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Originally written for the BYU-Idaho journal Perspective in 
May 2008. Slightly revised January 2018

Almost a decade ago, I was asked to do an article for 
Perspective regarding my perspective on the importance 
of writing in undergraduate courses. For various reasons, 
the publication was postponed, and then forgotten, until 
I was recently asked to resubmit. At the time of writing, I 
thought this request a bit ironic, in that I had just curtailed 
writing assignments in some of my courses, specifically GE 
(now Foundations) because class enrollment had grown 
too large to adequately give feedback on student work. I 
did this regretfully as I believe some of the most important 
skills a student will take from their university education are 
those involving communication, particularly writing. Just 
as important as having knowledge is the ability to use and 
share that knowledge effectively. To that end, I have tried to 
make writing a significant component of each class I teach. 
In this article, rather than discuss the manner in which 
I incorporate writing assignments into my curriculum, I 
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will focus on the impact learning to write has had on my 
life and why I am passionate in trying to instill a sense of 
urgency to students under my stewardship.

Ignorance
My passion for writing has perplexed many of those 

around me, both students and colleagues, one of whom 
once asked why I did not teach English rather than geology. 
The answer is actually quite simple, though my professional 
interests are tied to an understanding of earth’s features 
and processes; it is having developed the ability to 
communicate what I have learned that has allowed me 
to pursue those interests. Learning to write well literally 
changed my life and altered the professional path I would 
otherwise have followed. For me, learning to write has been 
what some would refer to as one of life’s “pivot points.”

I did not always have an enthusiasm for writing or 
anything else that could be tied to “English.” In high 
school, it was my most dreaded of subject areas. To begin 
with, English was just plain boring. Reading Shakespeare 
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aloud as a class is still among my most painful high school 
memories. Thanks to my wife, I now enjoy attending 
Shakespearian performances, but to this day I would rather 
throw myself from the top of the Grand Canyon than to 
read another page from a manuscript. Secondly, there were 
simply too many rules with too many exceptions, and I 
had no clear understanding as to why any of them was 
important. I ended up graduating without truly knowing 
the difference between a comma and a period - only that 
one was placed at the end of a thought and the other 
represented good places to breathe in the middle, and, to be 
honest, I didn’t care. I was one of those who forcefully, or so 
I thought, put forth the argument, “it don’t matter how you 
says it as long as the person you is speaking to understands 
it.” How my views have changed.

The change took seed during my freshman year at BYU 
in Provo. Despite my lack of proficiency in the English 
language, I had done relatively well grade-wise in high 

school. The main reason being that little was expected.  
As a result, even less was given. I found that I didn’t 
really have to do the homework or score highly on exams 
(leaving plenty of time for more important endeavors, such 
as baseball). In the end, the grade would somehow work 
itself out. Unfortunately, I took this philosophy with me 
to BYU where my main intention was to play baseball 
and, eventually, become the next great shortstop for the 
Dodgers. Things didn’t work out as planned, and I found 
that I was actually expected to study. However, there was 
a problem in that I had absolutely no idea how to do so. 
Despite working harder than I had ever done while in the 
public-school system, the results were dismal. I finished 
my first semester with a GPA of 0.96, which improved only 
slightly by the end of my second semester. Other than band, 
I think my high grade for the year was a C-, which came 
in Geology 101. I did “write” my first college paper while 
in this class. It was basically copied, almost word-for-word, 
from a couple of books I found in the library. It was hand-
written using a blue pen on loose-leaf notebook paper and 
held together by a safety pin that I had removed from my 
shirt sleeve.

Conversion
It was during my mission that I began to develop study 

skills, and, while learning to conjugate all those Italian 
verbs, I finally came to understand the importance of 
grammar and spelling. Additionally, as I recorded my daily 
experiences in a journal, I discovered that writing was 
enjoyable. My first attempt at voluntarily writing something 
for someone other than myself came while I was serving 
in the city of Bologna. Baptisms were few and far between 
in Italy; therefore, when one took place, it was quite a 
significant and joyous event. After about eight months into 
the mission, I was blessed with my first convert, a sister 
named Franca Fornasini. A few months following her 
baptism, it occurred to me that she might find it interesting 
to see the process of her conversion through the eyes of 
one of the missionaries who taught her and watched her 
testimony develop. I began to carefully copy from my 
journal those entries that pertained to her conversion, 
editing where necessary for clarity and accuracy and sent 
it to her as a Christmas gift. She was thrilled to receive the 
account, and I felt great satisfaction in having produced it.
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Repentance
Upon completing my mission, I reapplied to BYU. 

Needless to say, the fine folks in Provo did not roll out 
the red carpet. In fact, I had to make a special trip from 
California to Provo for an interview with an academic 
counselor, who promptly placed me on what I refer to 
as “The Repentance Tract.” The counselor was a rather 
large man, who, in Hollywood fashion, leaned back in his 
chair, tugged at his belt and asked in a gruff voice: “Son, 
you sure you want to be here?” I was given one semester 
to raise my overall GPA to 2.0, which pretty much meant 
immediately becoming an A student. I promptly signed 
up for an Italian literature class and took language-credit 
tests covering several semesters’ worth of Italian courses. 
Having now become proficient in conjugating verbs, I was 
able to instantaneously obtain 16 hours of “A” credit. This 
put an end to probation, but I still had a long way to go 
before becoming a “stellar” student. Most of my credits 
that first semester following my mission were used to 
take remedial, non-credit classes in English and math - 
basically repeating what I had previously “completed” in 
high school - only this time actually doing the work and 
learning the material.

