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R&CW Conference
April 4 from 4:30 pm - 6:30 pm

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
Feb 14 from 1:00 pm - 2:00 pm 

Feb 15 from 11:30 am - 12:30 pm

March 14 from 1:00 pm - 2:00 pm

March 15 from 11:30 am - 12:30 pm

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.



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

Every year we have the opportunity to attend the Fall Faculty 

Conference. This year’s theme was “To Bear Them Up” which 

is fitting for the standard and vision our university strives 

to maintain. President John L. Clarke once said, “Ricks 

was founded upon the firm belief there are extraordinary 

possibilities in ordinary people.” President Clark Gilbert built 

on those words when he shared a message from President 

Henry B. Eyring during an employee meeting, words given 

to President Gilbert when he was assigned to be president 

of BYU-Idaho. President Eyring told him, “the essence of 

BYU-Idaho, and Ricks College before that, is the individual 

investment of faculty and staff in the lives of everyday 

students.”1 Hearing these words may leave us wondering how 

we can fulfill these expectations.

Our annual Fall Faculty Conference gives us the ability to 

share with others ways we have invested in learning how to 

best bear our students up. Our commitment and motivation 

come from each one of us truly believing in the “extraordinary 

possibilities” in each one of our students. I have mingled with 

faculty of other universities who expressed to me that they 

felt there was no reason to put any effort into building up their 

students or creating the best learning environments as their 

students were “incapable of doing anything anyway.” In strong 

t E D I T O R

contrast, every BYU-Idaho faculty member I have met feels 

very strongly about helping not just their classes as a whole, 

but their students as individuals. 

Part of finding the best ways to bear our students up 

includes continuing to learn new ways or reworking old ways 

of teaching. I once read, “the professional teacher is one 

who learns from teaching, rather than one who has finished 

learning how to teach.”2 I feel blessed to teach at a university 

that supports their faculty developing professionally to find 

the best ways to serve and teach our students and also 

provides a way for us to share what we have learned with 

each other. 

The articles in this issue of Perspective come from the 

2018 Fall Faculty Conference presenters. It is my hope that as 

you read this issue, you will enjoy a chance to revisit or read 

for the first time the many topics that were presented and 

learn how others are striving to bear them up. You may even 

find yourself wanting to learn more and incorporate new 

strategies in your own teaching.

1. BYU-Idaho Employee Meeting, February 5, 2016 

2.  Darling-Hammond, L. (2008). Teacher Learning That Supports Student 
Learning. In B. Z. Presseisen (ed.), Teaching for Intelligence. Thousand Oaks: 
Corwin Press.
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To Bear Them Up
HECTOR BECERRIL

Department of Chemistry

Brother Walter Gong explained that teachers should always 
be learners, and that learners should teach one another so 
that they might articulate the what, how, why and where 
of their subject. He said that in this manner learners 
experience and capture whatever information they are 
being taught and turn it into long-term growth. We will 
aim for that kind of learning experience in our classrooms 
throughout this semester because these learning principles 
that brother Gong taught are now are part of our 
institutional culture at BYU-Idaho. I express appreciation 
to the Gong family for their example in championing 
the scholarship of learning and teaching, for recognizing 
the value and the needs of college teachers, and for their 
financial support of this conference and institution. 

We Can Lift Each Other
Before coming to BYU-Idaho my family and I attended 

the same ward as sister Gong. She was known to us as 
Abuelita Hancock, because that is the married name of 
her daughter Margarite, whose family lived also in that 
ward. Abuelita Hancock and her daughter were always 
very thoughtful and would come over to the pew where my 
family sat and chat with us. With her cheerful, unassuming 

and soft-spoken way Abuelita Hancock became my wife’s 
friend and a willing playmate of my daughters. 

Several years ago, Sister Gong and Sister Hancock visited 
BYU-I for this conference and my family had the privilege 
of having them in our home for dinner. I was very touched 
because despite of being tired with travel and meetings 
they still took the time to play with my little girls. They 
even came out into the yard and made a pretend meal with 
berries and. Sister Gong and Sister Hancock are powerful 
women according to the world, and yet they humbled 
themselves, as a little child, to lift us up in a Christ-like way.

