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R&CW Conference
July 12 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.

Brown Bag / Pie Talk
May 10 at 1:00 - 2:00 

May 11 at 11:30 - 12:30 

June 15 at 11:30 - 12:30 & 1:00 - 2:00 

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

Faculty Banquet
June 7 at 6:00 - 7:30 pm

In the spring of every year, faculty members and 
their guests come together to celebrate the teaching 
efforts of faculty at BYU-Idaho. The evening program 
is to uplift and inspire faculty in their teaching efforts 
through presentation of the Exemplary Faculty 
Awards. Spend a wonderful evening with us as we 
celebrate the great faculty of BYU-Idaho.

Faculty Luncheon
May 18 at 12:00 -1 :30 | Faculty Luncheon

May 18 at 2:00 - 3:00 | Additional Workshop

James Lang, author of Small Teaching will 
discuss research from the learning sciences  
that shows how a few small shifts in one’s 
teaching can create incremental, but  
very powerful, changes in student learning.



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

In an attempt to measure whether U.S. Universities offer 

a quality education in proportion to the rising cost and the 

overall effect of that education on long-term quality of life 

for their graduates, The 2015 Gallop-Purdue Index sought to 

assess “alumni perceptions of their undergraduate experience 

and how those experiences relate to their well-being and job 

quality later in life.”1 The findings indicated that the type of 

school students attended mattered far less than the kinds of 

experiences they had at those schools.

Graduates reported that they felt their education was 

worth the cost and enjoyed a higher level of well-being after 

school when they experienced a close relationship with a 

teacher who made them excited to learn. It is not just simple 

teacher-student interaction that indicates higher levels of 

satisfaction and a correlation with a self-reported increase in 

well-being, but the quality of the relationship that matters.

Given the indications of this study, as faculty, we might 

begin to ask ourselves: “how do we increase the likelihood 

of developing quality relationships with our students?” Our 

days are filled with interactions with our students. At times, it 

feels like all I do is interact with students to the detriment of 

grading papers, developing and prepping courses, keeping up 

with my field, and other forms of faculty development. Yet, it 

is those very interactions – particularly the ones outside of the 

classroom – which this research seems to indicate will have 

the most long-lasting impact on our students. So, how do we 

turn those interactions into quality relationships; how do we 

make them count?

The following articles in this edition of Perspective attempt 

to explore one possible avenue for creating the type of 

environment that allows relationships to take root and thrive: 

vulnerability and authenticity in our teaching and student 

interactions. It is hard for me to understand, being as aware of 

my own faults and weaknesses as I am, the perspective some 

of my students have shared with me that they have of me as 

t E D I T O R

a teacher. I often hear them say that learning must be easy 

for someone like me who is a smart and natural academic 

and writer – everything that they think they are not and 

everything that I know I am not. Yet, if we can open up and 

allow them to see our own challenges and make them aware 

of how we also wrestle to understand the subjects we teach 

then we can model for them the skill of learning and begin 

to form genuine connections. A change can take place in 

the relationship between student and teacher when we each 

recognize in the other the very weaknesses and strengths 

that we find in ourselves. Humility and a willingness 

to reveal some of our own shortcomings and failings 

as intellectuals and human beings create an authentic 

environment where genuine relationships develop. 

The following articles come from fellow faculty members 

who discuss and share their own thoughts on what 

vulnerability and authenticity look like in an educational 

setting. Our hope is that this will provide encouragement 

to consider how we can create better, longer-lasting 

relationships with our students and increase the quality  

of education that we offer.

1.  Gallup-Purdue Index Report 2015, 2.
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Teaching in Motion: 
Validating Vulnerability
JOY ESPLIN

Department of Dance

About a year ago I received an e-mail from a former 
student. It was one of those we all enjoy—a student 
expressing thanks and gratitude. I was touched, as the 
student conveyed appreciation for what she had learned in 
my classes and continued to use in her dance pursuits.

My first experience teaching this student was an entry 
level modern dance technique class for freshman students, 
as they enter the dance program. It has been my pleasure to 
teach this course many times and first introduce dancers to 
see beyond the clichés of the field and dance conceptually. 
This is not always an easy transition. Many dancers enter 
the university thinking there is little left to learn. However, 
this student was open and willing to absorb the information 
cognitively and then embody it physically. As she continued 
to progress in her dance education, I saw a maturity 
develop in the short time she attended BYU-Idaho.

Upon reflection, I have thought about my life at the 
time this particular student was enrolled in my classes. 
In her first year, I was finishing my graduate work and 
very busy. I recall thinking that life would be grand 
if I could enjoy a Friday or Saturday evening without 

grading or writing papers. I am sure that many educators 
can relate. After completing my graduate work, I had 
difficulty knowing which direction to take my life. I was 
still teaching, but I was struggling somewhat spiritually 
(though I did not realize it at the time), and it was difficult 
to look beyond my current situation. I remember feeling 
that it was all I could do to get myself to work, teach my 
classes, grade, go home, repeat. My emotions were on 
the surface and I lived in fear of the students seeing what 
I really felt. As a performer, I believe I have mastered 
some skill in concealing unwanted emotions and putting 
feelings aside. After all, the show must go on. I did not 
consider the irony that I had just spent two years studying 
human behavior and performance in various scenarios, 
but now I was playing one of the most difficult roles of my 
life, as myself, starring: me.

At this time I happened to be teaching improvisation 
and choreography—a class which often makes students 
feel stretched intellectually and emotionally. The student 
mentioned previously was in this class. Generally, I 
approach teaching ready to give whatever I am able to 
my students. This includes my energy, intellect, support, 
love, time, and whatever else may be needed. However, as 
I was struggling to simply show up to work, the students 
began to give and supply these things to me. It was 
transformative. It was healing. I still feel gratitude for the 
group of students I had in this class at that time. I believe 
we grew together in the process of transactional learning. 
Their spirits touched mine and together we found truth 
and expression through movement.

Since then, I have updated this course, become clearer 
in my course outcomes, and improved my presentation of 
the content. While life continues to accelerate its pace, I no 
longer feel threatened by vulnerability. I am comfortable 
and confident in both my understanding of and experience 
with the content. While I enjoy my current state of comfort, 
I have also noticed it is necessary to consciously make an 

I did not have all of the 
answers, not to life and  
not in choreography.
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effort to slow down and actively choose to connect with 
my students. This connection became a means of survival 
when I was struggling with the day-to-day, and more 
forcibly to be ‘in-tune’ with the present moment. I began 
to really see my students as my awareness of them was 
increased. The connection with my students was achieved 
through our shared state of vulnerability.

I have been contemplating the meaning of these three 
words over the last several years: connection, authenticity, 
and vulnerability. As an LDS dance artist, I draw 
connections from these buzz words, which continually 
inform my performance research, education and how I 
live my faith. These words have meaning in every aspect 
of my life, but how do they apply to the classroom and 
quality education?

If a student feels a connection with a professor they 
are not only more likely to perform the desired course 
outcomes but also become a life-long learner. In order to 
establish this connection, I propose that authenticity of 
teaching must occur in which vulnerability is present for 
both the student and the teacher.

My experience in teaching in higher education is 
somewhat limited as my career has been solely at  
BYU-Idaho, and only as a guest at other universities. 
However, from this experience, I have observed that  

the majority of the students are eager and willing to learn. 
Many times, I have fallen into the mode of wanting to 
prove my authority and validity by belittling the students’ 
current understanding and knowledge. This may stem 
from my experiences with traditional modes of teaching 
in the professional dance setting, where authoritarian 
teaching practices, often use a vicious shaming cycle. 
It is easy to fall into patterns of teaching that I have 
observed, whether these are favorable or not. In the dance 
department, students often enter the program with habits 
that hinder their progression. In an effort to demonstrate 
how much they will learn at this ‘higher level,’ I have 
pointed out failures and weaknesses and at times made 
them feel as though they may never measure up to the 
standard that I set. I am not at all suggesting that we 
lower standards or expectations for the students. But I am 
inferring that we take some time to understand where the 
students’ experiences might have been, and then allow 

I began to really see my 
students as my awareness 
of them was increased.
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them time to navigate their journey. Rather, it is more 
beneficial to realize that the present knowledge of the 
student has assisted them to this point in their education 
/ training and now the professor is in a position to further 
his / her potential. This is not new information, as the 
teaching at BYU-Idaho is student focused.

The journey of education is a unique discovery for the 
student. It may help to remember our own journey of 
personal discovery and how it was a process that required 
vulnerability. As we may all be too familiar, the learning 
process happens line upon line, learning from taking risks 
and failures. It is not done in an instant. The magic of 
being an educator is that we, too, continue to learn and 
grow. As mentioned earlier, I re-vamped the improvisation 
and choreography course. It is updated, with more current 
research and ideas. While I would not return to what (i.e. 
content) I was teaching before, I continue to remember how 
(i.e. with honesty and vulnerability) I was teaching before. 
Together with the students, I question the content and 
ideas presented. At first, some students are confused when 
I express disagreement with the text, which I chose for 
the course. This questioning leads to searching. With the 
spirit, the searching seeks to bring understanding. Because 
I was searching in my life when I was teaching the before 
mentioned class, this unmasked a part of me to allow the 
students to see me a little more genuinely. They did not 
know what was going on in my life, nor did they need to. 
This shared state of vulnerability allowed openness in the 
classroom as a means of discovery . I did not have all of the 
answers, not to life and not in choreography. As perceived 
truths in our field change, it is essential for us to continue 
to allow some level of uncertainty into our classroom. If we 
claim to ‘know it all,’ not only are the students turned away 
by such an approach, but we indicate to them that there is 
an end to the learning process. In a recent faculty meeting 
it was asked, how do we foster a passion that is curious? 
One requirement may be vulnerability.

Vulnerability may not always be in the form sharing 
personal stories that bring us to tears but may include 
anything that assists us in being as authentic as possible. 
The word authentic currently has many connotations. 
In dance performance research, being authentic could 
be viewed as giving into the natural man, which is 
not regarded as a positive in our progression in LDS 

culture. Yet, there is truth in our human weaknesses and 
allowing the reality of the ‘weaknesses’ to work for us, 
rather than against us. I do not believe that my students 
know or understand the personal difficulties with which 
I currently struggle. However, I do want them to know 
that I too, struggle and question in order to seek and gain 
knowledge. Elder Bednar said, “We are disciples, and our 
messages should be authentic. A person or product that is 
not authentic is false, fake, and fraudulent. Our messages 
should be truthful, honest, and accurate. We should not 
exaggerate, embellish, or pretend to be someone we are not.”

Being authentic as an instructor begs some interesting 
questions. Can this truly be done while being observed as 
a teacher / professor? How is this to be done? Should it be 
done? Perhaps you have observed your colleagues in what I 
term, ‘teacher mode.’ Is this one authentic version  
of ourselves? Or not? This is usually quite different than 
how we interact with them as friends and colleagues 
who learn about our families, hobbies and other random 
tidbits. It may be different than how the students interact 
with them. Yet, is ‘teacher mode’ part of our identity? 
Authentically? Perhaps.

Elder Bednar was relating this idea in a gospel context, 
but there are many parallels in an educational setting. 
Perhaps there is more strength in the authenticity of what 
we are and utilizing the vulnerability of our weaknesses, 
as we channel them into strengths. We become more 
relatable as individuals and therefore are better able to 
connect with our students.

If a student feels a 
connection with a professor 
they are not only more 
likely to perform the desired 
course outcomes but also 
become a life-long learner.



When students connect a concept with experience, 
the retention of that concept increases exponentially. 
For example, in dance instruction, a student has the 
opportunity to connect the concept of what is being 
learned physically in his or her body. The concept is 
applied and better retained. Often a student connects 
interest in a subject or discipline with a positive 
experience with a teacher as they may say, “Well, I just 
had a really great teacher.” As we strive to be the positive 
connection with our students in our discipline, we will 
open minds. I may never convert all of my students to love 
modern dance, but I do believe they leave with a broader 
vision of what dance could be.

