that “count”—like taking 
the tests. Eventually, I forgot about my GPA and started 
caring about learning everything I could in a given class-

-whether or not it would be seen by the teacher or “count” 
toward the final grade. Interestingly, my GPA improved 
after doing that. Just like an iceberg, the part we see is only 
a relatively small part of the total. In the end, it is as Elder 
Holland said, “every good thing you do ‘counts’” (2016).

Luke 8:17 says, “For nothing is secret, that shall not be 
made manifest; neither any thing hid, that shall not be 
known…” Eventually, everything we do will surface and be 
made known. 

Caring
The caring that takes place behind the scenes leaves a 

major impact on long-term outcomes. Think back to when 
you were a teenager and picture the person you were most 
likely to listen to (that may be a small list for some of us). 
It is likely that the person you pictured cared about you a 
great deal. 

The difference between adults and teenagers is not 
as big as one might imagine. If you repeat the exercise, 
imagining the person that has been the most influential in 
your adult life, it is also probably someone that cares about 
you a great deal. 
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It finally dawned on me—the student had filled the 
paper with everything she could think of in order to 
prove to me how much work she had done. I had a stark 
realization that day. On our side of the desk, teachers can 
tell very quickly how much work students have put into 
assignments. However, many students feel like it will go 
unnoticed. I cannot speak for all instructors but I find 
a very consistent pattern: Students that consistently do 
the little things that never get seen get the best grades. 
How can this be possible? How can doing things that go 
unseen possibly increase the grade? The point is that those 
little things may not be graded or seen directly but they 
certainly make a big difference on the end result.

To put it directly, if Student A does 1,000 hours of 
research on a certain topic, and Student B does 200 hours 
of research, I could probably tell which was which just by 
having each write a single sentence summarizing what they 
learned. Hard work in academics usually shines through! 

Nothing Stays Hidden Forever
There is another side to this. While that which is unseen 

will all be revealed eventually, it is not always immediate; 
and this can result in the feeling that those unseen things 
do not really matter. Politician J.C. Watts said, “Character 
is doing the right thing when nobody's looking. There are 
too many people who think that the only thing that's right 
is to get by, and the only thing that's wrong is to get caught” 
(Friesen, T. 2013). There is a reason why people sometimes 
feel like unseen things will not be rewarded or punished—
it is because they feel like they can get by doing the right 
things and avoiding the wrong things only when they are 
being watched. In part, people believe this because there is 
sometimes a delay in hidden things coming to light. 
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When I was a young adult, our Elder’s Quorum 
Presidency was reorganized and I remember thinking that 
I would do anything the new president asked. I was a little 
shocked and disappointed in myself for having the thought 
because I should feel like that about every president, but 
I took the time to do some introspection and figured out 
why I felt that way. The answer came to me swiftly: I knew 
beyond a doubt that the new president cared about me. 

This realization was another highly-influential moment in 
my life that helped me understand the power of caring. In 
fact, I remember dedicating myself to showing people how 
much I care in any leadership capacity I may have in my life. 

Caring As A Teacher
Finding specific ways to increase caring for students 

is very personal and varies from teacher to teacher. I am 
concluding my first academic year at BYU-Idaho and I 
have been deeply impressed with all of the ways instructors 
here care about their students. Sadly, this attitude is not 
universal across institutions of higher learning! There 
are even websites available for instructors to post about 
things students do that annoy them. For example, college 
instructors have been heard to complain about how 
students: “do not do the readings,” “ask questions that are 
already on the syllabus,” “dispute their grades or ask ‘Why 
are we learning this? When will I ever use this?” Instead of 
seeing these things as problems, they can be reframed for 
what they are: opportunities to find small ways to make our 
teaching great by caring enough to do extra work behind 
the scenes.

The following are three things that take a lot of work and 
caring behind the scenes that can make a big difference. 
I feel it incumbent upon me to mention that many of 
these ideas have come into my teaching life through 

loving colleagues here and at other universities where 
I have taught. (These are not meant to be all-inclusive 
descriptions of teaching methods, rather they are intended 
as anecdotal evidence of the positive impact of behind-the-
scenes caring.)
1. Flipping the classroom

Flipping the classroom involves a lot of work. The 
teacher must select learning activities (videos, interactive 
websites, automated presentations, readings, quizzes, 
learning modules, etc.) that the students complete before 
class, then class time is spent on what is traditionally 
called “homework” or on group or team activities that 
allows students to apply the material in higher-level ways. 
The benefit is that students move through content at their 
own pace before class and then get help on whatever it 
is they get stuck on during class. This means that almost 
every second is being spent where the student needs help. 
Many have flipped the classroom using teams that must 
spend class time solving a real-world problem, finding 
the answer to a compelling question, or any number of 
engaging, hands-on activities that turn content knowledge 
into real-world skills. I have been working toward flipping 
my classes as much as possible and an interesting trend is 
emerging: I no longer wonder if students have done the 
readings because it is almost impossible not to. If a student 
misses the readings once, it is usually the last time. This is 
because we are not discussing what we already expected 
them to do. We are actually using that information, if they 
do not have the information, participation in class becomes 
nearly impossible. Flipping the classroom requires a lot of 
behind the scenes caring, but my students have responded 
to flipped elements in my classes very positively. Some of 
that feedback is that they are spending almost 100% of their 
time on things that are helping them learn how to use the 
course content in real-world ways. One can imagine that 
this drastically cuts down on questions like “Why are we 
doing this?” or “When will I ever use this?” because they 
are answering those questions themselves in class by being 
put in real-world situations that use the material. 
2. Turning over the reins

Imagine if you learned to drive while sitting in the back 
seat and having the instructor drive you around town 
explaining what he or she is doing. It may seem logical 
that this is not a sound way to learn how to drive, but 
something similar sometimes happens in classrooms. 

