
Without care and consideration, we might inadvertently be 
creating obstacles to learning and success for multicultural 
BYU-Idaho students. If our curricular approach takes 
for granted a domestic, native English-speaking student 
audience nurtured within the socio-cultural parameters 
of Western society, we may inadvertently hedge the 
way for many of our international students. Yet, by the 
year 2025, we are seeing early trends in international 
student enrollment that suggest a veritable tsunami of 
educationally-hungry, international students who want 
what we can offer but may need additional support as they 
begin their educational journey at BYU-Idaho.

Currently, international students represent 32.56% of all 
Pathway students (BYU-Pathway Worldwide Newsroom, 
2018), 17.22% of BYU-Idaho Online students, and 6.25% of 
BYU-Idaho on-campus students (BYU-Idaho Academic 
Office, 2018). With an average growth rate of 36.67% 
since 2014, BYU-Pathway Worldwide international 
student enrollment has increased to 4,331 (from 1,537 
students in 2014; BYU-Pathway Worldwide Newsroom, 
2018) and is projected to increase to nearly 40,000 
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Imagine you are enrolled in a World Foundations course 
and are asked to read the following about gamelan music 
as part of an assignment: 

The cascading sounds of the Bintang Wahyu rang out 
loud and clear across the amphitheater signaling the start 
of the wayang. The dancers immediately began swaying in 
rhythm to the metallic clangs and staccato clashes of the 
various gamels swinging in synchronized motion...  

By now, you undoubtedly have some general notion 
of dancing and music playing. However, you might have 
found yourself relatively lost as to what gamelan is and 
what it sounds like. Now suppose that with this faint 
understanding of gamelan, you are assigned an essay 
weighing the merits of gamelan as compared to classical 
gagaku music of the Heaian Court. Also suppose that a 
fair percentage of your grade was riding on your ability to 
answer the question. If this were a reality, it is highly likely 
that you would feel both underprepared and overwhelmed 
at the prospect. 

This perhaps seems like a strawman argument, and that 
may be fair, but this is meant to simply illustrate this point: 



Ours is the responsibility and 
opportunity to be proactive.
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students by 2025. Since the winter semester of 2016, BYU-
Idaho online enrollment among international students 
averaged a 46.24% increase (Winter semester 2018 n = 
1,983 students) and is projected to increase to over 25,000 
if growth averages remain constant through 2025. Finally, 
on-campus international student enrollment (Winter 
semester 2018 n = 1,420) averaged a 22.39% increase over 
the same time period (BYU-Idaho Academic Office, 2018) 
and would exceed over 5,000 students by 2025 if this 
enrollment average increase also remains constant. This 
would be nearly double the current combined total of 
on-campus international student enrollment at both BYU 
and BYU-Hawaii (BYU News, 2018; BYU-Hawaii, n.d.). 
By 2025, international student enrollment between BYU-
Pathway Worldwide and BYU-Idaho could potentially 
exceed 70,000 international students—a head swimming 
number, when considering the fledgling roots of tiny Ricks 
College. In short, BYU-Idaho—which has historically been 
the least internationally oriented university among the 
sister CES institutions, would then become the institution 
with the furthest international reach. 

Owing to the shared “Brigham Young University” 
moniker, we, at BYU-Idaho, are witnessing the need to 
fulfill President Spencer W. Kimball’s prophetic injunction, 
when he declared: 

“One peak of educational excellence that is highly 
relevant to the needs of the Church is the realm of 
language. BYU should become the acknowledged language 
capital of the world in terms of our academic…There is 
no reason why this university could not become the place 
where, perhaps more than anywhere else, the concern for 
literacy and the teaching of English as a second language is 
firmly headquartered in terms of unarguable competency 
as well as deep concern” (1975).

With both this shared mandate, as well as the projected 
influx of international student enrollment towards a 
culturally pluralistic student body in the courses that we 
both develop and teach (on-campus and online), ours is 
the responsibility and opportunity to be proactive, rather 
than reactive. This would be in keeping with President 
Henry J. Eyring’s recent curricular mandate to have “both 
the end and the beginning in mind…the beginning 
is when danger is greatest, and thus, our curriculum 
decisions and support activities are most vital” (2017). 
What follows are some curricular and pedagogical 
considerations for helping our multicultural (and perhaps 
even underprepared students) find greater footing as they 
begin their academic careers at BYU-Idaho. 

Socio-Cultural Considerations
In the literature, we learn that domestic, multicultural 

(Murphy, 2009) and international (Cross, 2014) students 
face great obstacles in their educational pursuits at 
American universities. Among those are potential financial, 
emotional, mental, spiritual, physical, and relationship 
challenges (Payne, 2005) that, when combined, can present 
issues in both academic achievement and retention (Tough, 

YEAR PATHWAY BYU-IDAHO ONLINE BYU-IDAHO CAMPUS

2014 1537 - *668 -

2015 2380 + 54.84% *943 + 41.17%

2016 3242 + 36.22% 931 - 951 ** + 99.58%

2017 3151 - 2.81% 1448 + 55.53% 1097 + 15.35%

2018 4311 + 37.45% 1983 + 36.95% 1420 + 29.44%

Table 1. International Student Enrollment Percentage Increase Winter Semester 2014-2018

* Online and on-campus student data conflated.