As we guide students on the path of discovery, perhaps 
we re-evaluate what our ‘teacher mode’ includes. Perhaps it 
is as simple as sharing our entire passion, not withholding, 

of the discipline we teach. It may be sharing the updates 
in our fields’ research that we are still exploring and are 
not yet an authority. Maybe it is seeking inspiration from 
the students, as guided by the spirit and sharing a personal 
antidote. Whatever form it takes, I would invite you to 
explore the vulnerability that leads to authenticity and 
connection. In so doing, we progress in this process of 
shared experience and becoming.  t

References:

Bednar, David A., “To Sweep the Earth as with a Flood.” https://www.lds.org/
prophets-and-apostles/unto-all-the-world/to-sweep-the-earth-as-with-a-
flood?lang=eng. Accessed 15 Feb 2018. 

Brown, Peter C., Roediger III, Henry L., McDaniel, Mark A., Make it Stick: The 
Science of Successful Learning. The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2014, 75-77.  

Brookefield, Stephen, D., The Skillful Teacher.  Jossey-Bass, 2006, 80-81.
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Authenticity and 
Vulnerability by Pacing 
and Baby Steps
K YNDA ROBERTS
Department of Psychology

While growing up in the 80’s, I was fascinated with Wonder 
Woman. I would watch her show and then go to my 
backyard to practice a variety of stunts and maneuvers that 
I might be called upon to use in a precarious situation. I 
can’t begin to tell you how empowered I felt when I wore 
my Wonder Woman shirt. I just felt like I could do so 
much good! My eight-year-old brain started to think “if I 
can accomplish this much good while wearing my Wonder 
Woman t-shirt, how much good could I accomplish if 
Heavenly Father would allow me to be Wonder Woman?” 
So I began to pray, very fervently, numerous times a 
day, that Heavenly Father would allow me to be Wonder 
Woman. While I was praying, I would promise Heavenly 
Father that I would “only use my powers for good!”

After weeks and months of praying and no obvious 
transformation, I started to have some heart-to-heart talks 
with my mom about how prayers are answered. During 
one of our last conversations, my mom said, “Maybe 
Heavenly Father doesn’t need you to be Wonder Woman; 

maybe he just needs you to be Kynda.” How disappointing! 
This answer pacified me, however, and I moved out of the 
superhero developmental phase and on to another one. 

A few years ago I was telling a friend about my Wonder 
Woman experience and she told another friend and the 
two of them purchased a Wonder Woman keychain for 
me. When they were presenting me with the keychain, my 
friend said, “We think you are Wonder Woman!” At that 
moment, I felt an electrical zing move from the top of my 
head down to my feet and I felt this impression on my 
heart and mind, “You got to be her. You got to be Wonder 
Woman.” My immediate reaction to this impression 
was, “No I haven’t! I haven’t saved anyone from a burning 
building or stopped a speeding train!” As I continued to 
process the impression I received, however, I began to 
realize what heroes really do… they help people.

Consider whom you admire and why. While sometimes 
we think of sports stars or other media figures as heroes, 
usually the people we admire most, those that we feel 
the most connected to, are the people we have a personal 
relationship with… family members, coaches, teachers, 
co-workers, and friends. Usually, the people who stand 
out as our personal heroes are not perfect but are “real,” 
authentic, and vulnerable.

One of the curious side effects of the sensationalized 
media is that when we hear about a heroic person, we 
have a dual reaction of awe and intimidation. At the same 
moment, we’re thinking, “He’s amazing! She’s amazing!” we 
are also thinking “But I can’t snowboard in the Olympics 
like Chloe Kim or survive in Afghanistan like US Navy Seal 
Marcus Lattrell. I’m not capable of heroic acts.”

Even more curious, is that we tend to have this same 
reaction to the scriptures. We are in awe of Nephi, Enos and 
Captain Moroni, but we are simultaneously intimidated by 
them. We believe we are not capable of their acts of faith. 
We believe that what Nephi and Enos accomplished is 
beyond what we can accomplish. Let’s see if this is true.

In 1 Nephi 17:8-10 we read…

8 And it came to pass that the Lord spake unto me, 

saying: Thou shalt construct a ship, after the manner 

which I shall show thee, that I may carry thy people 

across these waters.
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9 And I said: Lord, whither shall I go that I may find ore 

to molten, that I may make tools to construct the ship 

after the manner which thou hast shown unto me?

10 And it came to pass that the Lord told me whither I 

should go to find ore, that I might make tools.

In this passage, Nephi asks questions, he gets answers and 
he follows directions. 

In Enos 1:4, Enos says…

4 And my soul hungered; and I kneeled down before 

my Maker, and I cried unto him in mighty prayer and 

supplication for mine own soul; and all the day long did 

I cry unto him; yea, and when the night came I did still 

raise my voice high that it reached the heavens.

So, Enos prayed. 

The next scriptural reference is about Captain Moroni and 
the title of Liberty. Captain Moroni wrote on his coat, “In 
memory of our God, our religion, our freedom and peace, 
our wives, and our children.” Then in Alma 46:28  
it says…

28 And now it came to pass that when Moroni had said 

these words he went forth, and also sent forth in all the 

parts of the land where there were dissensions, and 

gathered together all the people who were desirous 

to maintain their liberty, to stand against Amalickiah 

and those who had dissented, who were called 

Amalickiahites.

In this passage, Captain Moroni took leadership 
opportunities.

In Mormon 1:1 it says:

1 And now I, Mormon, make a record of the things 

which I have both seen and heard, and call it the Book 

of Mormon.

Mormon kept a journal.

The final passage is my favorite example. In 1 Nephi 
chapter 5 verses: 1, 2, & 6, Nephi and his brothers have  
just returned from Jerusalem where they obtained the 
brass plates.

1 And it came to pass that after we had come down into 

the wilderness unto our father, behold, he was filled 

with joy, and also my mother, Sariah, was exceedingly 

glad, for she truly had mourned because of us.

2 For she had supposed that we had perished in the 

wilderness; and she also had complained against my 

father, telling him that he was a visionary man; saying: 

Behold thou hast led us forth from the land of our 

inheritance, and my sons are no more, and we perish in 

the wilderness.

6 And after this manner of language did my father, Lehi, 

comfort my mother, Sariah, concerning us, while we 

journeyed in the wilderness up to the land of Jerusalem, 

to obtain the record of the Jews.

I love this passage because it humanizes Sariah and 
Lehi. Sariah was a regular, worried mom. If my husband 
had guided my children and me out on some relocation 
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camping expedition for months on end and then sent 
my sons back on some secret mission to confront a bad 
person, I would be worried too! I would complain too! I 
also like how, in verse six, Lehi comforts Sariah and sets 
an example of what husbands and wives should be doing 
for each other. They should be talking to each other. They 
should be comforting each other. In the end, Sariah is a 
regular person. She is faithful. She 
is strong. She is resilient and she is 
human!

Let’s re-cap and humanize these 
different examples. We can follow 
directions and build things (like 
Nephi), we can pray (like Enos), we 
can take leadership opportunities 
(like Captain Moroni), we can 
write in a journal (like Mormon) and we can do hard 
things (like Sariah). We are more like Nephi, Enos, Captain 
Moroni, Mormon, Sariah and Lehi than we realize. These 
examples were authentic representations of individuals 
from the Book of Mormon and where they were at a 
particular point in their earthly experience. Many of these 
examples showed vulnerability. They were regular people 
who were willing to maintain a relationship with the Lord 
and do what they were asked to do. You and I are regular 
people who are willing to maintain a relationship with God 
and do what we are asked to do. We are and can continue 
to be just like our Book of Mormon heroes!

If part of being a true hero is being regular or “real,” how 
do we accomplish this? How are we authentic? Vulnerable? 
And is it appropriate to share this authenticity and 
vulnerability “at all times, and in all things and in all places”?

When deciding how to implement authenticity and 
vulnerability in our teaching and in our lives, consider two 
principles: pacing and baby steps. First, I’d like to share 
an example of pacing. A few years ago, I had a unique 
opportunity. In April of 2013, I ran the Boston Marathon. 
In order to run the Boston, you have to earn the right to 
run it by successfully completing a qualifying marathon in 
the year prior to the Boston. Qualifying times are adjusted 
based on your age and gender. My designated qualifying 
time was 3 hours and 45 minutes which roughly translates 
to an average pace of about eight and a half minute miles. I 
tried to qualify for the Boston in the Top of Utah marathon 

in Logan, Utah in 2011 but missed my qualifying time by 
46 seconds. While I was disappointed, I continued to train 
throughout the winter; I changed one key strategy and then 
ran the Ogden marathon in May 2012. This time I met my 
qualifying time with a few minutes to spare.

What was that key strategy that ultimately contributed 
to my qualification? I changed my pacing. In my first 

qualification attempt — the Top of Utah marathon — my 
strategy was to go out and ran as fast as I could. My 
husband Eric, who is a fast and accomplished runner in his 
own right, ran out in front of me and I did my best to stay 
right behind him. It felt amazing the first half of the race. 
We were flying down the mountain and passing people 
right and left, but, unfortunately, that strategy came with 
a price. By the halfway point, I had expended most of my 
energy and ended up having very little energy to complete 
the race, let alone meet my qualifying time.

Eight months later in the Ogden marathon, I changed 
my approach. I promised myself that I would not allow 
myself to run faster than an 8:00-minute mile pace. There 
were several times during the race that I would look down 
at my GPS and I was going too fast. I had to make myself 
slow down. This was really hard! It was hard to allow 
people to pass you when you know you are capable of 
running fast too. But the goal is not to just run fast, the goal 
is, also, to endure to the end. By slowing down the pace just 
a little, I increased my endurance. My new strategy paid 
off! Just like the classic fable about the tortoise and the hare. 
The hare runs in short, distracted bursts. The tortoise is 
slower, but more consistent in pacing and the consistency 
ends up winning the race.

While being authentic and vulnerable can enhance 
someone’s understanding of us and can help us to be “real,” 
dumping too much information at inappropriate times 
or inappropriate places is not productive. Pacing is a key 

Being real is a process. It is moment-by-
moment decisions (baby steps), as well 
as big, life-changing decisions.
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to appropriate vulnerability. In D&C 10:4 it says, “Do not 
run faster or labor more than you have strength…but be 
diligent unto the end.” The Lord expects us to be mindful 
of our pacing.

My sophomore year at Ricks College, two of my 
roommates moved in about 24 hours before I did. They 
immediately hit it off and stayed up all night sharing and 
disclosing emotional information to one another. By the 
end of the semester, they struggled to get along with one 
another. They knew too much too fast. Developing “real” 
relationships takes time and needs to be well paced.

The second principle of being “real” and appropriately 
applying authenticity and vulnerability in our teaching and 
our lives is taking baby steps. Just before I ran the Boston, 
friends and family who knew about the race would ask me 
a variety of questions. However, one of their questions kept 
tripping me up. Every once in a while, a person would ask 
this question, “How long do you expect the race to take?” 
I would answer that I was hoping to come in under four 
hours. When I would audibly hear myself say, “four hours” 
my chest would start to tighten, my heart would start to 
race and I would get light-headed. After experiencing this 
reaction few times, I had to check myself. I had to think 
through my physiological response to my comment.

As I processed this experience, I realized that I felt 
daunted by the idea of running for four hours. Four hours? 
That’s a really long time! I don’t know if I can run for four 
hours! Keep in mind, by that point, I had run several 
marathons under the four-hour mark, but I just wasn’t sure 

if I could do it again. I finally decided to change my focus. 
Since I wasn’t positive that I could run the Boston in under 
four hours, I would focus on putting one foot in front of 
the other and I would keep doing that for 26.2 miles. Once 
I changed my focus, I could relax and enjoy the race.

While it is good to have long-term goals, sometimes the 
“big picture” becomes overwhelming and/or intimidating. 
In these cases, we should break down the big picture 
into more manageable goals - baby steps. How did you 
complete a one and a half or two-year mission? How can 
youth complete a mission? I don’t know exactly how they 
are going to do it, but here’s what we know: they can get up 
on time each morning and they can study when they are 
supposed to study and they can make contacts when they 
are supposed to be out serving the people. And they can do 
this every day until their time is up.