Students that consistently 
do the little things that 
never get seen get the  
best grades!



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  1 4

Many instructors feel like they are not in the driver’s 
seat, but deeper introspection may reveal otherwise. As 
a participant in the new Progressing Instructor class this 
semester, I realized that there are many ways we take the 
driver’s seat when it is not necessary. For example, how 
many of us explain the syllabus to students rather than 
allowing them to explore it in groups or even help design 
it? I have explained the syllabus myself at times and at 
other times I have had students discover or explore it 
through a structured activity. For me, a miracle happens 
when I allow them to discover what the class is about 
rather than just telling them: Students remember what is 
on the syllabus.

It is our job to be a facilitator of learning experiences. 
We have objectives for each course, but anything the 
student can discover, do, or say on their own will stick 
far better than anything we tell them—and that includes 
things like the syllabus, due dates, how to be professional 
in class and so on. Turning over the reins on everything we 
can requires extra behind-the-scenes caring, but pays off 
in big ways. Specifically, students now know for themselves 
what the class is about, when things are due, and how to 
be professional in class. How can we subscribe to the idea 
that the best teaching happens when we help students 
discover things for themselves and then be surprised 
when “chalk and talk” instruction does not work for things 
like explaining the syllabus? Effective learning is effective 
learning no matter what it is we are trying to teach. 
3. “One by one” teaching

The Church has asked us to mature from home teaching 
to ministering. Part of ministering is serving people 

“one by one.” Similarly, we can take this approach in our 
teaching. Each semester I feel confident knowing that I can 
simply recycle the learning activities from the previous 
semester’s version of each class. However, as each class 
approaches, I find myself thinking about the specific 
students in the class. Often, I even look at the class list 
and think about individuals and if the previous semester’s 
materials will meet their needs. Most of the time, I end 
up tweaking a lesson or even taking a completely different 
direction to meet the needs of the specific students. This 
requires extra behind-the-scenes caring but can have a big 
impact. It is a way to care for each student and not take a 

“one size fits all” approach. 

One of my favorite preparation activities is an 
“Application Memo” I ask the students to apply what they 
read to their lives (or the world around them) and then 
to ask a question. The question is not supposed to be 
something superficial they do not understand, but instead 
something they are really curious to know for themselves. 
These experiences and questions allow me to tailor the class 
to specific, real people rather than to a faceless  
sea of students.

At the conclusion of one semester, I asked students to 
help me improve the class for the next semester. When 
asked, a couple of students mentioned that they felt like I 
knew exactly what they were thinking in each class period. 
The truth is that I did--the memos had told me exactly 
what they were thinking It takes some extra work to teach 
in this way, but students appreciate the tailored learning 
experience and that is very rewarding. 

Conclusion
Alma 12:14 states, “our words will condemn us, yea, all 

our works will condemn us…and our thoughts will also 
condemn us” This complicates the human tendency to 
just think about our works or the end product or result. 
However, like an iceberg, the visible portion of our lives is 
only a small part of the whole. 

In teaching and learning, it may be tempting to cut 
corners on things that will never be seen; however, those 
small and simple things add up and can make a big 
difference. Additionally, those small, unseen things will 
not remain hidden forever. As was the case for me, it took 
years of education for me to finally realize that even the 
unseen things matter. In other cases, the result may be 
more immediately evident. 

Either way, caring about the people that surround us 
(whether we think they will see it or not) makes a big 
difference. In our teaching and in our learning, the work 
we do behind the scenes will add up! Behind-the-scenes 
caring has made a big impact, but that will vary for each 
person. The constant is that, as Elder Holland said, “Every 
good thing we do ‘counts.’” It is not just the tip of the 
iceberg that matters—it is the entire iceberg that matters; 
whether in teaching, learning or life in general—“Be not 
weary in well-doing” (D&C 64:33) whether it will be seen 
right away or not.  t
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Day One of an upper-division writing class kicks off each 
semester with me clothed in a white lab coat, goggles, and 
latex gloves: common attire in some parts of campus but a 
bit unusual in the Department of Communication. Waiting 
a minute or two after class is slated to begin to ensure a full 
house, I burst in pontificating about this being a “linguistic 
la-bor-a-tory” and how students’ past prose have been so 
messy as to mandate the protective gear. 

After this little shtick and a class prayer, I distribute a 
personal introduction assignment where each student has 
the balance of class time to write a personal introductory 
news release and fact sheet under the title, “The Essence 
of You.” This is Lab One on day one. Students have an 
hour to turn in their work. They are often unsettled at 
being hit the first day of the semester with an actual 
assignment. It’s interesting to watch their reactions. Their 
angst sometimes deepens when informed that we will 
be sharing their work with one another during the next 
class period.