We too can lift others we apply the teachings of the Lord 
Jesus Christ and His prophets. This is simple in principle, 
but it is a little harder than expected in practice. Here I will 
discuss four principles that inspire me in this high quest.

I. Do My Best
Blas García was my maternal grandfather. He is one 

of the most influential persons in my life. One of my 
earliest memories is about a trainyard, standing inside 
the roundhouse beside my grandfather looking up at an 
enormous steam locomotive. The engines were green with 
patina and the smell of heavy grease was very strong. 

My grandfather had just retired from a lifetime of 
work in the railroad. He started at sixteen laying and 
maintaining track. He climbed his way up from the bottom 
twice because of a large layoff. Being an orphan, he had 
just one year of formal schooling, but he applied himself 
and did his best. He found satisfaction in the challenge of 
becoming a mechanic where the responsibility was very 
great. By the time he retired his official title was first class 
mechanic and he oversaw the night shift in the roundhouse. 
He was the one that gets all the trains ready for the next 
day. He was a big deal.

Oh, how he loved those locomotives. First the steam, 
then the diesel, then the diesel-electric. He had taken 
them apart and put them back together, he had crawled 
under them and into them and really, really knew them. 
He would get them ready for work, send them to all parts 
of the country, and inspect and patch them up when 
they came back. He was a good mechanic, he was always 
learning and he was always doing his best work. 

In the church my grandfather also gave a full-measure: 
he served wherever he was called, he saved for years to 
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make an international trip to the Mesa Arizona Temple to 
be sealed to his family and he officiated in the Mexico City 
temple two days per week for over 25 years, from the time 
the temple first opened and continued almost to the end 
of his life. 

I keep this quote outside my office, as a reminder to 
myself about always doing my best work and giving a full-
measure.

“You are good. But it is not enough just to be good. You 
must be good for something. You must contribute good to 
the world” (Hinckley, 1996). 

Being useful is very important to me. I feel that I owe 
it to my students, to my profession, to BYU-Idaho, to 
the tithe payers of the church, to the church’s education 
board, to myself, to my family and to my grandfather. My 
responsibilities as a CES educator and professional mentor 
are solemn and I probably can approach them with a little 
more reverence. 

Brethren and sisters, in the matter of doing one’s best, I 
am grateful for your good examples. I have sat in some 
of your classrooms, benefitted from your presentations 
and trainings. I have read about your achievements in the 
news and notes and the Perspective magazine. I have seen 
first-hand how you mentor your students at the research 
and creative works conference. I feel motivated by your 
diligence in your stewardships.

I am thankful for the many and varied opportunities 
for professional development that BYU-Idaho sponsors, 
including this conference, the Brown Bag series, the 
PIE talk lectures, the university trainings, and for the 
support and encouragement that we have to participate 
in professional societies and their specialized meetings. I 

am also thankful for leaves and fellowships that allow me 
time to practice my craft which encompasses chemical 
science and experimentation. These opportunities serve 
to at least help me maintain technical competence and 
professional credibility, which are important for the good 
of my students as I mentor them and as I help them think 
about their next steps after graduation. I feel blessed to 
have these resources and I truly feel I need to do whatever 
I can to be current and relevant in my profession so that 
when I mentor a student my cup will be full of something 
authentic, good, useful and practical for that student to 
experience and to be lifted up. 

I cannot end this section about doing my best without 
acknowledging that I find very frustrating how often 
I fall short of my own performance expectations. It is 
discouraging, but the Plan of Salvation provides me 
hope. The Lord requires the heart and a willing mind. 
I try each day to give Him that and beg in return that 
through His enabling grace He might help me fulfill all 
my responsibilities. As I pay attention, I can tell that He 
does help me, as much as I let Him. Here are two lines of a 
poem that give me comfort when I have a rough day. It is a 
tiny bit of truth and is very powerful. 

Truth, repentance and the Atonement of Jesus Christ 
keeps us going from day to day. 

II. Teach Truth
Elder Bedard explained that there is a very close 

relationship between the House of the Lord on the hill and 
this institution. Here is what he said:

"BYU–Idaho, brothers and sisters, is a temple of 
learning…

In both the House of the Lord and in the temples of 
learning, a standard of worthiness must be met in order to 
enter and to learn what is being taught...

in both the holy temple and in temples of learning, a 
significant personal commitment is linked to the learning 
process” (2004). 