How do students complete a degree at BYU-Idaho? 
Every student approaches this challenge differently, but 
here’s what we do know: students can attend classes, 
contribute to their classmates learning, they can study 
each day, and turn in assignments, they can study for tests 
and pretty soon, they’ll have a degree. If this semester as a 
whole is too daunting to consider, shrink the focus down to 
this month, this week, or even just today. Today, be to class 
on time. Today, study for two hours and so on.

How are you and I going to make it to the Celestial 
Kingdom? I don’t know exactly how we will accomplish 
this, but I do know that we can get up each morning and 
be kind and patient and watch what we say and work hard 
and be loving. If we don’t do a great job today, we’ll repent 
and try again tomorrow. Eventually, we will make it to the 
Celestial Kingdom.

Dumping too much 
information at inappropriate 
times or inappropriate 
places is not productive. 
Pacing is a key to 
appropriate vulnerability.
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This is a fairly new concept to me. 
I did grow up in the church, but as 
a child, I found it upsetting to talk 
about the Celestial Kingdom because 
I knew my weaknesses and I never 
thought I would be good enough. 
However, a few years ago, I was in a 
stake Relief Society meeting and our 
wise stake Relief Society president, 
Christy Syndergaard, said, “You are 
going to make it to the Celestial 
Kingdom! Is it possible you won’t? 
Yes, it’s possible, but not likely. You 
are going to make it!” I remember 
sitting in that chapel listening to 
Sister Syndergaard and being both 
surprised and relieved to hear those 
words spoken so plainly.

Those same words were shared 
by Elder J. Devn Cornish in October Conference 2016. 
He said, “Let me be direct and clear. The answers to the 
questions ‘Am I good enough?’ and ‘Will I make it?’ are 
‘Yes! You are going to be good enough’ and ‘Yes, you are 
going to make it as long as you keep repenting and do not 
rationalize or rebel.” Elder Cornish went on to say, “I love 
the way President Gordon B. Hinckley used to teach this 
principle. I heard him say on several occasions, ‘Brothers 
and sisters, all the Lord expects of us is to try, but you have 
to really try!’ ‘Really trying’ means doing the best we can, 
recognizing where we need to improve, and then trying 
again. By repeatedly doing this, we come closer and closer 
to the Lord, we feel His Spirit more and more, and we 
receive more of His grace, or help.”

We may feel that we are not good enough, but we are 
trying! And the reality: we are exactly where we need to 
be right now. Years ago when my second daughter, Nelah, 
was in Kindergarten, she was given a stencil to work with 
at school. She used this stencil to make me a sign. She 
brought the sign home and proudly presented it to me. The 
sign says, “Kynda is lfbut.” I was initially confused. Was she 
trying to say that I had a fluffy bum? While I was racking 
my brain trying to figure out what Nelah’s sign meant, 
she said with a huge smile on her face, “See mom. It says 
‘Kynda is beautiful’.” Okay. I can see it now. “Beautiful” is a 

difficult word to spell. My five-year-old Nelah had sounded 
it out and spelled the word phonetically for me. When she 
ran out of room at the end of the page, she finished the 
word in the empty space after “Kynda is”… hence, “Lfbut.”

During this interaction with Nelah, there was no part 
of me that was worried about Nelah’s spelling ability. I 
wasn’t thinking, “Oh no! Nelah spelled ‘beautiful’ wrong. 
Now she’s not going to graduate from high school or go 
to college!” No! Although she did not spell “beautiful” 
correctly, she was completely developmentally appropriate 
for her age. She was exactly where she was supposed to 
be at that time. I knew that eventually, Nelah would learn 
how to spell “beautiful” correctly…and she has. Heavenly 
Father feels the same way about us! When we make 
mistakes, I don’t think He is saying, “Well, Kynda has really 
messed up now. I don’t think she is going to be able to 
endure to the end and return back to me.” No! I bet he is 
thinking that you and I are exactly where we need to be at 
this point in our development. We are learning and we are 
on the path to perfection.

The prophet Isaiah said… Fear thou not; for I am with 
thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen 
thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the 
right hand of my righteousness.…

For I the Lord thy God will hold thy right hand, saying 
unto thee, Fear not; I will help thee. [Isaiah 41:10, 13]
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Being real is a process. It is moment-by-moment 
decisions (baby steps), as well as big, life-changing 
decisions. I know a family with six boys. These six boys 
became righteous husbands, fathers, and employers. 
However, some of these men have struggled to varying 
degrees with intermittent consumption of pornography. 
One of these men talked regularly to his children about 
pornography and its dangers, but his children did not 
understand the extent of his experience until he chose to 
relay some of these struggles in a sacrament talk a couple 
of years ago. His oldest son was a sophomore in high 
school at the time. After that sacrament talk, this man and 
his son exchanged a hug and the son thanked his dad for 
his honesty and authenticity. A few weeks later, this same 
son was authentic with his parents about his own similar 
struggles. The dad’s sacrament talk was a small, but brave 
act. The son’s confession was a small, but brave act. Because 
this dad chose to be authentic and vulnerable, his son felt 
comfortable doing the same. These moment-by-moment 
decisions led to life-changing implications for this family.

Sometimes as instructors, we are seen as heroes. Are we 
heroic? What do we do that is heroic? Often it is because 
we stand as an example of something good, right and true. 
Are we authentic and vulnerable in that example? Do we 
“use our powers for good?” As we consider how to add a 
layer of genuine vulnerability to our teaching, I’m certainly 
not advocating that we constantly air our dirty laundry 
in the name of authenticity. Instead, let’s be guided by the 
Spirit in times and places where that authenticity and 
vulnerability might be productive and helpful so we can 
support our students as they realize their own potential.

Heavenly Father answered my eight-year-old prayers. 
He did allow me to be Wonder Woman, but not the one 
from the comic strips and the TV shows. I got to be a “real” 
hero by being a daughter and a sister. I am a student and a 
teacher. I am a wife and a mother. I am a barber and a taxi 
driver. I am a runner and a referee. I am a visiting teacher 

and a friend. Heavenly Father didn’t need me to be the 
media version of a superhero. He just needed me to be real, 
authentic and vulnerable. While this prospect was initially 
disappointing to the eight-year-old Kynda, I have come 
to realize that the Lord just wants us to keep trying, keep 
repenting, keep improving, and realize our own personal 
potential. As my own potential has evolved, I have asked 
myself numerous times throughout my life, did I keep my 
promise to Heavenly Father? Have I “only used my powers 
for good?” Do you use your powers for good? There is 
heroism inside each of us, but not the heroism from the 
news and movies. It’s Heavenly Father’s version of a hero. 
Hopefully, we can apply authenticity and vulnerability 
through pacing and baby steps, as we become the teachers, 
spouses, parents, and friends that our Heavenly Father 
needs us to be.  t

Related Scriptures:

1 Nephi 17:8-10

Enos 1:4

Alma 46:28

Mormon 1:1

1 Nephi 5:1-6

D&C 10:4

Isaiah 41:10, 13

Elder J. Devn Cornish, October 2016, “Am I Good Enough?  Will I make it?”

If we don’t do a great job 
today, we’ll repent and try 
again tomorrow.
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Resilience: How to Cope With Life's 
Pressures, Disappointments, or Losses
KEITH BARNEY
Campus Curriculum Development

When I was studying for my PhD at the University of Utah 
I met a professor who changed my perspective on my own 
life experience. I hope you have all met a professor who did 
that for you along the pathway of your educational journey.

When I met Glen Richardson, I had just been a 
competitor in the Paralympic games in Salt Lake City  
in 2002. I was on the US Disabled Ski Team and competed 
in cross country and biathlon in what’s called a “sit-ski.” 
That is a notable achievement for a young man that was 
injured in a hunting accident in 1974. I have been a daily 
wheelchair user since then due to the damage to my spinal 
cord and resulting paralysis. When I went home to Idaho 
Falls, following my rehabilitation at the University Of  
Utah Hospital, I languished and felt like all of the life 
interests I had cultivated in my short 14 years had been 
taken from me.

I had great church leaders and a wonderful family to 
rally around me and try to help me see a good future, but 
I was honestly blinded by my own lack of knowledge and 
exposure to the world of disability. Then in 1976, I was 
thrown a lifeline when I met Curt Brinkman from Shelley 

Idaho. He had been injured in an electrical accident and 
the injuries required both of his legs to be amputated. He 
used a wheelchair for his daily mobility as well, but he was 
doing all of the things that seemed so impossible in my 
adolescent mind. He was married, he had a son, he was 
graduating from BYU, had a job lined up with Merrill 
Lynch, and had just come back from the Paralympic Games 
in Montreal Canada with gold medals around his neck. He 
seemed to be living his life and I seemed to be searching 
for mine. My first thought was, “I want to be like that!” It 
also got me to thinking about the way we adapt and move 
forward as we face adversity in our lives.  

With a new attitude, and a faith in God, I set new goals 
and started to reach for them. With determination and the 
help of great mentors, my dreams all came true. One of 
them was to compete in the Paralympics—to be an athlete 
and to represent my country in world competition just 
like Curt Brinkman. Well, it took 26 years, but eventually, 
I made good on that little seed of hope that Curt had 
planted in my mind at a time when I saw so little of my 
own potential.



overpower our coping skills or “protective factors” that 
keep us in balance. And then we put our lives back together 
again, making choices that are sometimes negative or at 
the very least avoidance-based. Eventually, over time, most 
of us find our way back and even discover new growth. 
And then, we repeat the process and learn to navigate the 
problems faster, with greater understanding, and more 
hope that we will somehow become stronger each time. 

There are many theories and perspectives that try to 
explain where the resilient energy is located and how 
people access it. One of those explanations has to do 
with a belief in God or a spiritual source of strength. This 
belief can provide people with a “healing, driving, and 
motivating force” (Richardson, 2002, p. 316). I felt a real 
sense of validation when Dr. Richardson wrote that 
helping others liberate their resilient energy is best done 
by a person who is also striving to understand  
and develop resilience. Like many of you who write 
marginal notes as you read academic journal articles in 
your field, I scribbled a note in the margin of that page 
with a simple, “yahoo!” It was as if I had a new calling, and 
I felt ready to help others understand this critical pathway 
to recovery after traumatic injuries.

During continued talks with this new mentor in my 
life, I came to realize how perfectly these ideas overlap 
with Gospel principles. For example, one assertion is that 
you cannot liberate your resilient energy if you are in 
conflict with God. Many Christians seem to believe that 
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Figure 1. The Resiliency Model

After a mission, a marriage, a bachelor’s degree, and a 
brand new baby boy, I was pursuing a master’s degree in 
social work. I had decided that I wanted to work in the 
rehabilitation environment and help people who were 
floundering as I was after facing a new injury that had 
lifelong consequences.

In graduate school at Portland State University, I 
learned that there were people with “Survivor Personalities” 
(Siebert, 1993: Frankl, 1959). They 
seemed to handle life’s inevitable 
detours because they had an innate 
ability to see beyond the setbacks 
and bounce back more easily than 
others. I knew I was a survivor, but 
did I have the survivor personality? 
Was I born with the right mindset? 
I figured that my success in life and 
the past 14 years of coping with 
my disability was proof that I had 
awakened the survivor in me.

After many years I determined 
to get a PhD and become a college 
professor. Teaching as an adjunct 
faculty member at BYU was highly 
gratifying and I felt like my background in Therapeutic 
Recreation was a rich area of my life that had been largely 
untapped. At the University of Utah (this time as a student, 
not a patient) I met Dr. Glenn Richardson who was 
studying the related idea of resilience and asking the same 
question I asked myself a few years earlier. Is it something 
you are born with? How do we identify which people 
have it? More importantly, what about those who are not 
born with it? Are they relegated to a life characterized by 
struggle and loss, with no triumph?