My English 106 instructor was a wonderful woman 
nearing retirement who was passionate about the course 
and who took time to make sure we understood the 
material. She had no fancy teaching methods. She simply 
presented the material in a clear fashion, gave us ample 
opportunity for practice, and strictly evaluated our work. 
I wish I could remember her name so that I could send 
a thank-you note, though she has probably passed on by 
now. She not only taught grammatical rules but showed us 
why they were important by presenting case studies where 
correct or incorrect writing had resulted in a significant 
outcome, such as a convicted murderer in California 

whose conviction was overturned on appeal because of 
grammatical errors in court transcripts. I was amazed 
at how a misused comma could so significantly alter the 
meaning of the statement made by a witness. By the end 
of the course, I finally understood why commas and other 
punctuation marks were used and how they affected 
the message being conveyed. Equally important, I now 
understood how and when to use them myself. It was like 
my own personal revelation.

Blessings
Writing now made sense, and I found that the more I 

wrote, the more I enjoyed it. I discovered that I had a talent 
for writing and became excited when a class required 
a research paper. My experience in writing my second 
college paper was quite different from the first. It was 
for a second-semester geology course and dealt with the 
geological history of Crater Lake, Oregon. What impressed 
me most by the time I was done was how much I had 
learned by doing the research, organizing my thoughts, 
and placing them on paper in a manner that another 
individual could understand them. Each one of those steps 
added to my comprehension and retention of the material, 
as well as to my ability to critically evaluate information 
and to communicate that information to others, which are 
the primary goals in making writing assignments in my 
current classes.

In subsequent years, I was rewarded greatly for having 
developed the ability to write well, which included 
scholarships, fellowships, and writing awards. Following 
graduate school, while still looking for permanent 
employment, I was able to generate a little income by 
editing books, writing newspaper stories, and doing 
advertisements for local businesses. Once employed, I 

[T]hough my professional interests are tied to an 
understanding of earth’s features and processes, it is 
having developed the ability to communicate what I have 
learned that has allowed me to pursue those interests.
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was sometimes promoted over others who had seniority 
because of the value my employer placed on my writing 
ability. These skills have also come in handy in handling 
some of the necessary duties of home life, such as dealing 
with insurance companies or contesting illegitimate charges 
by a hospital or utility company. In fact, my position here 
at BYU-Idaho is due, in part, to 
my ability to convey on paper my 
qualifications as a geologist, a teacher, 
and a faithful member of the Church.

Responsibility
Outside of the Gospel, there is 

nothing that has had a more profound 
impact on my life than learning to 
write well. Had I continued with 
the attitude and ignorance I initially 
brought with me to college, there 
are many doors of opportunity that 
would have been closed and there is 
much that is “virtuous, lovely, and 
of good report” that I and my family 
would have missed. I truly would not 
be where I am today. In my short time 
at BYU-Idaho, I have found that there 
are many of our students who possess 
an attitude toward writing that is 
similar to that of my youth, and I 
see how this is preventing them from reaching their full 
potential, both academically and spiritually. I have come to 
consider it part of my stewardship, as a college instructor, 
to help students understand the importance of being able 
to articulately communicate their ideas. After all, we all 
know that the knowledge within our minds does little 
good for us or for others unless it can be conveyed in an 
interesting and comprehensible manner.

With all of the extraordinary stories involving members 
of our faculty and the unusual paths, including mine, that 
have brought us together here in Rexburg, I often find 
myself wondering why I was chosen for the position I now 
hold. What skills or attributes do I have that would set me 
apart and make me an asset to this institution? The one 
factor that consistently comes to my mind is my zeal for 

“preaching” the importance of writing, as there are many 

LDS geologists who could with equal or greater effect 
teach the science. During my time here, I have gained 
great satisfaction in seeing a handful of our students “catch 
the vision,” some of whom initially protested the heavy 
writing approach and later expressed their appreciation 
and informed me they are now editing the work of their 

colleagues. Admittedly, there are others who have been 
much less appreciative and expressed resentment at 
having to endure an English class for which they had not 
registered. I’m still working to find the correct balance.

In conclusion, my belief is, in addition to teaching a 
specific discipline, we, as college professors, should all 
be English teachers, in much the same way as we all act 
as religion teachers by bringing gospel insights into our 
courses. I believe teaching students to communicate well 
is one of the most critical functions we have as a university 
faculty. There is little, including material learned in core 
classes of a student’s major, that will have a greater impact 
on that student’s future than developing the ability to 
communicate. This is an area where we can fulfill part of 
our institutional stewardship of not only providing facts 
and figures but actually changing lives.  t