Students are provided assignment guidelines and 
examples of professional format so they are not left entirely 

to themselves in this introductory endeavor. I encourage 
them to do the best they can in light of the tight deadline 
(which is part of the world of professional communication 
content creation). Within the next hour, they post the 
assignment for me to print and distribute on day two 
with a rubric so they can evaluate each other's work and 
get personally acquainted. I’ll have gone through the 
submissions and scanned five or six stronger pieces to 
share as examples before the second day of class. Everyone 
then has the opportunity to revise and re-submit their 
work several days later for a final grade.

A few things come out of this simple exercise: We 
immediately establish a pattern and expectation that a 
writing class involves a lot of writing and rewriting, often 

Priorities and practices will 
be uniquely our own.

Small and Simple Things:  
From Lab Coat to Santa Suit
MICHAEL CANNON

Department of Communication
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on deadline. Respectful and guided peer feedback is valued 
as an important part of the learning process. Students 
clearly understand why the instructor does not teach 
acting. But, I expect a bit of levity humanizes me and 
helps my students realize that accepting and managing 
vulnerability as an “actor”—or a writer—may be stressful, 
but it can actually be stimulating in an encouraging, 
respectful environment.

The final and most meaningful impact of this initial 
exercise is the openness students often exhibit as they 
convey the essence of who they are and what experiences 
have contributed to their process of “becoming.” The 
introductory value is priceless; often, powerful and tender 
personal accounts provide deepened understanding that 
informs my approach to interact and teach these students 
throughout the weeks that follow.

This simple, somewhat juvenile, exercise came readily  
to mind along with other practices when invited to  
provide a Perspective piece focused on the question: 

“What small and simple things have you done to improve 
your teaching?”

My consideration of writing about the lab-coat 
routine was immediately followed by a sinking feeling of 
vulnerability akin to what students must feel as they put 
themselves and their work out there for instructors and 
peers to critique. Most of my small ideas and practices are 
intended to enhance instruction, are indeed simple, and 
won’t find a place in any scholarly journal.

This led to reflection about student vulnerability and the 
importance of establishing a safe climate of learning. We 
can be direct in providing peer and instructor feedback 
without damaging the self-worth of the sometimes fragile 
student psyches. 

I want students in every course and section I teach to 
feel—from day one—a sense of belonging and security 
without complacency and acceptance of mediocrity. The 
phrase “divine discontent” embodies this and should 
include a healthy sense of self with an innate desire to grow 

and improve. Feeling dissatisfied but not devastated with 
where one stands with a longing to become better is the 
ideal balance.

The opposite of this might be devilish discouragement, 
where one feels beaten down and experiences a sense of 
hopelessness and a loss of motivation.

Dr. Brene Brown, research professor in the graduate 
college of social work at the University of Houston, has 
done extensive exploration on the concept of belonging 
and its impact in human lives and interaction.

“True belonging is the spiritual practice of believing in 
and belonging to yourself so deeply that you can share your 
most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in 
both being a part of something and standing alone in the 
wilderness. True belonging does not require you to change 
who you are; it requires you to be who you are.”

This is a desired outcome for students, and frankly 
myself, in the quest to establish a safe place where dangling 
participles, sentence fragments, disjointed prose, and 
lack of parallelism can be attacked without any sense 
of personal vendetta. It’s not an easy environment to 
establish, especially given the day-to-day pressures 
students and faculty face with heavy credit and work 
loads. Striving for the presence of the Holy Ghost in doing 
the small, consistent things is essential. To maintain His 
companionship certainly is among the most valued and 
impactful “small and simple things” done to enhance 
teaching and learning and the corresponding environment. 
Pausing for a brief personal prayer in the office before each 

Most of my small ideas and practices are intended to 
enhance instruction, are indeed simple, and won’t find a 
place in any scholarly journal.

True belonging does not 
require you to change who 
you are; it requires you to be 
who you are.



class period invites the master teacher’s Spirit, enabling 
power, and influence.

“Wherefore, he that [teacheth] and he that receiveth, 
understand one another, and both are edified and rejoice 
together.” (Doctrine and Covenants 50:22)

Of course, the familiar words of Alma remind us that 
such small items may be deemed as “foolishness" or of little 
consequence to some. Yet, they do have the potential to 
bring “great things” to pass, at least in the minds and hearts 
of receptive learners. “And small means in many instances 
doth confound the wise.” (Alma 37:6)

Other small ideas implemented to help stimulate student 
learning and encourage a sense of belonging were taught at 
the the May faculty luncheon with Small Teaching author 
Dr. James M. Lang. While “belonging” ideally occurs 
within a group setting, it can also be established between 
the instructor and individual students. If the bond with 
the teacher is strong enough, a student’s security and 
confidence can transcend social inadequacy or reticence 
in their ability to belong and perform well. They feel they 
truly belong because of validation from an empathetic, 
supportive instructor.

There are several other simple practices that can make a 
positive difference:

• Learning and reciting all student names the first or 
second day of class, along with something unique about 
each individual, and asking all class members to do the 

same. The power of calling someone by name cannot 
be overstated and has an immense positive influence 
in teacher-learner relationships. (See Joseph Smith 
History 1:17, 33, 49) Retaining in remembrance the name 
and something unique about each student is a greater 
challenge that, again, may be aided by the Holy Ghost, 
who “shall teach you all things, and bring all things to 
your remembrance.” (John 14:26) There is always a bit of 
vulnerability when, after joining the class in collective 
row-by-row memorization and recitation of names, you 
conclude the exercise by calling each student by name with 
a silent prayer that you will remember them. 