Well, Dr. Richardson helped me understand that 
resilience is the “force that drives a person to grow through 
adversity and disruptions.” He clarified that resilience is 
a process that we all practice, learn, and master through 
many, many disruptions (see figure 1). A key element 
to understanding his paradigm is that disruptions are 
sometimes chosen, and at other times they are thrust upon 
us by the actions of others, the biology of having a body, 
or the decisions of agencies and organizations. No matter 
the pathway, they are all disruptions and that frequently 



B A R N E Y  |  1 3

God should prevent terrible accidents from happening 
in their lives, or at the very least, provide a miraculous 
healing afterward to display the glory of God and the 
power of faith. In many cases, the miraculous healing does 
not occur, and people are left to doubt and question why. 
Some people feel abandoned by God or in conflict with 
God. Some perhaps even blame God, and thus they react 
from the standpoint of being a victim. These feelings of 
doubt about God or about one’s own faith may temporarily 
prevent a person from the growth that is illustrated in 
the model above. With this new understanding from 
an academic perspective, I felt more able to understand 
words I read in the scriptures that teach the same lesson. 
For example, Helaman 5:12 provides almost a subtitle for 
the resilience model.

And now, my sons, remember, remember that it is upon 

the rock of our Redeemer, who is Christ, the Son of  

God, that ye must build your foundation; that when the 

devil shall send forth his mighty winds, yea, his shafts 

in the whirlwind, yea, when all his hail and his mighty 

storm shall beat upon you, it shall have no power over 

you to drag you down to the gulf of misery and endless 

wo, because of the rock upon which ye are built, which 

is a sure foundation, a foundation whereon if men build 

they cannot fall.

Without a foundation of faith in Christ, we will be 
susceptible to the storms of life. They will potentially drag 
us down to negative outcomes that are not resilient. With a 
sure foundation, we can liberate the resilient energy, share 
our burdens with our spiritual source of strength, and 
then find the growth that was in God’s plan all along. Such 
growth cannot occur if we are in conflict with our spiritual 
foundations. The truths I had read many times suddenly 
had a visual graphic, almost a roadmap that I could 
print and laminate and carry in my wallet! It helps me 
remember that being resilient is a choice I make, and when 

I feel crushed, I need to reach out to my many sources of 
strength to bear me up and learn to endure it well.

Once I had been trained to see things from this 
perspective, I found the scriptures to be replete with 
references to help us learn it. Such as:

Alma 36:3 I do know that whosoever shall put their 

trust in God shall be supported in their trials, and their 

troubles, and their afflictions, and shall be lifted up at 

the last day.

Another academic researcher that helped me 
understand how people cope with and transcend difficult 
times is Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. She penned a beautiful 
illustration not of the process of being resilient, but of the 
outcomes for those who endure the knocks of life (Death: 
The Final Stage of Growth).

Being resilient is a choice I make, and when I feel crushed, 
I need to reach out to my many sources of strength to 
bear me up and learn to endure it well.



The most beautiful people we have known are those 

who have known defeat, known suffering, known 

struggle, known loss, and have found their way out 

of the depths. These persons have an appreciation, 

sensitivity, and an understanding of life that fills them 

with compassion, gentleness, and a deep loving 

concern. Beautiful people do not just happen (p. 96).

Of course, this explains why the Savior is able to succor 
his people. He is the ultimate example of rising from the 
depths. Naturally, He admonished Joseph Smith to learn 
the same principles in Doctrine and Covenants 122:7.

And if thou shouldst be cast into the pit, or into the 

hands of murderers, and the sentence of death passed 

upon thee; if thou be cast into the deep; if the billowing 

surge conspire against thee; if fierce winds become 

thine enemy; if the heavens gather blackness, and all 

the elements combine to hedge up the way; and above 

all, if the very jaws of hell shall gape open the mouth 

wide after thee, know thou, my son, that all these things 

shall give thee experience, and shall be for thy good.

I thank Dr. Glenn Richardson for helping the scriptures 
come alive with a principle that had been hiding right there 

in plain sight all along. He helped me apprehend  
and understand it. He gave me the visual that is now 
imprinted on my brain and steers me through difficult 
times. I teach and demonstrate these principles to others 
and try to offer an empathic connection as they are 
learning the same principles. 

Whether we choose the disruptions or they are thrust 
upon us by life, we can choose our response. That is the 
ultimate use of agency—to choose to become beautiful 
people that have His image in our countenance. For He 
truly said, “In the world ye shall have tribulation: but be  
of good cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 
With His help, I know I can find “beauty [from] ashes” 
(Isaiah 61:3).  t
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The Success of 
Vulnerability 
TRULEE ANN STOCKING  
Tutoring Center Coordinator

At the beginning of each semester, I ask my tutors to 
remember two things. First, I remind them that though 
they were hired to be accounting / chemistry / biology 
/ psychology tutors, they are really tutoring people. The 
second reminder is to be kind: “These students are 
vulnerable,” I remind them. “Seeking out tutoring is 
something completely new and foreign to many of them. 
They are scared when they come here the first time because 
they don’t know what to expect. Be kind.”

It’s important to remember that we tutor people because 
in 2017, the eight learning centers which make up the 
Academic Support Department logged over 187,000 visits. 
Those visits came from over 16,000 on-campus students. 
The Tutoring Center alone accounted for 79,000 (42%) of 
those 187,000 visits. Over 200 students work as course-
specific tutors each semester, helping students in over 200 
content-area, knowledge-based courses from all colleges 
across campus. Tutors must meet employment eligibility for 
the Tutoring Center, and receive a recommendation from 
a professor. Tutors also complete additional training on 

appropriate tutoring techniques and skills to help students 
learn for themselves and become academically mature.

Students who use the Tutoring Center are self-selecting: 
they choose to get extra help. Some students latch onto the 
idea of getting a tutor without any trouble. Most students, 
though, have to get to a point where the only way forward 
is to admit they need help. This puts many students in a 
terrifying, vulnerable position. In her book, Daring Greatly, 
Brene Brown, Ph.D and LMSW, defines vulnerability as 
uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure. Many students 
who come to the Tutoring Center have never needed 
a tutor before; they have managed to be academically 
successful without seeking outside help. However, at some 
point, many of the students who use the Tutoring Center 
decide that the risk of failure is greater than the risk of 
being seen as vulnerable and the discomfort that comes 
with being vulnerable. As Cameron, a physics tutor stated, 

“Vulnerability is when someone is about ready to break 
with a subject and continues anyway.” In the Tutoring 
Center, we do our best to take them from that breaking 
point and help them find success.

We start by making sure our tutors know the BYU-
Idaho Learning Model. Then we embrace the idea of both 
students and tutors being vulnerable. We want the students 
to face their uncertainty, to be willing to take risks, and be 
open to emotional exposure — all the things that make us 
vulnerable. This is what opens them up to learning.

Prepare
We recognize that students new to the Tutoring Center 

will be vulnerable, but we don’t view their vulnerability as 
shameful. We celebrate their vulnerability as growth.  
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These students are ready to learn 
and they are willing to accept the 
help they need to be successful. 
One of the first things we do in the 
Tutoring Center is make a student 
feel comfortable. London, a tutor 
for several Foundations classes, 
says, “A smile, get-to-know-you questions, and patience 
go much farther than I ever could have imagined.” Our 
first job is to remember that we are tutoring people. Our 
second job is to be kind. Once a student meets with a tutor, 
the tutor can help the student understand what to do to 
prepare for tutoring. 

Students are expected to prepare for tutoring by going 
to class, taking notes, and reading from the assigned text. 
At the same time, the tutors prepare for tutoring sessions 
by making sure they study the material beforehand. The 
tutor already successfully completed the course, but that 
doesn’t mean the material is fresh in their brains. As one 
biology tutor, Brianne, stated, “Every time I start a new 
semester, when a new group comes in, it is nerve-wracking  
because I never know what questions they are going to 
come up with. It puts me in a vulnerable position.” The 
tutor’s knowledge is tested, even when he or she has tried 
to prepare for a tutoring appointment. Tutors have to  
learn to become comfortable with saying, “I don’t know, 
but I will find out.” They become okay with not knowing 
all the answers. 

Teach One Another
Just as in class, when a student and a tutor have both 

prepared for a tutoring session, they have a greater 

capacity “to contribute to and share responsibility for their 
learning in a collaborative setting.” As much as a student 
feels vulnerable in coming to the Tutoring Center, the 
tutor feels just as vulnerable in their ability to help and 
answer questions. Using the Learning Model to facilitate 
the session helps both tutor and student lessen their 
vulnerability. The Learning Model Overview teaches that 
the core principles guiding Teach One Another include: 

• Students learn more when they teach

• Teaching allows students to act

• Action invites the Holy Ghost to teach

Tutors face vulnerability as they prepare to teach, but 
as Brianne stated, “I think that vulnerability from the 
tutors’ standpoint is important because it motivates us to 
work to understand the materials our students bring us.” 
Tutors learn more about the subjects they are tutoring as 
they prepare to help students understand those subjects. 
Many times at the end of the semester, new tutors will 
come to me and say, “I thought I had a really good grasp 
of the content in the class. However, tutoring this semester 
taught me just how much I didn’t know.” In teaching their 
peers, tutors are faced with their lack of knowledge and 
find strength in being able to say, “I don’t know, but I will 
find out.” Lindsay, a biology tutor, admits that “there is a 
pressure that as the tutor I should know everything, but 
vulnerability helps me to be humble and rely on the Lord. 
There have been so many times when the Spirit has brought 
things to my remembrance and taught me how I need to 
teach things.” By teaching their peers, tutors learn how to 
rely on the Holy Ghost to help them teach other students 
the concepts and principles the tutors have already learned.

Ponder and Prove

In pondering and proving, students should seek 
additional learning opportunities and go beyond what 

We want the students to face their 
uncertainty, to be willing to take risks, 
and be open to emotional exposure.
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is required. By far, one of the greatest strengths of the 
Tutoring Center is the place it provides for students 
to ponder and prove. This is where students become 
comfortable sharing with tutors what they think they 
know about a subject, place where students are willing to 
be vulnerable — open to the uncertainty that the student 
may not know it well or even correctly. Emily, a biology 
tutor, attributes vulnerability to the success of a tutoring 
appointment. As a student taking a difficult physics class, 
Emily sought tutoring and in doing so, felt vulnerable. 
However, she says that “this vulnerability helped me to 
examine myself and my needs as a student so that I could 
then approach the tutoring session knowing what I needed 
help with to be successful.” Emily reflected on what she 
knew and then went to tutoring to prove her knowledge 
and was open to learning what she did not know. 

Tutors and students sit side-by-side in the Tutoring 
Center. Students ask questions or seek clarification of 
concepts while tutors sit next to them and guide their 
learning. Many tutoring sessions end with the student 
teaching back to the tutor what the student learned in the 
session. In larger groups, one student will teach back while 
other students help fill in the gaps as the tutor guides them. 

Needing tutoring is nothing to be ashamed of, and 
accepting our vulnerability moves us forward in our 
learning. As students accept their vulnerability and seek 
help, and tutors accept their vulnerability and work hard 

to help students, they are moving forward and growing in 
their knowledge and in their ability to seek help as they 
need it. The scriptures teach us that “God hath not given us 
the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound 
mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). When students overcome their fear 
of seeking help, accept their vulnerabilities, they seek the 
power of God to help them learn and understand and find 
academic success. 

In both his Inaugural Response and his fall 2017 opening 
devotional, President Henry J. Eyring discussed the 
services available to students of this university, highlighting 
the Academic Support Centers as avenues of help for 
students at BYU-Idaho. The goal of the Tutoring Center, 
of all the learning centers in Academic Support, is to help 
students achieve their academic goals. This free service 
helps students to embrace what they don’t know, and feel 
confident in knowing how and where to find the answers. 
The culture of vulnerability that exists in the Tutoring 
Center leads to success. Both students and tutors recognize 
they each have vulnerabilities and together, they work 
to accomplish the goals of the Learning Model where 
students successfully teach one another and find lasting 
insights through the time set aside to ponder and prove.  t
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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 

From Ignorance to Passion: Why Writing in 
Undergraduate Courses is Important to Me
WILLIAM W. L IT TLE

Department of Geology

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
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As I began to write this article on vulnerability, several 
Thoughts and emotions have assaulted me all at once. I 
have been passionate about this topic for nearly five years. 
It is something I have read, researched, and implemented 
in my profession as a therapist as well as in my personal life, 
so I felt excited to be a part of the discussion. Vulnerability 
is something I think about and discuss often. My husband 
probably gets tired of how everything somehow relates 
back to vulnerability for me. I have also become quite 
proficient at typing this long oddly spelled word because I 
type it so much in my work notes. I want so much to help 
people understand the value of being vulnerable but the 
more I learn about vulnerability the more I understand 
how it influences us or more specifically how the fear of 
vulnerability influences us. 