We are here to prepare disciples. I feel blessed to be a 
teacher at such a remarkable place. Here we can help our 
students to learn through the ministration of the Holy 
Ghost, and to help them increase their alignment and 
commitment to eternal truth. This is most important. The 

You are good. But it is not 
enough just to be good. You 
must be good for something. 
You must contribute good to 
the world.



power of truth is simply phenomenal. Truths lifts us up 
and keeps us going. 

In 1978 Elder Neal A. Maxwell published a book entitled 
Things As They Really Are. From what I read, I learned 
there are significant differences between facts (which may 
be true) and living truth. We need them both to live in 
this world, but he said that reality is built on just a few 
living truths which we must all receive and around which 
everything else must assemble.

There is a true and living good 
• There is a true and living church

• There are true and living prophets

• There are true and living scriptures 

• There will be a resurrection with a judgement

“For some, these truths are hard doctrines. They call for 
hard decisions. Really believed in, they require significant 
adjustments in one’s life… for within their simplicity and 
relentlessness is a compelling urgency that will not go 
away” (Maxwell, 1978). 

The depth of our acceptance and the quality of our 
relationship with each of these living truths probably 
determines our eternal destiny. As a CES employee, I am 
expected to teach these things to my students by word 
and example, at the same time that I teach them whatever 
subject I teach. It may be appropriate to say that helping 
students receive a testimony of these living truths is our 

most important role in this disciple-training center that is 
BYU-Idaho. 

We have probably all encountered students who 
broadcast in diverse ways that they are not aware, that they 
question or even oppose the living truths of the gospel. I 
believe that we can help and lift these students, and all 
students, only by teaching with love. 

III. Teach With Love 
Watching little children playing together reminds me 

that loving each other is what we do naturally when there 
is no guile in our hearts. 

Herbert A. Simon was a professor of psychology, 
computer science, management, political science and 
economics at Carnegie-Mellon University. He was awarded 
the 1975 Alan Turin award in computer science, the 1979 
Nobel prize in economics and the 1986 National Medal 
of Science, among other prizes. His work on human and 
machine learning pioneered the development of adaptive 
educational and testing software and most famously of 
artificial intelligence. He summarized his vast knowledge 
about learning and teaching with this statement: “Learning 
results from what the student does and thinks and only 
from what the students does and thinks. The teacher can 
advance learning only be influencing what the student 
does to learn” (1998). 
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He says: get the students to do things to learn. I respond: 
sometimes I can’t even get my own kids to do what I want. 
They have discovered their agency. It is a simple problem.

Dr. John Cullen was a BYU-Idaho chemistry faculty 
until he retired in 2012. Some of you probably remember 
him. He is a wonderful teacher. I sat in his class every 
day for two semesters and watched him. Under a tough 
and austere facade, I found he was really a compassionate 
mentor who cared for his students deeply. He motivated 
students through love (mostly). 

John showed his love for his students in multiple ways:
• Preparing interesting demonstrations and carefully 

crafted questions that created a captivating 

experience. 

• Inviting students by name to work things out in the 

board side by side with him. 

• Asking them to do things for him in class. 

• Setting clear and high expectations and holding 

Them accountable in firm and gentle ways. 

• Being always in control of the classroom, always 

respectful, always making sure that they were in a 

safe place. 

• Continually revising and improving the workbook 

and activities he prepared for them. 

• Respecting their time and eliminating any form of 

busy work from his courses. 

• Honoring their agency. 

• Providing meaningful feedback on their papers, 

even though he knew some papers would go to the 

round file unread. 

• Inviting them to his office where he listened, 

re-taught and encouraged them. He also gave 

them frank advice. He did not flatter them, he 

called things as he saw them, and he constantly 

challenged them to do better.

I might be wrong, but I think that during his time of 
service John accumulated enough wisdom and enough 
charity that he really had no guile in his heart and loved all 
his students because of their potential and because he felt 
that they needed him. Of course, John still had students 
who failed, but I know that they knew that he cared and 
had done his part to lift them up. 

IV. Embrace My Place 
This is my favorite flowering vine. It comes out every 

year on the side of the house and I just can’t get enough of 
it. Please look at it and see if you can count the flowers in 
the photo.