• A history of failed assignments has caused many 
students to have different attitudes, backgrounds, and 
experiences in academia. This occurs in conjunction 
with an assignment to complete or update a personal, 
professional résumé. The idea for this assignment came 
from an article by author and management consultant 
Timothy R. Clark. Here are the instructions: 

Prepare a professional résumé that you would feel 
comfortable handing to a potential employer. Be sure 
to include your past and current experience, education, 
and any additional skills or accomplishments you feel 
are necessary. Bring a hard copy to critique these in class, 
and turn in a hard copy for your revised version as well. 
Please read the "Résumé of Failure" article accessed via the 
following link. Then create and bring your own résumé 
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of failure to class. This is simply a list of your ten biggest 
failures with a sentence or two describing each and lessons 
learned from your experiences. We will not share your 
résumé of failure, and nobody will read them except for the 
instructor. 

I remind students to be mindful of the statute of 
limitations and that I am not their priesthood leader, so 
they should be discreet and wise with what they share. 
Nevertheless, students divulge wide-ranging accounts 
from hysterical to heartbreaking and, most importantly, 
what they have learned and resolved to change. I’m 
frequently moved to tears reading these, and try to include 
an encouraging note or two while giving full credit for 
completing the assignment. There are no greater or lesser 
point values attached to the “quality” of failures shared. A 
non-judgmental approach contributes to a secure sense 
of belonging. Being willing to appropriately share some 
of my failures with my students helps establish a bond 
that transcends “misery loves company.” This includes 
participating in push-up contests and student-led, 
curriculum-related activities as part of their presentations.

• Full participation (which is always a challenge) is 
enhanced when you develop thought-provoking questions 
that stimulate synergistic discussion leavened with 
appropriate affirmation.

• Letting people fail and improve has its time and place. 
Providing the opportunity for multiple assignment drafts 
that involve peer-to-peer feedback to facilitate students 
teaching and learning from one another is beneficial. 
Including detailed rubrics in this engagement process 
to provide criteria and a framework that guides student 
focus and points toward desired outcomes is important. 
If labeling this, I’d probably call it something like “The 
Learning Model” unless that name was already taken.

• Finally, a seeming paradox to this previous point 
is the concept of deliberate ambiguity. I’ve found most 
students don’t deal well when things are not spelled out 
in minutia. “What are you looking for?” is a too-common 
question. “I don’t know but I will know it when I see it,” is 
a common response. Another, “How long should it be?” 
My response: “As long as it takes.” Certainly appropriate 
criteria are needed to provide guidance and reasonable 
fairness for evaluation and grading. But connecting all the 

dots for students, at least in the discipline of professional 
communication and in life, isn’t really doing them a favor. 

There is ambiguity in the workplace, in parenting, and 
even within our faith. A binary approach to learning 
and life can lead to a brittle inflexibility that leads some 
to break and not bend when encountering uncertainties 
or contradictions. There are, of course, many issues that 
are black and white and principles that should never be 
compromised. But not everything is sliced and separated 
cleanly. I’ve appreciated notes from graduated students 
expressing thanks for being vague in spots and letting 
them work through things with mentoring and support 
as needed, which they discovered was common in the 
workplace. A prized plaque on my office wall given as a 
graduation gift from an excellent student reads: “The best 
teachers are those who show you where to look but don’t 
show you what to see.”

Circling back to the writing class brings us to the final 
day of class in the semester when I dress as Santa Claus 
to return their graded final projects. But I’ve learned any 
attempt at meaningful feedback is futile once the semester 
ends. At that juncture, students are rightfully and eagerly 
looking toward the break and beyond. If the feedback 
hasn’t been delivered by the last day of the semester, it 
likely won’t mean much.

There is something very simple about wearing a Santa 
suit that boils things down to a basic level:  students know 
they have been naughty or nice in their performance, and 
the jolly old elf merely delivers what they have reaped 
through a semester’s effort (or lack thereof). But with a 
wink, a nod, a Paradise donut, and a high-five at the door, 
he sends them off with a sense of belonging and hope for 
good. (But until now I’ve never worried about the need for 
a beard card?)

That is just another small and simple thing to ponder, 
which is the crux of all of this. Each of us can, with some 
thought, compile a list of practices that enable or could 
enhance our teaching. Dr. Lang shared some specifics, 
but priorities and practices will be uniquely our own. It 
is a worthwhile pursuit. Implementation of seemingly 
small activities and principles brings a rich return on 
investment with positive results that bless many lives, 
including our own.  t



Early on in my teaching career I made the commitment 
to improve my teaching abilities each semester in order to 
better teach, serve, and lift students. This desire came from 
associating with students who give everything to succeed, 
but sometimes do not measure up to the required demands 
of school. I decided that I want to be an individual who 
empowers others to reach their goals. It has become clear 
to me since my start at BYU-Idaho that this goal is shared 
by most that I interact with. I have personally discovered 
that to reach this goal I need to work in a steady upward 
fashion. In other words, I need to make small, consistent 
changes to ensure that my large goal is continually met. 
Alma 37:6-7 often comes to mind as I reflect on my 
progress to becoming a better teacher:

“Now ye may suppose that this is foolishness in me; but 
behold I say unto you, that by small and simple things are 
great things brought to pass; and small means in many 
instances doth confound the wise . . . And the Lord God 
doth work by means to bring about his great and eternal 
purposes; and by very small means the Lord doth confound 
the wise and bringeth about the salvation of many souls.”