I am a Mental Health Therapist and have worked at the 
BYU-Idaho Counseling Center for the past five years. A 
phrase I and other therapists use often is, “Lean into the 
discomfort.” This idea is initially scary to many people. It 
suggests that healing and growth happen only when we 
deal with what makes us uncomfortable, and the very 
nature of vulnerability is uncomfortable. Brene Brown, 

Desirable Discomfort
ERIK A NORDFELT

Counseling Center

a leading shame and vulnerability researcher, defines 
vulnerability as “uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure.” 
All of us have areas of vulnerability; fears of judgment, fears 
of failure, or fears of not measuring up. For me, writing this 
article comes with its own forms of vulnerability. I have 
never written an article for an academic publication before. 
I am opening up my ideas through writing and feel at risk 
of judgment from my professional peers. My fears, like 
all fears, are real and deep-rooted but are often irrational. 
Sometimes instead of taking the risk, we stay comfortable, 
we stay away from vulnerability, and we let fear win. In my 
case, if I let my fear win I would ultimately choose not to 
write this article because I would be too wary of criticism. 
But doing so would also cause me to lose out on an 
opportunity for growth. This is exactly what vulnerability 
does. It makes us feel uncomfortable and exposed to our 
fears at which point it hijacks our dreams, potential, and 
growth opportunities. But there is another perhaps more 
important reason we should not avoid being vulnerable, 
and it is the idea that in doing so we are avoiding our 
honest and true emotions.  

 Feeling vulnerable is exposed, sensitive, or unsafe, but 
this is because our own life experiences have led us to feel 
these emotions. It doesn’t just happen. Those emotions 
have been following and tracking our lives all along. That 
is why vulnerability looks different for different people. 
I feel vulnerable when I spend a lot of time with other 
people who never discuss their emotions. I am a touchy 
feely person and after so long I begin to feel uncomfortable 
around non-touchy-feely people because I feel like they 
won’t accept me or they may judge me. However, another 
person’s experience may be the exact opposite. A person 
who is not comfortable talking about emotions may find it 
horribly grueling to spend too much time with me. 

In Brown’s book, Daring Greatly, she lists responses 
gathered from her research by asking the question “What 
is vulnerability to you?” Some of her research subjects 
answered with the following responses:

• Sharing an unpopular opinion

• Asking for help

• Standing up for myself

• Initiating sex with my spouse

• Calling a friend whose child just died
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• Helping my 37-year-old wife with Stage 4 breast 

cancer make decisions about her will

• Saying, “I love you,” first, not knowing if I’m going 

to be loved back

• Putting my writing or art out there

• Getting pregnant after 3 miscarriages

• Admitting I’m afraid

• Asking for forgiveness

• Having faith

Most of us can relate to these responses in one way 
or another. Even though they are different answers we 
all understand the shared, uncomfortable feeling of 
vulnerability. It is not hard to see that under each answer 
lies a fear: fear of rejection, fear of failure, fear of loss. 
Each response is connected to a real and tender emotion. 
However, we can also see how each example can lead to 
growth, to healing, and to a connection. The most valuable 
and powerful connections we feel in this life only come 
through honest vulnerabilities. I have seen this in my 
life and my work, and believe it to be part of God’s plan 
for us. Because when we allow ourselves to be open and 
vulnerable, we are being true to our emotions. We are 
being authentic, and being authentic takes courage.

A couple years ago I was battling vulnerable emotions 
whenever I was on social media, i.e. Facebook. When 
Facebook first came out it was an exciting way to find 
out what my old friends were doing and where they were 
in their lives. At that point, I was a young mother and 
enjoyed reconnecting and keeping better tabs on friends 
and family. As time went on, my life changed. I finished 
school and was having more children and my identity as 
a mother was still forming. At the same time, I was also 
forming insecurities in my new roles. I was starting to 
compare myself to other women in similar life stages. The 
more time I spent on Facebook the more I would compare 
myself to these women. In the end, I always felt less, or not 
good enough. That phrase “not good enough” always has its 
root in vulnerability. Because I didn’t feel good enough as 
a mother and homemaker I easily felt uncomfortable and 
less capable when I spent time on Facebook.

This time period of feeling vulnerable and insecure was 
taking place alongside my journey with vulnerability. The 
more I learned about vulnerability and how it was shaping 

my feelings, the more I tried to face it and understand 
myself better. I would post pictures of my closet or kitchen 
or toy room in disarray as they often were. I posted about 
my struggles with nursing my last baby and how I couldn’t 
nurse past three months and how that made me feel “not 
enough” as a mother. I tried to face my vulnerability 
by sharing it and trying to be real with how I felt. This 
didn’t go as planned. I didn’t change the entire Facebook 
community and unite all other insecure mothers, as was 
my plan, but I did connect with some people. Often when 
we are vulnerable we still get beat down because people 
will still judge, we will still fail, and emotions will be hurt. 
But the journey to be true to our feelings makes life more 
rich, meaningful and connected. The people I did connect 
with made me feel better. I felt less “not good enough.” I 
also learned a lot more about myself. I learned that if I have 
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a tender spot then I should not submit myself to constant 
pressure on that spot. So I quit Facebook! I decided to 
spend more time on things that lift me up. 

It took courage to be myself on Facebook and share. It 
takes courage anytime we open up and lean into discomfort. 
During my sessions as a therapist, my client and I often 
came to a point of tender emotion. The client gets quieter 
and more deliberate in their word choice. The room 
becomes still as they start to feel and express. They feel, 
and I feel with them. We are connected in this moment. 
They describe sincere feelings and experiences as if they 
never expressed them before and often they haven’t. Time 
slows as we sit in this connected state of understanding. 
Because they feel safe to truly be themselves with me, they 
can be vulnerable. Emotions and perspectives shift in 
this moment. I call it magic because it leaves us in a state 
of awe and wonder. Obviously, this experience is highly 
probable in a therapy setting but it is not isolated there. 
I have felt this magic with my husband when one of us 
discloses something personal and sensitive. I have felt it 
with other family or friends when I am talking about my 

own insecurities and fears. I have felt 
this magic with my children when 
they come to me emotionally shaken 
by friends or school and I am able 
to empathize with their experience 
and comfort them. When we are 
vulnerable with the right people  
we can feel magic. It’s like that scary 
exposure somehow fuses a new  
bond between two people. We start  
in fear and end in connection  
and acceptance. 

This magic doesn’t happen unless 
we feel safe. When we are vulnerable 
with people who aren’t receptive, our 
experience of vulnerability just feeds 
the original fear. A good place to start 

is with trusted people who always make us feel accepted. 
As we practice vulnerability it becomes less difficult. We 
will never be vulnerability-free and it will always take 
courage. It is my belief that most important things in life 
take courage and those are the very things which lead us to 
joy and fulfillment. 

Many people see vulnerabilities as a weakness but I think 
far more of us see them as strength. When we see others 
trying, putting themselves out there, being honest and 
sincere, we admire it. That brave openness deserves respect 
and celebration. As we continue to try to lean into our 
own vulnerabilities, we can better support those around 
us. We can all try to create a safe place to be real, honest, 
and sincere. It is my prayer that as we acknowledge and 
share our own struggles and insecurities, as well as support 
the honesty and openness in others, we will be more 
profoundly connected, as God intended.  t
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The most valuable and powerful connections we feel in 
this life only come through honest vulnerabilities.
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Building Connection
KEVIN M. GREEN

Department of Home & Family

When I was 12 years old my parents divorced. This was 
a very difficult time for me and I felt very disconnected 
from my father. Staying connected and close to him was a 
struggle from a geographical standpoint in not living with 
him, but also from an emotional perspective as I faced the 
adolescent years of discovering my identity and defining 
myself in our new family structure. Over time, the desire 
to stay connected with my father grew stronger and I 
sought additional opportunities to spend more time with 
him. Years later, as a newlywed of just six months, I lost 
my father to cancer which resulted in yet another loss and 
form of disconnection. For many years I felt like I was 
alone in my struggles. I felt as if no other family had gone 
through the same things that I had experienced. It wasn’t 
until later when I began my graduate studies, I realized I 
wasn’t the only one going through this.

Connecting with others who have gone through 
similar family trials was an empowering experience for 
me. College professors inspired me and helped me gain 
more confidence in myself and also in relationships and 
family dynamics. I share this personal story because it 
highlights my strong desire to build connection with others. 
Building a connection with my students is about being real, 

authentic, and vulnerable. Sharing personal stories and 
emotions that many might consider too vulnerable is  
a powerful way for me to connect with my students. 

In the scholarship of teaching, it has been suggested that 
authentic teachers are more engaged with their students 
and that students receive this type of teaching style more 
positively (Johnson & LaBelle, 2017). Being authentic 
has been described as being sincere, deeply caring for 
the subject that you’re teaching, or self-disclosing in an 
effort to be ‘real’ with students (Weimer, 2011). But being 
authentic with my students is more than just being sincere 
and using self-disclosure. It’s about showing them that I am 
human and that we share in this journey called life. 

Connection is the ability to share an experience, a 
feeling, or memory in an effort to draw close to someone 
emotionally or relate in a meaningful way. Our need to 
connect is as real as our need for water or food. I think 
one of the most powerful ways to connect is by being 
vulnerable. Vulnerability requires us to sincerely share 
and self-disclose in a way that allows students to see 
the human side of us as teachers. In the social sciences, 
being vulnerable allows us to share emotions, personal 
experiences, and essentially our own life story or life 
lessons in relating course content or concepts. 

Use of Emotions
As a marriage and family therapist, I am no stranger to 

working with and validating emotions. Sharing some of 
those emotions works very nicely for a social science class 
setting. For example, in my Family Stress & Coping course 
(FAML 360), we discuss grief and loss, and the various 
coping mechanisms that families use to face loss. One of the 
ways I attempt to connect with my students is by sharing 
the experience of losing my father. They get to see my 
vulnerable side of losing a parent, the challenges in grieving, 
and the hope that comes from sound gospel doctrine.

Another example using emotions is the use of passion 
and energy in being vulnerable. I will often tell my class of 
my love and passion for music in all of its genres. Music 
moves me, motivates me, and uplifts me. I tell my students 
how I sang in choirs in high school, how I enjoy singing at 
church and with my daughters, and how I dream of singing 
with the angels in heaven someday or how I hope that God 
will give me a strong voice like Josh Groban, Michael Bublé, 



or even Pavarotti. I ask students to think about things they 
are passionate about and how they can direct that energy 
into the work they do as students and learners, but also in 
helping and serving others. Many of our students go into 
helping professions. The passions they have can be a great 
strength in working with others, and I try to increase the 
awareness of using their passions in their future careers 
and personal lives. 

Personal Experiences
Another way to connect is by sharing personal 

experiences; I’ve had the experience of living with a 
chronic illness. Many of our students struggle with physical 
and mental illness, and too many of those same students 
also feel they are alone in that struggle. I find that by 
mentioning the challenge I have had with my physical 
illness and acknowledging the anxiety and depression that 
many of us face, I can instantly connect with, not just the 
group as a whole, but perhaps even the individual as I try 

to reach the one. One-on-one connections are among the 
most meaningful. Every once in a while I have a student 
tell me after class or by email how much they appreciated 
my personal story and how they could relate to similar 
struggles. It almost acts as permission to feel, and I will 
often see a change in their countenance as they participate 
in class and as we interact individually. It also re-energizes 
me in my teaching and affirms to me that my sharing is 
connecting with them on some personal level.

So often the sharing of personal experiences works to 
help validate and normalize the struggles many face in 
dealing with day-to-day stressors and family challenges. 
Motivating students to implement activities that will help 
them thrive rather than just survive is a key to helping 
them become more resilient and more connected. A key 
element to building resilience is good social support 
and strong connections (Walsh, 2016). Sharing personal 
experiences allows me to help students gain perspective on 
how they can struggle in a resilient fashion.