** Represents overall international student increase.



content is overly fraught with unnecessary syntactic 
and lexical complexity. It risks introducing competing 
constructs in our evaluations of student performance: 
language barriers and content knowledge. Thus, it becomes 
difficult to ascertain if performance is contingent upon 
knowledge acquisition or language acquisition. 

To mitigate these potential issues, I suggest three things 
for both assessment items and learning material (to the 
extent feasible): 

• Simplify the vocabulary. 

• Avoid unnecessarily clauses and overly complex 

sentence structures.

• Be concise.

In short, what I am suggesting here is that we become 
more Zen-like in our content development. Let’s strip 
away the unnecessary verbiage and verbosity and get 
to the essence of the content. What I am not suggesting 
is “dumbing” down the content. When we use more 
straightforward language and less wordiness, we do all our 
students a favor by making the content more accessible—
not watered down. Here is a simplified illustration of the 
point taken from a sampling of the new PathwayConnect 
101 course content: 

“This zeal for education is demonstrated in the lives of 
the early saints whom, after becoming converted to the 
gospel, sacrificed to build schools and temples— from 
Kirtland, to Nauvoo, to Salt Lake, and beyond. This drive 
to seek out education is a natural effect of becoming 
converted to the gospel of Jesus Christ.” 

While the statements in this passage are doctrinally 
sound, the language may 

present unnecessary complications in terms of sentence 
structure, verbiage, and conciseness. Consider how 
simplifying both vocabulary and sentence structure, 
combined with being concise, can help learners understand 
the essence of the content.

“Early Church members had great zeal for education. 
Building schools and temples in Kirtland, Nauvoo,  
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2014). These issues can be compounded when culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CLD) students are enrolled in 
online courses (Rovai, 2003). 

This is not to suggest that our multicultural and 
international students lack intelligence. Far from it. They 
are highly intelligent. However, many may lack self-
confidence, familiarity with the sociocultural framework 
of the American university, and the academic English 
necessary for successfully engaging in their coursework.  

For most international students, education comes in the 
form of a traditional, teacher-centered classroom. Learning 
Management Systems, different modes of course delivery 
(e.g., hybrid, online, competency), student-centered 
classrooms based upon the Learning Model, etc., become 
a series of cultural nuances that need to be navigated with 
care and with the understanding and support of our faculty 
and university auxiliaries. 

For us on the micro-level in our classrooms and our 
course development, how can we anticipate potential 
cultural pitfalls in the content and how can we help 
international and multicultural students overcome these? 
One possible solution might be greater scaffolding into 
learning. The goal of the international student is not to 
become Americanized, rather it is to learn to effectively 
navigate the nuances of the American university with 
its inherent cultural underpinnings. Thus, if there are 
occasions where we can scaffold the learners into greater 
socio-cultural understanding, then we can do so by 
providing some contextualization of the assignment at hand. 

In returning to the example at the beginning regarding 
gamelan music, quick and necessary sociocultural 
understanding can be had through a video or through a 
brief explanation. By situating international student into 
the contexts of an assignment, we allow them greater 
access into understanding and applying its content.

Linguistic Considerations
In President Henry J. Eyring’s parlance, part of the 

“danger” (2017) in the beginning may occur when our 

Strip away the unneccessary 
verbiage and verbosity and get 
to the essence of the content.

The suggestions laid out here 
are meant to help us act now.
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and Salt Lake was evidence of their educational zeal. 
When we gain a testimony of the Gospel, it is natural to 
desiremore education.” 

From this example, we can see how the essence of the 
original thought is captured, but active voice replaces 
passive voice, clauses per sentence are reduced and the 
verbiage is streamlined. In this way, the content is not 
diminished in the least. Rather accessibility into the 
content is enhanced. To assist with this, certain online 
tools can be helpful in simplifying the vocabulary and the 
syntactic complexity of our instructions and items. 

One final thought about vocabulary acquisition that may 
be of use to increasing student success (both international 
and underprepared) is to implement sheltered vocabulary 
instruction protocols that will help these students gain 
the academic vocabulary germane to a specific discipline. 
BYU’s English Language Center has developed the tools 
to help us mine the most frequently occurring academic 
vocabulary from among our course content and texts to 
build such an environment that would enable our students 
to gain the discipline-specific jargon necessary to be 
conversant (and to write) in that particular field. For those 
interested in learning more about these tools and this 
approach, I welcome to chance to meet to discuss these in 
further detail.

The face of our student body is changing before us. The 
fact that we work at a university 

that values extending educational opportunities that 
transcend traditional brick-and-mortar classrooms and 
international borders is an indication of not only how 

much the Lord loves His children and desires their success 
and happiness, but also serves as reminder of the power of 
education in helping all of us to become self-reliant and 
better able to assist with the great work of the vineyard. 
The suggestions laid out here are meant to help us act now, 
rather than later, in offering more support to these students. 
President John Taylor once said: “It is true intelligence 
for a man to take a subject that is mysterious and great 
in itself, and to unfold and simplify it so that a child can 
understand it.” With all of the advanced education we have 
received here, we stand in great position to leverage that 
intelligence and the gifts we have been afforded in breaking 
down unnecessary curricular and pedagogical hedges 
for our international and underprepared students as we 
seek to support and mentor them in a newer application 
of the “Spirit of Ricks”—the abiding hallmark of the great 
institution that is Brigham Young University-Idaho.  t
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