I began making changes to my teaching and interactions 
with students by seeking advice and guidance from those 
who observed my teaching the most—my students. I 
have made it a consistent pattern to seek guidance from 
course assessments, class surveys, formal and informal 
student evaluations, SCOT (Student Consult On 
Teaching) consults, and feedback from fellow professors 
and supervisors. It could be said that I try to treat the 
classroom like a scientific laboratory as I formulate 
questions, develop hypotheses, experiment, and analyze my 
results. Each semester I seek to test new ideas and evaluate 
the impact of my results. This approach to evidence-based 
learning was reinforced as I listened to James Lang in our 
faculty luncheon last May on Small Teaching. I would like 
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“Small and Simple Things” Centered Around 
Evidence—Based Learning
JOHN FISHER

Department of Biology

These efforts played a vital 
role to her successfully 
passing of the class.
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to share a few of the “small and simple” things that I have 
learned as I have journeyed down this path of continual 
improvement. 

Teaching Study Habits
We are charged at BYU-I to help students become 

lifelong learners. Educating students on study habits and 
the physiology of learning has become a critical part of my 
teaching philosophy. I make efforts to spend a significant 
amount of time during the first two weeks and throughout 
the semester to share spiritual/inspirational thoughts 
geared toward developing good study habits. These study 
habits often center around priorities, time management, 
the biological process of learning and memory, and 
continual self-improvement. 

I have observed that incoming freshmen often lack the 
awareness that they need to take their education seriously 
from the get go. In other words, some need the reminder 
that they should treat their education as they would a 
full time job in their area of interest. Within my first few 
semesters at BYU-I, I wanted to show my BIO 264 and BIO 
265 (Anatomy and Physiology Part 1 and 2) students what 
was expected of them regarding the intensity and demand 
on time that these difficult courses require. I wanted to be 
able to give them real data from their peers as to how many 
hours students were spending to learn the material. 

Students are often told that they need to spend anywhere 
from one to three hours of study time outside of class for 
every hour spent in class. I wanted to know how much time 
my students in BIO 264 and BIO 265 classes were studying. 

I collected data using a survey taken prior to each class 
period where I instructed them: “Enter how much time 
you have studied from the last prepare assignment until 
the submission of this assignment.” These assignments 
were due at the start of each class. This gave me a way 
to collect self-reported study hours that students were 
spending outside of class for either BIO 264 or BIO 265. I 
collected 16,235 data points from 1,054 students (751-BIO 
264 and 303-BIO 265 students) over three semesters. The 
average time spent in these classes was three hours and 
three minutes per hour spent in class. Interestingly, there 
was not a significant difference in out of class study time 
for a student who earned a final grade of an A, B, C, D, or F. 
Assuming that students reported their time accurately, this 
data shows me that an “A” student is spending on average 
the same amount of time as a student who was earning an 

“F”. I asked myself, what are the “A” students doing that the 
others are not? I formulated some end of semester surveys 
to help me understand these differences. I have used this 
combined data to help students individually create study 
techniques and a study schedule on the BYU-I learning 
model of preparation for class, teach one another, and 
ponder and prove. I have felt that sharing this information 
with my students has helped many of them make significant 
improvements to their success as a student. I have felt that 
it means more to them knowing that the data came from 
students who took the exact class that they were taking.

After-Class Office Hours
The next “small and simple” area that I will be discussing 

is that of making easy changes to my interactions with 
students during office hours. At first, I had a difficult time 
getting students that needed help to visit with me. As a new 
faculty member, I mistakenly scheduled my office hours 
during times that I assumed would be convenient for the 

Making these “small and simple” changes from semester 
to semester has allowed me to more efficiently and 
effectively reach more students than I have ever been 
able to before in the past.

I took this advice from 
my students.



students. I quickly recognized that for the small number 
of students who were coming to my office, this was not 
working. As I pondered on this at the close of one semester 
an important thought came to my mind. “Ask your current 
students for advice.” I knew immediately that this was a 
great idea and I created a “Click on Target” assessment 
within TopHat that would allow me to rapidly gather this 
information. I posted an image of my class schedule and 
asked the students when in my schedule would office hours 
work the best for them. They were then asked to click on 
these times (Figure 1). It became clear that the hot spots 
(shown in red) were immediately following class. 

Figure 1: Office hour preference. A TopHat Click on Target question 

with an image of my schedule was created. Students were asked 

to click on a time that they would like to have scheduled office 

hours. The above heat map shows a student preference toward 

office hours immediately following class (Red spots).

I took this advice from my students and applied it to my 
next semester office hours. I also made big pushes to get 
students to attend if possible. The result was that I often 
had a long line of students waiting to get the help they 
needed. This necessitated moving my office hours into a 
conference room to help groups of students with similar 
questions. This small change began changing the culture 
of my classroom. I noticed more students were working 
in groups and trying to help each other out. I realized that 
group office hours were very effective at helping students 
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help each other. This was enlightening to me as I began to 
see the positive effects of using the BYU-I learning model 
of “Teach One Another.”

The following semester I scheduled my office hours as 
described above but reserved an open classroom to hold 
my office hours. I found that this approach allowed me to 
spend more time with those students who needed me the 
most. 