Whatever method we use to inspire students and 
connect with them requires us to relate to them on a 
personal level. Being vulnerable with our students requires 
courage. Consider your own vulnerabilities and weaknesses 
in teaching. Do you have the courage to be imperfect 
and show that imperfection? How might showing that 

vulnerability to students allow you to reach out to others, 
to reach out to the one? Incorporating this teaching style 
may be a gradual step-by-step process, but it can become 
second nature over time. It almost becomes conversational 
in sharing something you feel they can relate to and use not 
just in their learning as a student but also in their daily lives. 

Sharing personal experiences and emotions are 
great ways to connect with students on a more personal 
level. This does require a certain level of bravery and 
vulnerability. But the rewards in doing so have enriched 
myself as an instructor, and have hopefully provided an 
opportunity for students to relate to me on an individual 
level that is meaningful for them. J. Armstrong summarizes 
this point very nicely. He notes, “but underneath all the 
pedagogical verbiage, education has and always will be 
powered by human connection…an electric connection 
that jolts you to know vulnerability is both a strength and 
an essential pillar of learning” (Armstrong, 2017).  t
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Life Lessons
Being vulnerable with my students allows them to see 

me as an individual who struggles and has challenges just 
like them. One of the things I tell my students and my 
children is the fact that everyone, regardless of how we 
appear on the outside, is struggling with something in 
their life. Therefore, it is so important to be kind and treat 
others with respect. Being mindful 
of this helps as we interact and 
have empathy for those with whom 
we work, serve, and teach. Having 
and communicating empathy is a 
great way to connect with others, 
particularly in a teaching setting.  
And these personal experiences can 
be great life lessons.

One of the concerns often expressed in being vulnerable 
and sharing personal experiences with students is the risk 
of blurring professional boundaries. Being professional for 
both teachers and students means being accountable to 
our obligations and commitments, and that includes our 
commitment to coursework and learning. Students may 
feel justified in shifting their responsibility for assignments 
due to the fact that we’ve now connected. However, sharing 
personal experiences doesn’t abdicate their responsibilities 
as students or my responsibilities as a teacher. Just because 
I share an example of anxiety doesn’t give permission 
for a student to use their anxiety as an excuse to forgo 
an assignment or relinquish their efforts in learning. Of 
course, balancing justice and mercy is a big part of this 
process too. But being vulnerable doesn’t mean that we 
can’t hold them accountable. 

On occasion, being vulnerable opens the door to 
students sharing intimate details of their life with me. 
Maintaining a professional boundary requires that I 
empathically listen and validate their concern while also 
reiterating my role as an instructor and not a therapist. In 
instances like this, I will express how much I appreciate 
their trust in sharing such personal information with me 
but then I redirect students to the various campus and 
community resources available to them. These are great 
teaching opportunities that lend themselves to life lessons 
outside the classroom. 

Whatever method we use to inspire 
students and connect with them requires 
us to relate to them on a personal level.



most classes on campus. As they share their stories, I am 
constantly amazed by the depth of the challenges and trials 
they have faced, and in many cases are still facing. Many 
are laboring under terrible physical and emotional burdens. 
Yet, they smile, they participate in class, and looking on 
their outward appearance one would never know how hard 
they are straining to keep their heads above water.

In his wonderful devotional address, Greg Klingler 
reminded us that we are the body of Christ, and “when 
one member of the body suffers, all the members suffer 
with it.” This is as good a definition of empathy as I have 
ever heard. To have empathy is to feel the pain of others, 
and with it comes the natural desire to respond to that 
pain. I believe that, in general, we here at BYU-Idaho are 
very adept at this. As I look at my colleagues, I see women 
and men who are compassionate, caring, and quick to 
respond to those in need. 

However, as I constantly have to remind myself, simply 
responding to the pain of others is not enough. As 
followers of Christ, we are called to seek out those who 
may be in distress, not simply respond when we hear a call 
for help. Practicing this “preemptive empathy” requires a 
willingness to look for pain that might not be readily visible. 

There are several things that we can do to identify this 
hidden pain. First, we can watch for signs. Stress is often 
signaled non-verbally, and the signs are not that hard to 
recognize if we are watching for them. A tightness around 
the eyes or jawline, a hunched, defeated posture or unusual 
rigidity, excessive leg movement, all can signal emotional 
distress. Micro-expressions are flashes of emotion that 
often cross our faces without our being aware of them. 
Brow lowering, for example, is an ancient reflex to protect 
our eyes from attack and is often unconsciously displayed 
when we feel threatened. Pay attention to what your own 
body does in moments of stress or pain, and then watch 
for those signs in others. It is important not to make 
assumptions about what a person is feeling based solely on 
non-verbal cues, but there are often red flags that signal 
that we should look closer.

Next, listen. Choice of words, speaking louder or softer 
than normal, or a slightly raised pitch can be signs of 
distress. When students talk to you, listen for facts, but also 
for feelings. If you pay attention only to the words being 
said, you are getting less than half of the message.
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To the Would-Be 
Lifeguards
ERIC EMBREE

Department of Communication

Last year I was deeply moved by a blog post from a former 
student. He described the experience of watching a person 
drown, surrounded by hundreds of people.

“We all saw him swimming. We all saw him go under. We 
all did nothing. The reason we did nothing was because it 
didn’t look like he was drowning. He didn’t flail or splash or 
yell. We heard him say to his brother in the water, “Brother, 
help me.” But he didn’t seem desperate. We thought he was 
joking. Surely if he were in trouble, he’d act like it. Then, 
without a struggle, he quietly went under. That’s when a few 
people jumped in, but it was too late. I learned an important 
lesson that day - drowning doesn’t look like drowning. The 
lesson doesn’t just apply to water; it also applies to life.” 

Those words, “drowning doesn’t look like drowning,” 
have entered my mind many times since then. I hear 
them especially when I sit with my students. I study faces, 
looking for signs of drowning, but I know that in many 
cases they will not be obvious.

Because of the subject matter, students in my courses 
tend to self-disclose more than I suspect is normal for 
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When you perceive stress or pain in others, acknowledge 
it. Sometimes just showing that you have recognized 
the feelings can be the key. Recently in a Professional 
Presentations class, I was announcing the days that 
individual students would be expected to present. My 
attention was drawn to a young man whose posture 
seemed more tense than usual. As I mentioned the day 
that he would be presenting, I saw his eyes fill with tears, 
and a look of utter hopelessness flash across 
his face. It was there only briefly, and I could 
easily have missed it. This time, fortunately, 
I noticed. As the students left the room, I 
pulled the young man aside and mentioned 
that he seemed stressed. Was there anything  
I could do to help? At first, he seemed startled 
that I had noticed anything was wrong. He told me that his 
two-month-old infant had significant health problems, and 
he and his wife had been overwhelmed with hospital visits 
and sleepless nights. I was able to make a slight adjustment 
to the schedule. This small accommodation, which the 
student would never have requested, cost me nothing. But 
it made a huge difference for him.

Don’t be afraid to ask questions. Avoid the usual, “How 
are you doing?” We have been conditioned to see this as a 
greeting rather than a sincere question, and rarely respond 
honestly to it. Instead try, “How are you feeling?” or “What 
is happening in your life?” or even “You seem tense. How 
can I make your life better today?” I love to ask my classes, 

“What is your stress level this week?” Student responses to 
this question allow me to get a feel for how they experience 
the ebb and flow of the semester workload. Often a small 
tweaking of my assignment schedule can make a significant 
difference in the stress levels of an entire class, without 
compromising the rigor of the course.

Of course, our most important tool is our ability to 
listen to the Spirit. Asking the Lord to help us be aware 
of and sensitive to those around us can give us access to 
an entirely new level of perception. We all understand the 
nature of sacred promptings and the importance of acting 
on them instantly. We have all felt prompted to do or say 
something that made no sense to us in the moment but 
ended up having a profound impact on the student. When I 
give in to my natural inclination to question or debate with 
myself, the moment passes and the opportunity is lost.

None of this is rocket science. It doesn’t require an 
expertise in non-verbal communication or the ability to 
read minds. While what I am suggesting may seem very 
simple and intuitive, we can all use a reminder that a 
prerequisite for empathy is awareness, and awareness  
often requires intent. We rarely see what we aren’t looking 
for. Our stewardship requires us to be vigilant, not  
just responsive.

It is worth mentioning that while we want to be aware 
of hidden pain or distress, we may not always have the 
tools to appropriately address it. While we can always offer 
our love and empathy, occasionally we will have to direct 
individuals to professionals or ecclesiastical leaders who 
may have more specialized knowledge and training. 

Hanging on the wall of my office, next to the door, hangs 
a mask. I keep it there as a symbol and a reminder. As a 
lifelong depression sufferer, I have often had to hide what I 
was feeling behind a mask of false cheer. Each time I leave 
my office and head to class, I get a visual reminder that 
what I see in the faces of my students is not necessarily 
what is there. Each bright, happy face may hide a person 
who is fighting desperately to stay afloat. Drowning doesn’t 
always look like drowning. As would-be lifeguards, all we 
can do is make sure a lifeline is close at hand, keep our eyes 
on the water, and stay alert.  t
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The great Christian writer C.S. Lewis, in answering a letter 
from a father of a young man that had read his books, 
made a profound observation of pious Christian parents 
in relation to their children who are still in the formative 
stages of their own personal Christian journey. The counsel 
given was to the parent / child relationship, but I would 
like to quote and paraphrase it in the teacher/student 
relationship. Lewis said:

“Great piety in the parents [teachers] can produce in the 
child [student] a mistaken sense of guilt: may lead him to 
regard as sin what is really not sin at all but merely the fact 
that he is a boy and not a mature Christian” (The Collected 
Letters of C.S. Lewis, [2007] vol. iii, p.1027).

It is a dangerous thing I think for a teacher to present 
himself or herself to students in a very “pious” manner. 
There is the real danger that the student, even at the college 
age, will struggle to relate to or have a desire to emulate a 
teacher that seems too far out of reach. Whether a teacher 
presents themselves as “more intellectual, more spiritual, 
more capable, more mature, or more connected” than they 
really are, they do themselves and their students a disservice.

I believe that students need to have a positive view of 
a teacher in order to gain what is best from that teacher. 
I think it is best for a student to see a teacher as they 
really are, and not only as they seem to be. I am in nowise 
suggesting that we be fully open books to our students. No 
one need air out dirty laundry or reveal skeletons from 
every closet in their lives. What I am suggesting is that 
teachers present their genuine selves, so that students have 
a real view of what they can become. 

Most of us have probably struggled with comparing 
ourselves with another person who seems to have traits 
(real or perceived) that make us feel inferior; someone 
who we believe we could never really be able to be like 
or even come close to. Sometimes we resent that person, 
and sometimes we set them on a pedestal, either way, we 
probably don’t see them as they really are. They may not 
even want us to. For some, the image is more important 
than the reality. The problem with an overly “pious” image 
is that it can blow up in an instant. 

As a teacher of the scriptures and the gospel every day, I 
have found that it can become perceived by some students 
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Striving to Be a “Genuine Person” Teacher
K YLE BL ACK

Department of Religious Education



B L A C K  |  3 1

that the teacher is speaking only about them concerning 
such things as repentance, obedience, and learning to 
follow the promptings of the spirit. Some students may 
get a false perception that their teacher no longer needs 
to repent, is perfectly obedient, and constantly and 
immediately responds to every prompting of the spirit. 
I truly believe that a teacher needs to introduce these 
kinds of principles into the lives of their students with an 
authenticity of person by using words such as “we” and “all 
of us” when discussing gospel principles. I’ve yet to find a 
person who needs no repentance, is perfectly obedient to 
every commandment, and is perfect at following the voice 
of the spirit. A student may correctly assume that a teacher 
is ahead of them on this learning curve, but only a foolish 
teacher would present themselves as having mastered such 
things. It is perfectly fine for students to know that their 
teacher is striving to repent, learning to be obedient, and 
getting better at heeding the promptings of the spirit.