At our Winter 2016 commencement address, Elder 
Rasband spoke about Brother John Chislett, a sub-captain 
in the Willie Handcart company. On Thursday October 
23, 1856, Chislett was assigned by Captain Willie to “bring 
up the rear” as the travel-worn company attempted the 
ascent of Rocky Ridge amid a severe blizzard. You probably 
remember the story, but it bears recounting:

“My duty was to stay behind everything and see that 
nobody was left along the road... The ascent of the ridge 
commenced soon after leaving camp, and I had not gone 
far up it before I overtook a cart that the folks could not 
pull through the snow, here about knee-deep. I helped 
them along, and we soon overtook another.

By all hands getting to one cart we could travel; so we 
moved one of the carts a few rods, and then went back 
and brought up the other… we overtook other carts at 
different points of the hill, until we had six carts, not one 
of which could be moved by the parties owning it. I put 
our collective strength to three carts at a time, took them a 
short distance, and then brought up the other three. Thus 
by travelling over the hill three times—twice forward and 
once back—I succeeded after hours of toil in bringing my 
little company to the summit.” (1856)

Brother Chislett did everything he could to bear his 
people up, literally, to the summit. These members were 
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faithful in what the Lord required of them, and even after 
all that effort, their results did not always appear successful. 
We should not lose faith. The Lord has declared: 

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your 
ways my ways, saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher 
than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and 
my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55)

Like these faithful members, sometimes my place at 
BYU-I is to bring up the rear, other times to go ahead and 
prepare camp for those that follow. Sometimes the work 
is intense, physically, emotionally, or spiritually. Still, the 
night passes, help comes, things work out in His way and 
there is the peace that fills the willing heart of the disciple 
that did his or her part. 

Elder Rasband reflected that standing behind can be 
difficult to do in a world that is always watching and 
rewarding what is happening at the front. Academia is 
a prime example of that. We are different here. Elder 
Rasband explained that we operate by higher rules. We 
serve in “our Father’s kingdom here on earth,” and our 
mission is to bear people up. In the eyes of the Lord all 
these different roles are necessary and equally important. 
Elder Rasband told the graduates: “Think about it. You 
have careers, families and adventures ahead of you, 
however, no one of them can be counted a success if you do 
not see that your fellow travelers get to the top of the hill.“ 

So how many flowers did you find in the photo? Did you 
only count the ones at the front, or do they all count? 

My grandfather was an orphan and needed help. 
Through the years he had many mentors that lifted him 
up and helped him become a disciple, a provider and a 
leader in his family and the church. The names of most 
of those mentors are known to God only, but the effect 
of their service still blesses me. So it is with us and our 
students. We are a very different kind of university. Elder 

Andersen shared a beautiful glimpse into the workings of 
the Quorum of the Twelve that I believe sets the pattern 
and bar for families, wards, and yes, temples of learning. It 
is truly something:

“The Lord puts a lot of people together who are not that 
alike in many things—their professions, how they grew up, 
where they come from…

…they are alike in their testimony of the Savior and in 
their humility. They don’t seek position; they are not trying 
to be the smartest person in the room. The Lord can work 
with that” (Anderson, 2018).

I believe we can receive this blessing here at BYU-Idaho. 
Your presence here today as teachers and learners, teaching 
one another shows that you understand that BYU-Idaho 
faculty need each other to do the great work that has been 
entrusted to us. We are to help teach and strengthen the 
rising generation of the Church of Jesus Christ. They need 
to gather Israel and to prepare the Earth and the church for 
the Lord’s second coming as President and Sister Nelson 
charged them a few months ago. They also need to be able 
to do the work of the world, be self-reliant and help others. 
We are here today seeking to increase our capacity to help 
them in both pursuits. The Father has a plan for each one 
of our students, and all His children. As we teach them 
truth and do our best with love, He will prosper our efforts 
to bear them up. As we are diligent and teachable, He will 
grant us a place where our talents will be useful and where 
our hearts will find contentment, joy and peace. May the 
Lord prosper each of you.  t
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Communicating High Expectations: Increase 
Student Success, Reduce Teacher Stress
RON KINVILLE
Department of Design and Construction Management

As a student I always looked forward to the first day of 
class. This was my first opportunity to observe my new 
professor, meet my classmates, and try to figure out what 
was expected of me in this class. Considering that I am 
still a student, these first-day-of-class experiences are still 
happening in my life and I have come to appreciate the 
ability of some professors to clearly communicate class 
expectations and help their students be productive early in 
the semester. I have tried to incorporate what I have learned 
from these professors into my classes and give my students 
the best classroom experience I can. This is a summary of 
the things I have observed as I have tried to communicate 
high expectations in an effort to increase student success in 
my classes and reduce my stress as a teacher.