Although after class office hours were effective for 
most students, I realized that they do not always fit the 
schedule of others. To make myself more available to the 
students’ schedules, I began using a scheduling software 
program called Calendly to allow students to sign up for 
group meetings with me. I set up appointment sessions 
for “Study Habits” and “Content” to keep the group 
questions as homogenous as possible thus focusing student 
questions toward one topic or the other. I also set up an 
individual appointment scheduler for students who were 
not responding well to the group setting. Making these 

“small and simple” changes from semester to semester has 
allowed me to more efficiently and effectively reach more 
students than I have ever been able to before in the past.

The Winter 2018 semester was an example of an after-
class office hour that proved to be effective. I had scheduled 
a classroom for an hour after class for the entire semester 
as discussed above. I encouraged students to attend and 
quickly found that the room I reserved was filled to the 
point that it was a consistently crowded. I encouraged 
the students who attended to work in groups to answer 
one anothers’ questions. This approach allowed me the 
opportunity to wander around helping groups of students 
when they needed help. 

I tracked the student time spent in this setting by having 
them sign in and out using their i-card and an inexpensive 
card reader. My cumulative student-teacher contact 
hours during this semester was approximately 618 hours 
spread over 122 of my 218 Bio 264 students. This averages 
4 hours and 51 minutes per student relative to 2 hours 
and 30 minutes and 1 hour and 55 minutes in the Spring 
2017 and Fall 2017 semesters respectively (Figure 2). The 
main difference between the Winter 2018 semester relative 
to the Spring and Fall 2017 semesters was moving office 
hours to a classroom and encouraging students to work in 
study groups.
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Figure 2: Average student contact hours. BIO 264 students were 

required to sign in and out during office hours using their iCard and 

an inexpensive card reader. The total time spent during the Spring 

2017, Fall 2017, and Winter 2018 was tabulated. Data represents 

the mean +/- SEM. The increase in contact hours per student for 

the Winter 2018 semester was significant relative to both Spring 

and Fall 2017 by Student’s t-test (p<0.001).

During these after-class office hours students were 
working in groups to help each other answer their own 
questions. This approach led to friendships and trust 
among the students that facilitated their opening up to 
each other in the classroom, office hours, and other study 
sessions. They would teach each other at the whiteboard 
and debate one with another until the groups became 
united in their understanding (Figure 3). The classroom 
that we were using was nearly full during the semester 
averaging 18-22 students at a time. 

Figure 3: Student study groups. Students work with each other in 

the after-class office hours to learn difficult material.

It became evident that students who attended were 
pulling each other’s grades up as they mastered the 
material. I began looking at attendance data and 
comparing it to their performance in the class. I calculated 
the final grades of those who regularly attended the after-

class study group office hours, regular office hours, or did 
not visit with me. Respectively, the final grades earned 
were 95.7 percent, 84.3 percent, and 76.1 percent (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Final grade percentage and study group attendance. 

Students were grouped into three groups based off attendance of 

the after-class study group during office hours. No Visits—students 

who did not attend any office hours. Regular Visits—were students 

who attended one or more traditional office hour sessions. Study 

Group—students who regularly attend the after-class study group 

office hour sessions. Data represents the mean +/- SEM of the 

final grade percentage of each group. Each group was significant 

relative to each other by Student’s t-test (p<0.01).

One might assume that this method of after class office 
hours was only utilized for the best students. Though many 
of them did in fact earn an “A,” only four were in the top 10 
percent of the class, and they had the lowest average high 
school GPA of the three groups (Figure 5). In other words, 
these students were not the best of the best. They were in 
fact students who consistently worked hard and benefited 
from this teaching strategy. 
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Figure 5: Top 10 percent of students and high school GPA by group. 

The final grades were calculated, and students were ranked from 

highest to lowest performers. The top 10 percent of students were 

used to help identify who the students were in each group. Data 

represents the number of students in the top 10 percent by group 

(Blue bars). The average high school GPA of these students is also 

represented by the secondary axis (Orange line).

As I looked at the exam performance of these students, 
I was able to start sending struggling students to specific 
groups to help lift them to where they needed to be. One 
example of this was a student who was taking BIO 264 for 
the second time and risked taking it a third time due to her 
poor performance on the first and second exams. She was 
able to arrange her schedule to attend the after-class office 
hours where we paired her with a successful study group. 
She worked diligently with this group every day after class 
for the remainder of the semester. These efforts played a 
vital role to her successfully passing of the class. This “small 
and simple” technique helped many students develop 
useful study habits and strategies to help themselves and 
others. 

Early Assessments and Continual Improvement
It became clear to me after teaching BIO 264 for a few 

semesters that as much as 30 percent of students were not 
successful in terms of earning a final grade of a C or higher. 
Our A&P teaching team has been working diligently to 
help these students improve their ability to succeed. We 
began brainstorming ways that we could identify students 
who will likely struggle as quickly as possible. 