I find the great teachers in the Book of Mormon to be 
some of the best examples of this authenticity of self. I 
would like to cite two examples:

Nephi can piously declare, “I will go and do” (1 Ne. 3:7), 
and then while in deep introspection also publicly declare, 

“O wretched man that I am!” and, “why should I yield to sin, 
because of my flesh?” (2 Ne. 4:17, 27).

Amulek can boldly declare that “no unclean thing can 
inherit the kingdom of heaven” (Alma 11:37), while at the 
same time remembering his past when he “did harden [his] 
heart, for [he] was called many times and [he] would not 
hear” (Alma 10:6).

I love how these wonderful prophetic teachers could 
authentically teach and preach, not because of puffed up 
ego and selfish image, but because they could teach about 
the change in their own lives that came by more fully 
accepting the Savior and turning to Him in their slow 
but steady journey back to God’s presence. If such great 
scriptural teachers can do so, why can’t we?

I keep a plaster statue of Gollum, from the Lord of 
the Rings, just above the door of my office. I often have 
students ask me why it is there. I always respond with the 
same answer. It is to remind me not to be two different 
people — to try and be the same person whether I am at 
home, on the four-wheeler, in my classroom, or at church. 
Split personalities are hard to maintain. I also believe that 
split personalities will sooner or later be exposed, usually 
at the worst possible moments. If I am my actual self at all 

times with all people, no one can call me out when they 
see me as my real self. We all have moments of happiness 
and sadness, excitement and boredom, calmness and 
nervousness. Why present ourselves any other way than 
what we really are and admit that none of us are on cloud 
nine physically, emotionally, or spiritually all of the time?  
It simply isn’t true of anyone.  t

Only a foolish teacher would 
present themselves as 
having mastered such things.
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Towards the end of President Henry B. Eyring’s tenure at 
Rick’s college, he was offered a position elsewhere. After 
praying about whether he should take the position or 
remain at Ricks College, he heard the voice of the Lord say 
to him, “I’ll let you stay a little longer.” I think this captures 
all of our feelings about our positions at the university; that 
the Lord has allowed us to be here for a wise purpose and 
we hope that our service will bless and build the kingdom 
in the way that He intended.

We all have very different professional, academic, and 
personal backgrounds. Some of us have long ancestral 
traditions in academia and higher education while others 
are the first in their family to earn an advanced degree. 
Some have extensive industry experience and left high-
profile, high paying careers to be here and for others, this 
place is their career. Some come from wealthy family 
environments where much was expected of them and others 
have risen from meager / underprivileged upbringings to 
achieve their goals. The combined effect of this diversity is a 
body of experiences, talents, and personalities that I believe 
will enhance our ability to bless our students’ lives.

I Don't Belong Here... 
Or Do I?
L ANCE NELSON 
Department of Physics

It is also possible that this diversity could cause us to 
compare our weaknesses to others’ strengths and conclude 
that we are inferior. Maybe you feel that your degree isn’t 
as impressive as someone else’s. Maybe you feel like your 
life experiences are not typical of your current position. 
Or maybe you just don’t feel as smart as those around you. 
Even personality differences can stir these feelings.

I’ve found myself with these feelings before because my 
background and childhood is not very typical for someone 
in my field. I’ve always felt like those who earn advanced 
degrees should come from a rich family tradition of 
intellectual excellence and accomplishment — someone 
who was groomed since the womb to think deeply and 
methodically — someone who spent their childhood 
asking deep, thoughtful questions and gazing at the stars 
or through a microscope — someone who exemplified 
excellence in the classroom all through their childhood 
and even graduated early from high school to begin 
university studies.

As shocking as it may be, this is not my story. My 
childhood was spent doing none of the things a future 
scientist should have been doing. I didn’t get my first 
chemistry set when I was five, I didn’t spend my nights 
gazing up at the stars wondering about distant galaxies, 
and I didn’t care all that much about the periodic table. I 
wasn’t a bad student but I wasn’t valedictorian, nor did I 
aspire to be. I remember enjoying and excelling in math 
and physics in high school, but I wasn’t hyper-focused on 
academic goals. Mostly, I spent my time playing basketball, 
working on the farm, and building tree houses (not so 
much in my high-school years).

In November 2002, having returned from missionary 
service in Peru the year previous, I had decided to 
withdraw from university studies. I’ve always loved 
working with my hands and enjoyed the satisfaction 
of producing something beautiful and/or functional. 
Construction management just felt like the right major  
for me which is why I had chosen this major when I 
returned from my mission. However, at that time in my 
life, there were other influences at work. They weren’t bad 
influences per se, just successful people that hadn’t gone to 
school. They were having some success convincing me that 
I didn’t need a college degree to provide for a family and 
do what I loved.



courage to ask me,”Why don’t you just finish your degree 
like the prophet has asked?” I don’t want to be too dramatic, 
but in all honesty, this was a life-changing moment for 
me. Even though I couldn’t fully understand how a college 
degree would help me, I knew what the prophet had asked 
and that was enough for me. I decided to go back to school 
and finish my construction management degree.

My first semester back I enrolled in an introductory 
physics class, taught by Richard Hatt, to fulfill a general 
education requirement. From day one, I was riveted. I 
was impressed by the seemingly infinite knowledge and 
abilities of the instructor. I soon found myself wanting to 
become just like him. I felt so empowered by the thought 
that if I worked hard enough I could understand the world 
around me with all of its complexities and curiosities.  
The thought that this understanding could enable me to 
make accurate predictions about real-world situations 
was the coolest thing I had ever experienced. I began to 
feel great joy and fulfillment in the knowledge that I was 
gaining. I changed my major that very semester. Two years 
later, while working as a physics tutor, I met my future 
wife. We were married a year later in the Idaho Falls 
temple. I’ve often pondered on how different my life have 
been if I had not chosen to follow the prophet and obtain 
an education. That one decision had allowed the Lord to 
bless me with a career that suited me and a wife that was 
my superior in many ways.

After graduation, I attended graduate school and 
obtained a Ph.D. Many more pages could be written about 
the heavenly help that allowed me to achieve that goal.  
I was guided to great mentors that became lifelong friends. 
I had experiences and gained skills that would serve  
me well when I left, and I was given help to succeed in 
very challenging course work, research, and exams. The 
Lord stood by me through the entire experience. And  
now I’m here, serving as a member of the faculty in the 
physics department.
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Why has the Lord allowed 
me to be here?

The ease with which outside influences were able to 
persuade me on this topic could be partly because I had 
no authority figures that prioritized education. I grew up 
as the son of a farmer; the oldest of eight children in a 
100-year-old, two-bedroom home in Labelle, Idaho. During 
the summer months, the ground water level would rise into 
our basement and water snakes would invade our home. 
Due to his responsibilities on the farm, my father was 
never able to go to college and obtain a degree. My mother 
married my father at a very young age. Children came very 
soon thereafter and she was not able to finish her education 
either. It wasn’t that my parents discouraged higher 
education. It just wasn’t a priority that they had exemplified 
to their children.

At about the time I had decided to withdraw from school 
on that November day, I had a good friend that had the 
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I have at times been very hesitant to share my origins 
and childhood experiences in a professional setting. 
Somehow I felt that my life history was incompatible with 
the profession that I chose. I found myself worried that 
someone would discover that I was an imposter because my 
background didn’t fit the mold of a typical scientist. How 
could the son of a farmer who started out as a construction 
management major earn a Ph.D in physics and serve on the 
faculty of a university? Aren’t those positions reserved for 
those with long genealogical roots in science?

With my life and personal insecurities laid out for all to 
see, maybe you can understand why I’ve spent a lot of time 
pondering the questions, “Why has the Lord allowed me  
to be here?” and “What does He want me to accomplish 
with my time here?” This pondering has always led me 
to think of my students and the struggles that they face. 
Pondering on the ways that I am like my students and 
can relate to what they have experienced or are currently 
experiencing has been fruitful and has allowed the spirit 
to answer these questions.

I’ve often wondered how Joseph Smith felt about being 
asked to do such difficult and important things when he 
originated from such meager and uneducated upbringings. 
With the benefit of nearly two centuries of hindsight, we 
can clearly see the wisdom in calling Joseph to his position. 

For one, The Lord was able to teach Joseph eternal truths 
unimpeded by any mortal preconceptions that a learned 
man might have had. Additionally, the generations that 
followed could look to Joseph and know that, with the 
Lord’s help, they could rise from any circumstances 
and achieve greatness. The Lord has said, “Wherefore, I 
call upon the weak things of the world, those who are 
unlearned and despised, to thresh the nations by the 
power of my Spirit” (D&C: 35:13) and Joseph was a great 
example of that.

In my experience, many of our students feel that their 
lives to this point would put them at a disadvantage going 
forward. They wonder if they are smart enough to pass 
the class. They wonder if they can become skilled and 
knowledgeable enough to one day provide for a family. 
They are scared of the thought that one day they will be 
called on to preside over the spiritual well-being of their 
family. They need mentors who have experienced this and 
can help them navigate their feelings, encourage them to 
continue, and give them hope that they can succeed.

Recently, I was asked to speak at a small event for 
physics majors. They wanted me to tell about my 
experiences studying physics and attending graduate 
school. I felt impressed to share some of the same things 
that you have just read about. After the event, I had 
students privately express to me that they were encouraged 
by my story because it felt similar to their own. They felt 
that they could move forward and have success even 
though it seemed hard.

Words can’t adequately express the gratitude I feel for 
being allowed to serve here for my career. For me, this 
blessing has also come with the responsibility to let go of my 
insecurities and allow the Lord to use all of my experiences 
(good ones, bad ones, embarrassing ones) for the benefit of 
His children and this university. This place is focused on the 

student, with a mission that essentially 
proclaims — “Come as you are, with all 
that you may lack, and we will encourage 
you, strengthen you, and helps you to 
achieve the highest of goals.” — How 
fitting that the Lord would ask us to use 
our weaknesses and imperfections to 
bless and uplift our students.

Each of us has been brought here by 
our Father in Heaven to build the kingdom and perform 
specific tasks in a way that only we can do. If we will 
ponder our life experiences, we may find unexpected 
lessons that can strengthen and give hope to our students. 
If we can set aside our insecurities or perceived weaknesses, 
our service will gain new meaning and become even more 
joyful than it currently is.  t

This was a life-changing moment for 
me.... I felt that my life history was 
incompatible with the profession.
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Dr. James M. Lang will be speaking at the annual Faculty 
Luncheon on Friday, May 18th.

James Lang is a professor of English and director of the 
Center for Teaching Excellence at Assumption College in 
Worcester, Massachusetts. Dr. Lang regularly writes about 
teaching in The Chronicle of Higher Education and is widely 
published in the scholarly literature. He is the author of 
several books on education. His most recent, Small Teaching, 
is a highly-praised book on small techniques that help 
improve classroom teaching.

Lane Williams of the Communication Department and 
a member of the Publication Committee conducted this 
interview in preparation for Dr. Lang's visit. Lane Williams 
remarks are signified with gray text, Dr. Lang's with black.

Could you describe for me what you mean by the title of 
your book Small Teaching? 

Small Teaching:  
An Interview with 
James Lang
JAMES L ANG  Assumption College
L ANE WILLIAMS  Department of Communication

Small Teaching is about looking for small opportunities 
to make changes to the way that we design and teach 
college courses and will improve student learning. There 
have been a lot of arguments and proposals in recent years 
about higher education and how we need to transform 
it into something dramatically different. I think some 
of those arguments are convincing, but they can be less 
convincing for faculty members, who are teaching heavy 
loads and working with a lot of students and just don’t have 
the time or energy to imagine that completely new way 
of teaching. Small Teaching is about still trying to make 
a positive difference to students by looking for smaller 
ways in which we can effect positive change. It does so 
by drawing on research on human learning and trying to 
understand how that research can help us create the most 
effective learning environments for our students. 

I was wondering if you wouldn't mind telling me more 
of the story about the process whereby you came to think 
and write about these small changes. Was there a moment 
where you thought this has to work, or something along 
those lines? 