Communication
Any student of communication can tell you how difficult 

it is to express a thought and have that message received 
as it was intended. Different people can hear the same 
message and understand it in totally different ways. I have 
found that this needs to be a primary consideration when 

I attempt to communicate expectations to my students. 
They are going to see my message through their unique 
perspectives. Therefore, it becomes important for me 
to communicate in a way that reduces confusion and 
misunderstanding. My experience has taught me that my 
communication to the students in my classes needs to be:

• Clear—keep the message simple and to the point.

• Understandable—if I use terminology the students 

have not learned yet or do not understand, the 

message will not be effective. 

• Timely—expectations are more productive if they 

are communicated at the beginning of the semester.

• Consistent—I should only establish expectations 

that I am willing to enforce and demonstrate 

through my own example.

• Redundant—use various methods of 

communicating expectations to students to ensure 

that everyone gets the message. For example, 

include them in the course syllabus, display them 

on I-learn, talk about them during the course 
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introduction on the first day of class and perhaps 

include them in an email to the students.

Expectations
Expectations can include such things as requirements 

for class attendance, student participation, adherence to 
dress and grooming standards, commitment to the honor 
code, standards for course deliverables, and so forth. 
Remember, the idea is to establish high expectations. I have 
found that as I have communicated high expectations to 
my students, they have accepted the challenge and risen to 
the occasion.

Students will know when expectations are reasonable or 
not. They will also quickly identify any perceived double 
standard associated with class expectations. Therefore, 
class expectations need to be reasonable and applied 
equally across the entire class. The best way I have found to 
introduce high expectations to my students is to tell them 
why each expectation exists. For example, I have taught in 
the Department of Design and Construction Management 
for eight years. In my classes, no late assignments are ever 
accepted for credit. This is not the case with all professors 
in our department, but I have decided that it will be the 
case for my classes. I do this because there are sometimes, 
within the construction industry, where tardiness forfeits 
opportunity.

If that was the only reason for maintaining my class 
expectation of no late work, it is still a 
valid expectation. However, the benefits 
of this policy are many. In addition to 
demonstrating the importance of being 
punctual with your work, it helps establish 
good time management skills early in 
their college experience (one of my classes 
is a first-semester, freshman class). It 
provides an opportunity to experience 
real deadlines without losing any more 
than some points toward their grade. The 
students soon realize that they are capable 
of completing their deliverables within the 
given time requirements. This expectation 
also reduces stress on the teacher. I do not 
have to worry about which excuses are 
valid for late work and which are not. I 

do not have to calculate penalties for late work or receive 
mountains of late assignments at the end of the semester.

A word about disabilities accommodations. There will 
be times when certain students will need some special 
considerations because of a disability. As teachers, we 
have a responsibility to do all we can to help every student 
succeed. This will require us to use judgement and be 
flexible with any of our high expectations.

Student Success
One of the trademark characteristics of BYU-Idaho is 

the focus on the students and the faculty’s desire to see the 
students succeed. My experience has taught me that my 
students are more successful in my classes when I establish 
and communicate high expectations. I have identified a few 
reasons why I believe this is the case.

When students understand the course expectations early 
in the semester, they have a “road map” to guide them 
through the course. I realize that, in this age of the GPS, 
road maps are not used much anymore, but the benefits 

Communicate in a way 
that reduces confusion and 
misunderstanding.
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of a guide, such as a road map, are still easily understood. 
A map provides a picture of where you are, where you 
want to go and what road you need to take to get there. 
Expectations give the students an understanding of how to 
get from where they are at the beginning of the semester to 
where they want to be at the end of the semester.