One idea that surfaced was to offer an exam at the end of 
the first week of the semester. This exam would serve two 
purposes: First, it would help students realize the rigor of 
the course early on. Second, it could help identify students 
who may likely struggle in the course. Careful analysis 
of several semesters of data suggested that a student’s 
understanding of basic chemistry was a good indicator 
of future success in BIO 264. Therefore, I decided to use 
our chemistry chapter as the content of the end of the first 
week’s exam. Two weeks later, students were then given an 
exam over unit 1 which consisted of medical terminology, 
homeostasis, inorganic chemistry, and organic chemistry. 
Note that the content on the chemistry exam was 
reassessed on the unit 1 exam. The averages of these exams 

over three semesters for both the chemistry exam and the 
unit 1 exam are shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Comparative Exam averages. Students were given an 

early exam over basic inorganic chemistry at the end of the first 

week of the semester. They were then given the standard full unit 

1 exam two weeks later. Data represents the mean +/- SEM of the 

chemistry exam (Blue) and unit 1 exam (Orange) semester over 

an entire year. There was a consistent decrease in the unit 1 exam 

score relative to the chemistry exam.

Comparing the average differences between the 
chemistry exam and the unit 1 exam revealed that, as 
a whole, students were doing worse on the unit 1 exam 
relative to the chemistry exam as shown by a graphical 
representation of the average differences between the two 
exams (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Relative performance of the chemistry exam and the unit 

1 exam. The individual BIO 264 exam 1 scores from two sections 

were subtracted from the corresponding chemistry exam score. 

The average differences were plotted with error bars representing 

SEM for the Winter, Spring, and Fall 2017 semesters. The negative 

numbers indicate a decrease in performance on the unit 1 exam 

relative to the chemistry exam. Each student from each semester 
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received encouragement in class and an individualized email 

offering encouragement following the chemistry exam. During the 

fall semester the students also received the offer to replace their 

chemistry exam score with the score that they earned on the unit 

1 exam. The differences between winter/spring relative to fall were 

significant by student’s tests (p<0.001).

During the winter and spring semesters I made efforts 
to email each student and offer encouragement and 
opportunities to meet with me individually for needed 
help. I encouraged my top performers on the chemistry 
exam to try to help other students and to continue working 
diligently as they prepared for the unit 1 exam. Students 
who performed in the “B” range were encouraged to meet 
with me and other tutors to improve their study habits and 
understanding of the content. Students who scored in the 

“C, D, and F” range were encouraged in the personal email 
to meet with me one on one, develop a plan of action to 
improve their study habits, and improve understanding of 
the content that we were learning at the time. They were 
also encouraged to visit our tutors and drop-in lab to get 
the much-needed help. 

Figure 8: Relative performance increase on the unit 1 exam for 

students who scored in the lowest quartile on the chemistry exam. 

The average differences between the mini chemistry and unit 1 

exams were plotted for students who scored in the lower quartile 

on the chemistry exam. Data represents the mean +/- SEM. The 

differences between winter/spring relative to fall semesters were 

significant by Student t-test (p<0.001).

Even though the entire class average did slightly worsen 
on the unit 1 exam (see Figure 7), the lower quartile 
students were able to make significant improvements to 
their scores (Figure 8). After two semesters of trying to 
identify struggling students early with the mini chemistry 

exam, I needed to come up with some method for helping 
them make more significant improvements. Cody Diehl, 
a member of the A&P teaching team, and I decided to 
really push a culture of continuous improvement in exam 
performance throughout the semester. During the fall 
semester, I not only sent an email to each student as I did 
in the winter and spring semesters, but I offered them 
the opportunity to replace their score on the chemistry 
exam with their score on the Unit 1 exam. This pushed the 
class to give a little more attention to their study habits 
and preparation for the Unit 1 exam. You will notice, on 
average, the lower quartile of students raised their Unit 1 
exam score by 14.0 percentage points in the fall versus 7.1 
and 5.8 during the winter and spring semesters respectively. 
Cody Diehl also tried using the chemistry exam as a way 
to identify struggling students. He saw similar results with 
the lower quartile of students being able to improve their 
score by 11.1 percentage points in the Fall 2017 semester. In 
other words, giving students a “second chance” on their 
chemistry exam led to at least double the improvement. 
Importantly you should notice that the overall class 
average on the unit 1 exam was not significantly different 
across the winter, spring, and fall semesters. However, for 
students who struggled the most on the chemistry exam it 
led to significant improvements in their individual scores. 
One student sent me an email that read, “Thank you for 
being willing to give me another chance and ultimately 
believing that I can be a successful student. I feel like I had 
a rough start (with the chemistry exam), but am starting 
to understand how to be successful.” This student managed 
to take a 59 percent on the chemistry exam to a 92 percent 
on the Unit 1 exam. One “small and simple” thing that I 
learned from these studies was that I need to pay more 
attention to my students that are struggling than to those 
who really excel. 

Student Prediction of Their Performance
My interest in understanding the difference between 

successful and unsuccessful BIO 264 students has been 
building as our A&P teaching team has been trying 
to make improvements to our course. I decided to 
investigate the ability of a student to accurately predict 
their performance on an exam as well as their predicted 
grade in the class. During the Winter 2018 semester, our 
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BIO 264 exams were offered online using iLearn and the 
test monitoring software Proctorio. I created a pre-exam 
survey where I asked them to report their predicted exam 
percentage on the exam that they were about to take. I 
was able to force every student into the survey by creating 
release conditions on the exam. The first question I asked 
them was their predicted exam score. This was followed 
by their predicted final grade in the class. After answering 
these questions their exam unlocked. I compared their 
actual exam scores to their predicted exam scores and 
found an interesting misalignment trend by grade earned 
(Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Misalignment of the predicted and actual exam 1 scores. 