There are two origin stories to this. The first is that I, for 
many years now, have been giving workshops to faculty 
and other college campuses. When I first started doing 
that, I was recommending more significant changes and 
new ways of teaching and learning in higher education. 
But what I found was that I was often speaking to faculty 
groups in October or March when they were in the middle 
of their semester, and they just didn’t have the opportunity 
to make significant changes to their teaching when they 
were buried in student papers and prepping for class and 
all the other work of the semester. I wanted to try and 
think about ways in which I could be useful to faculty, who 
are going to be in the classroom tomorrow or the day after 
I left, and what kinds of things could I recommend that 
would be helpful to them. 

While I was thinking about all those things, I was 
watching my children play in baseball and softball games. 
I was thinking about the fact there’s an approach to 
improving or winning baseball games, instead of trying 
to engage in big dramatic efforts and hit home runs and 
grand slams, focus on doing the small things that will 
make a big difference, like stealing bases and defensive 
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fundamentals. That got me thinking about a similar 
approach that we could take to teaching. We don’t need 
dramatic transformations; focusing on small things in 
teaching could make a big difference just the way that it 
does and many other areas of life including habits. Small, 
developing kind of habits that rely on small everyday 
activities can make a big positive change to our lives. You 
know what you can do if you want to lose weight. You 
can do a crash diet for 30 days and fast and dramatically 
change what you do, but often people go back to their old 
habits. Whereas, if you can habituate yourself to small 
changes in the way you eat, that’s more likely to have a 
positive, long-term effect. 

I was really interested when I saw the title of your book. 
Of course, you wouldn't be surprised to know that most of 
us here at BYU-Idaho are Latter-Day-Saints and there's an 
old Book of Mormon axiom, which is just what you say—by 
small and simple things great things are brought to pass. 

That’s interesting. It really is interesting. 

I think it is, and I think your framework can appeal 
to people here very much. I was just wondering what 
the response has been as you've gone around in this 
framework of small things? Something you found that 
people have really appreciated?

Absolutely. People love the idea that small changes can 
make a difference. I like to think that it’s an empowering 
thing for faculty to see that you can do something small 
that will make a difference. So far what I’ve experienced, 
and I’ve given workshops or lectures on this topic at least 
50 times now at different places, it’s been pretty universally 
well-received. You do have people that believe that 
dramatic transformations are necessary, but even those 
people recognize that we can — you can — get to dramatic 
transformations by taking small steps and those small 
steps can ultimately lead to great things. So yeah, it’s been 
very well-received. It’s definitely been my most popular 
piece of writing in this argument that small changes can 
make a difference. 

Would you mind sharing with me some anecdotal 
experiences that you've had that faculty around the country 
have shared with you as they implemented changes and 
the kind of outcomes that they've experienced?

I have had a lot of people latch on to a technique I 
recommended in the book called, The Minute Thesis, 
which is a simple way to get students to try and make new 
and interesting connections between the different things 
they’ve learned. I wrote a blog piece about how to actually 
put it into practice. I’ve had many people tell me they 
tried this with their students, and it was a really fun and 
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engaging experience. I’ve also had a lot of people just tell 
me they have tried — they put into practice — the small 
five-minute activities that I recommend in the book, and 
they’ve heard from their students that these things have 
been really helpful to them for their learning. So, those 
quick, little five-minute quizzes or learning activities at the 
beginning or end of class have become folded into their 
teaching very naturally. They’ve heard reports that they’ve 
had their students say, “This has really helped us do better 
on the exams when we’ve had lots of little opportunities all 
along to take these quizzes or do this little activity at the 
end of class.” I’ve heard a lot of that from people who come 
in for a workshop and has read the book beforehand and 
presents these ideas. As I’ve been presenting these ideas, 
they’ve already worked very well for them. That’s been 
great to hear. 

What is the relationship, on a more global scale, 
between small changes and, what may be a buzzword, 
critical thinking among students? You addressed it a little 
bit near the beginning of the book, and I thought about  
it a lot as I was reading it. That's something I think a 
lot about in my teaching: how can I help my students 
accomplish that critical thinking that seems to be so 
valuable among employers?

Critical thinking is a challenging thing to try and 
develop in students in part, because it has so many 
different definitions of it. I guess for me critical thinking 
is actually one of those bigger things that is worthwhile 
to try and break down into smaller components that you 
can help students with. So for me, part of critical thinking 
is precisely about helping students see how things are 
connected together, or how things are the frameworks 
and structures or organizations that help us understand 
knowledge; that’s the thing that we can get at specifically. 
But then there might be another part of critical thinking 
which is, “Okay, how do I evaluate the truth of a claim?” 
and that’s one piece of critical thinking. I have a hard time 
seeing teaching critical thinking as an easily developed 
or manageable scale. I guess it’s just my personality, but I 
tend to want to break it down into these smaller activities 
we can then develop concrete strategies around. I think 
small teaching works for that but it has to be there as a 
middle step where you have to think about, “What are 

the components of this? What are the parts of it that I can 
build these smaller activities around?”

When you mentioned the Minute Papers where you 
explain or maybe predict and so forth that there's a 
lot of writing in these small things that you talk about. 
When you evaluate those, do you evaluate for things like 
grammar, spelling, sentence structure, or do you leave it 
be, and if so, why? 

I think the writing research tells us that we want to have 
both a mix of formal and informal writing. If we want 
to help students as writers, and the informal writing is 
more about process and thinking, it’s okay to let some of 
that stuff go for the informal writing as we get students 
to even acknowledge that this is something for you to 
think about or work on. But for a grade, for example, 
don’t worry about that in class. But then as we get into 
the more formal writing, we pay more attention to those 
things, so that tends to be my practice. When students 
are doing in-class writing exercises, I tell them not to 
worry about it, and don’t get stuck on making sure that 
they’re writing perfectly. In this case, I’m just listening for 
thoughts and ideas, and then we’re going to translate those 
into something more formal as we go into our papers. So 
that it actually mirrors, in some ways, the way a lot of 
professional writers work, which is to say, I sit down, and 
I bang out a draft. Well, the draft is 50 percent of the work. 
The other 50 percent is the revising, and the revision is 
really where I worry about making sure that everything is 
correct. That’s the message I want to convey to students. It’s 
ok to just bang something out initially, but that’s only the 
first step. The next step is the work of putting it together in 
a way that’s acceptable for our readers. 

If you could implement one approach to recommend  
to faculty, what would the one or one of those simple 
things be?

My favorite thing is the connection notebooks. I think I 
wrote about those, where the students have to have a little 
notebook, and at the end of class once a week they have 
to write about a connection between what we did that day 
and something outside of class. That might be a connection 
to something they learned in another class they’ve 
experienced outside of school. It might be a connection 
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between what we did in class that day and something that 
we did in a previous class period. But I just think that 
that’s missing so much from education where everything 
is so siloed. We learn it in this class, then we’re done with 
it. Or, we learn it in this course, and then we’re done with 
it. I really, really believe we could do more to help students 
integrate their education. Those connection notebooks for 
me are some version of one that is online, or on paper, or 
done orally I think; or if I did tear my teacher down and 
start over again from scratch, that’s what I would keep. I 
would keep those connection books.

Personally and professionally, I teach writing and 
research and data and so forth. I find students come to 
class with a lot of baggage. They've had bad experiences 
in the past. They struggle a little bit, and I found your last 
chapters very interesting in that conversation. What do you 
suggest to those of us who have students that might have 
had bad experiences? What little things might help them 
with their self-efficacy? What might help them with their 
understanding of their confidence? 

I think there’s a combination here that we have to think 
about of autonomy and support. Some combination of 
those two things is what is really important for motivating 
and helping students succeed. 

We want to be able to give them some sense of autonomy 
of their learning. They have some agency, and when they’re 
doing their work, they have some ability to control what 
the process or the product looks like. They have choices 
in terms of what they’re doing, but then throughout that 
process we continue to make sure we provide support. One 
of the best ways to think about this is when I’m giving or 
creating an assessment, I’m going to give them a structure, 
which has support built into it. Maybe they were writing 
a longer paper. We’ve got checks along the way, and I 
never get feedback from their peers on the way. But, they 
also have some autonomy in that process, which is they 

get to choose the topic, or they get to choose how we talk 
together about how they want to time the stages of it, or 
they get some sense this is not just like I’m demanding 
that they jump through these five hoops. Instead, it’s a 
collaborative process of how we — how they — get to 
demonstrate their learning. I think the sweet spot is there 
between autonomy and support. There was a chapter of 
the book-which I didn’t ultimately include-which is 
about autonomy and agency and how we help give students 
that sense of autonomy and agency. If I ever do a second 
version, I’ll include that chapter, because I have come to 
believe it’s really important students get some sense of 
control over their learning. But at the same time they do 
need. You can’t just say, “Okay write a 10-page paper,” or 

“You’re off on your own. It’s due on this date.” You’ve got to 
give them support to the process. 

We're talking a lot on this campus, as people are 
nationally, about what is sometimes called retention. What 
small things have you noticed that help in that remarkable 
and important activity?

All the small, active-engagement activities I recommend 
in the book are ones that are more likely to help 
traditionally underrepresented students succeed in college. 
Students, who are really successful learners and always 
have been and come to college with that background, are 
going to succeed no matter what. You can lecture those 
students, you can do discussion groups, or however they’re 
going to figure it out - and they’re going to - they’re 
going to do fine. It’s the students who have not traditionally 
been successful as learners, that are going to be in trouble 
and likely to drop out of school. They’re just put into 
lecture rooms, spoken to by a professor, and asked to kind 
of go off on their own and turn in their work at some 
future date. These kind of quick-engagement activities that 
let a professor get to know their students, gives students 
a chance to test their understanding and get feedback on 
it, that allows them to engage with their peers through 
peer instruction activities or small group activities and 
feel like part of a learning community as opposed to just 
being an audience member. Those are the things that can 
help retention. I think that these small teaching activities 
I recommend in the book are ones that are going to reach 
especially traditionally underrepresented students, and 
that’s what we need to help with retention.  t

It's a collaborative process of 
how we —how they— get to 
demonstrate their learning.



Call for Proposals:  
2018 Fall Faculty Conference
To Bear Them Up

Press On
•   Fulfilling our unique, expanded mission

• Seeking the Spirit's guidance in shepherding  

and safeguarding students

• Qualifying for Heaven's continuing direction 

Draw Upon Your Strength and the  
Strength of Others

• Thoughtfully considering academic best practices

• Engaging students in disciplinary studies

• Advancing the boundaries of knowledge

Rescue Those Who are Faltering Along the Way 
• Teaching young people whose needs are shaped  

by a variety of cultures and situations

• Restoring confidence and faith

• Ministering one by one

Proposals should be 50–100 words and should include a title. Please send proposals to the Dialogue Committee at 
hawkess@byui.edu by May 15. We look forward to hearing from you!

As the pioneers in the Willie Handcart Company 
reached Rocky Ridge, they were wrapped in thin blankets 
and trudging in knee-deep snow. Many could not pull 
their loads. At the suggestion of the rearward, John 
Chislett, the struggling Saints teamed up. They moved one 
handcart forward a short distance, and then went back for 
the other—effectively travelling over the hill three times: 
twice forward and once back. Elder Ronald A. Rasband, 
who had ancestors in that Company, shared details of the 
story during our April 2016 Commencement exercises. He 
spoke passionately about what it means to be the Lord’s 
disciple for a lifetime and urged those listening not to leave 
anyone struggling alone along life’s road. Emphasizing the 
collaborative process the faithful pioneers used to “make 
the climb and eventually arrive at the evening fires,” Elder 
Rasband noted, There will be those times—many times—

when you will be the answer to someone’s prayer; you will be, 

as the Lord says, “Mine angels round about …, to bear [them] 

up” (D&C 84:88).

The 2018 Faculty Conference will continue to explore the 
pioneering spirit that permeates the BYU–Idaho campus.  
The Dialogue Committee is seeking proposals for 
20-minute presentations or 50-minute discussions in three 

areas, which align with the three charges given by Elder 
Rasband in his Commencement Address. We have drawn 
additional ideas to encourage creative thinking from 
President Eyring’s Inaugural Response.



Being resilient is a choice 
I make … I need to reach 
out to my many sources of 
strength to bear me up and 
learn to endure it well.
KEITH BARNEY