Expectations, correctly communicated, also help the 
students feel comfortable with the course and the work 
required for the course. The earlier in the semester that the 
expectations are communicated to the students, the quicker 
they understand what is required of them and the sooner 
they feel comfortable with the class. I know that I do 
much better in my classes when I feel I understand what is 
required of me and how to accomplish those requirements.

I have come to realize that when students understand 
the expectations of their classes and feel comfortable with 
how to accomplish what is required of them, they grow in 
confidence. Their fears of the unknown are replaced with 
belief in themselves and their potential success in the class. 
I believe that this confidence helps to reduce the level of 
anxiety that students often feel as they progress through 
their college careers. 

Another benefit is that the process of communicating 
high expectations to the students reduces the possibility 
of misunderstandings about course policies, course work 
requirements, attendance standards, and so forth. These 
misunderstandings frequently cause unneeded, additional 
work for the student and the teacher and can result in a 
significant level of frustration for both.

Finally, communicating high expectations gives the 

students control of their learning and their educational 
results. They know what they need to do to be successful 
in class and can choose whether they want to take the 
correct steps which will give them the desired result. They 
have the map and they can now select the road they want 
to travel down. The result of this control is that the student 
can take full responsibility for the grade they have earned 
at the end of the semester. It makes it easier to establish the 
connection between choice and accountability.

Teacher Stress

In my earlier example I mentioned some of the benefits 
communicating high expectations can have on teacher 
stress. I don’t believe teaching has to be a high-stress 
occupation. I do believe that sometimes we personally 
contribute to unhealthy levels of personal stress by the way 
we choose to manage our classes. For me, communicating 
high expectations successfully to my students at the 
beginning of the semester has significantly reduced the 
stress I was feeling daily.

One of the things that contributed to lower stress levels 
for me was the reduction of student confusion and the 
resulting debate which would normally accompany such 
confusion. “But I thought you meant this,” is a student 
phrase I do not hear much anymore. It is important to 
note that it took many semesters for me to fine-tune my 
expectations to reduce the student confusion. Every time 
I would encounter a confused student, I would take note 
of what caused the confusion and try to find a way to 
address that cause. This usually meant that I needed to 
create an expectation, clarify an expectation or improve in 
communicating the expectation.

Establishing and communicating high expectations 
can also help to reduce my stress by providing a written 
record by which I can provide consistent class management 
and administration of class policy. It eliminates the need 
for most judgement calls regarding whether to allow 
exceptions which the student may feel entitled to. I can 
remove my opinion from the equation and provide a  
more objective form of decision making. Basically, it 
simplifies class management and makes my role as a 
teacher more enjoyable.

Summary
As a student, I appreciate professors who provide me 

with their expectations early in the semester. I understand 
better what I need to do to be successful in the class and 
maintain a higher level of confidence in my abilities to 
meet the requirements. There is less confusion and there 
is a written document that I can always refer to if any 
questions come up during the semester. As a teacher, I find 
that when I clearly communicate high expectations to my 
students, they rise to the challenge and are more successful 
in the class. At the same time, I am able to manage the class 
more effectively with less stress.  t

They rise to the challenge 
and are more successful.
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Focusing on Students to Build Intrinsic 
Motivation, Confidence, and Course Satisfaction
BET T Y MCQUAIN
Department of Home and Family

I would like to tell you a story. The story began in the 
summer of 2013 when as a requirement of my graduate 
studies, I was enrolled in a “Change Strategies” course 
at Idaho State University. The curriculum in this course 
introduced me to the theory of Appreciative Inquiry. My 
heart and spirit came alive as I pondered what I was 
learning. That introduction led me on a journey that has 
profoundly altered the way I look at teaching, learning, 
relationships, and life.

Appreciative Inquiry is defined as “a 
philosophy and way of looking at the world 
and being in the world; a strength-based 
framework for positive change, growth and 
transformation; [and] a methodology for 
engaging all stakeholders in co-creation of 
the future” (Champlain College, 2018). I was 
struck by the thought that change and growth 
could be brought about more effectively and 
efficiently by focusing on what was right with a 
situation than by focusing on what was wrong. 
As I researched more about Appreciative 

Inquiry, I discovered nine principles of Appreciative 
Inquiry (see Figure 1) had been identified in the literature 
(Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; 
Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stravos, 2005; Kelm, 2005; 
Ludema, 2001; Reed, 2007; Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 
2011; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). I felt that these 
principles were true and compelling and could be broadly 
and relevantly applied in a number of settings, including 
the college classroom.