A required pre-exam survey was used to identify the ability of 

a student to predict their exam 1 score. The pre-exam survey 

completion restricted access to their exam 1. The students were 

then able to complete exam 1. Data represents the mean +/- SEM 

of the comparison of their predicted score minus their actual score 

grouped by letter grade earned on the exam.

This data suggests disconnect between a lower 
performing student’s ability to identify perceived 
understanding relative to actual. This is in direct contrast 
to higher performing students. Notice that students who 
earned an “A” on the first exam actually underestimated 
themselves relative to a stepwise disconnect of students 
who earned a “B, C, D, and F.” I was showing this data to 
a member of the A&P team, Caleb Bailey, who then said, 

“Incompetence feeds over overconfidence.” This statement 
was also true in their ability to predict their final grade in 
the class. Upon completion of the semester I compared 
students’ actual final grade to their early semester 
prediction. The data for this prediction matches the same 
trend as their exam performance (Figure 10). This data 

represents the average number of grade steps (ex. “A” to “A-“ 
or “B+” to “B”) that each group of students was misaligned 
from the actual final grade. There was again a progressive 
inability of lower performing student to predict their actual 
performance. 

Figure 10: Average final grade step misalignment. Prior to taking 

exam 1 students were asked to predict their final grade in the 

class. Each letter grade step was given an increasing number 

from 1 to 12 representing the standard BYU-I grade letter steps 

(A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C, C-, D+, D, D-, F) with A=1 and F=12. The 

predicted final grade letter step was then subtracted from their 

actual. Data represents the mean +/- SEM of the predicted final 

grade minus actual final letter grade step. In other words, the 

misalignment between the grade they thought they would earn 

and the actual earned final grade.

Next, I wanted to see how a student’s self-preceptive 
abilities changed over the course of the semester. I 
continued requiring the pre-exam survey for each of 
the semester exams. This survey data and actual exam 
performance was then compared for each exam and 
grouped by final grade (Figure 11). This data reveals 
that the lower the student grade the worse they were at 
consistently predicting their performance.
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Figure 11: Misalignment over time. The pre-exam surveys were 

asked prior to each exam asking students to predict their exam 

score. Final grades were calculated based on performance in the 

class and the students ranked by the final letter grade (A, B, C, D, 

and F) earned. The differences between the predicted and actual 

individual exam scores were calculated. Data represents the mean 

+/- SEM of the misalignment (predicted score minus actual) for 

each letter grade.

 These results led me to ask if some of our assessments 
were causing a larger misalignment than others. I took the 
average of each exam misalignment and compared them 
to each other (Figure 12). This data shows the highest 
misalignment in student predictions and actual scores 
on exam 2 and the final exam. This data could indicate 
potential problems with our assessments or the way that 
we teach the material thus, warranting some further 
investigation.

Figure 12: Average assessment misalignment. The individual 

assessment predicted minus actual score was calculated for each 

student. Data represents the mean +/- SEM of the misalignment 

summarized for each assessment. 

I presented above mentioned data regarding predicted 
and actual score data to some of my department members 
and found that similar studies have been completed 
with similar results. One paper entitled “Unskilled and 
Unaware of It: How difficulties in Recognizing One’s Own 
Incompetence Lead to Inflated Self-Assessments” is of 
particular interest (Kruger and Dunning, 1999). This paper 
reports a very similar trend of predicted scores and actual 
scores. They grouped their students into quartiles and 
showed like my study, that the top students were much 
better at predicting their scores relative to the bottom 
students. They conclude that improving the students’ 
skills allowed them to more accurately predict their 
performance on exams. This shows me that our students 
struggle with this issue just as much as other students at 
other institutions. This also served as a lesson to me that 
I should be more actively engaged in looking at the work 
and publications of others to help guide our teaching.

Conclusion
I have learned that as teachers we can each make 

small improvements to the way we teach by collecting 
data and acting on the results, this technique is known 
as evidence-based learning in the literature. The above-
mentioned studies are a few ways that my teaching has 
been influenced by taking small and simple steps to make 
significant changes in the way I teach others. I have also 
found that students recognize and appreciate the efforts 
that we make to become better teachers.  t
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For Kristine

When coming up out of the baptismal font
you learned to breathe
in a language of water and blood,
beehives and oxen,
persecution and temple stone.

Over time, your breath turned 
to words soft as a Maori whisper
and large as palm fronds
which then became the voice

of covenant and Chile, your tongue
memorizing your father’s participial
phrases, your banter and knowledge
growing as certain as the longest 

The Language 
of Conversion
MARK D. BENNION

Department of English

coastline in the world.
Your language developed into its own
family of husband, four daughters,
and one son, each more complicated
than the Altaic, simpler
than playground versions of Morse code.

Gradually, almost imperceptibly, 
it evolves into the Adamic and the Evic
where the soaring flames of your voice
lift, and will continue to lift, 
like an oratorio out of your body.
No one will misunderstand then—
neither mother, nor stepmother—
the grand intention of your choices.

All of it will appear
like a pure and faithful translation,
and even the meekest will shout
like scholars did when they deciphered
the hieroglyphics on the Rosetta stone.  t



The visible portion of our 
lives is only a small part of 
the whole.
JEFFREY OLIVER