Figure 1. Principles of Appreciative Inquiry

Principles of Appreciative Inquiry



three consecutive online weekly reflection journals used by 
the students in the control group. The Appreciative Inquiry 
modules consisted of a short video and a brief collection 
of open-ended questions that guided students to identify 
their strengths and the positive aspects that initially drew 
them to their majors. The students in the treatment group 
completed these modules while the students in the control 
group completed their weekly reflection journals, as 
usual. At the end of the three-week period, the CIS was 
again administered to all participating students. Statistical 
analysis was conducted and the results were startling. 

At the end of the three-week Appreciative Inquiry 
treatment, the overall intrinsic motivation of the students 
in the treatment group was significantly higher than the 
overall intrinsic motivation of the students in the control 
group. Specifically, the overall intrinsic motivation of the 
students in the treatment group had increased, while the 
overall intrinsic motivation of the students in the control 

group had decreased (see Tables 1 and 2). 
A similar trend was also seen in the subscales of 

confidence and satisfaction. For each of these two 
subscales, the intrinsic motivation of students in the 
treatment group increased significantly, while the intrinsic 
motivation of the students in the control group decreased.

The most surprising finding, however, was “the observed 
effect of the control and treatment conditions on the least-
motivated students in each group” (McQuain, Sammons, 
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In my study of Instructional Design, I had learned about 
intrinsic motivation and its powerful impact on learning. 
I was beginning to believe that intrinsic motivation 
was not only beneficial in the learning process, but an 
absolute necessity for true learning and genuine change 
to occur. Intuitively I felt that Appreciative Inquiry would 
naturally invite intrinsic motivation for students and I was 
curious to see what would happen with students’ intrinsic 
motivation if they engaged in an Appreciative Inquiry 
process as part of their learning experience. With the 
support of my graduate committee and IRB approval from 
both Idaho State University and BYU-Idaho, I combined 
my learning from the disciplines of Instructional Design, 
Human Motivation, and Appreciative Inquiry to design 
a Pre-Post Control Group Experimental research project 
that was conducted in one on-campus BYU-Idaho early 
childhood education course over a period of two semesters. 
Informed consent was gained from all students willing to 
participate in the experiment prior to 
randomly assigning them to control and 
treatment groups.

To assess the intrinsic motivation 
of the students prior to conducting 
the research experiment, and with the 
permission of its author Dr. John Keller, 
I used the Course Interest Survey (CIS), 
a valid and reliable instrument that 
employs a Likert-type scale to “measure 
how motivated students are with respect 
to a particular course” (Keller, 2010, 
p. 277) in terms of overall intrinsic 
motivation and its subscales of attention, 
relevance, confidence, and satisfaction. 
Statistical analysis based on the results 
of the CIS showed that there was no 
significant difference in the intrinsic motivation between 
the control group and the treatment group in overall 
intrinsic motivation or in any of its subscales.

Using what I had learned in my Instructional Design 
studies and following the well-respected Analysis, 
Design, Develop, Implementation, Evaluation (ADDIE) 
instructional design process (Molenda, 2003), I created 
three online modules based on Appreciative Inquiry to 
be used by the students in the treatment group in place of 

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 3.97 3.92 3.99 4.17

STANDARD DEVIATION .48 .68 .47 .38

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES

2.88 - 4.74 1.97 - 4.97 2.85 - 4.76 3.35 - 4.71

PRE-TREATMENT POST-TREATMENT

INDEPENDENT t-TEST t (72) = .281, p = .779 t (56.606) = 2.02, p = .049*

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for CIS Pre- and Post-Test Overall Results

Table 2. Independent t-Test Results for Research Question One

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *
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Neill, & Coffland, 2016). From the beginning of the study 
to the end, the lowest motivation scores within the control 
group dropped, while within the treatment group, the 
lowest motivation scores raised significantly (see Tables 3, 
4, and 5).

The Appreciative Inquiry modules had the most 
profound effect on the students in the treatment group 
who were the least motivated prior to the experiment. 
They went from being not very intrinsically motivated to 
significantly intrinsically motivated, especially in terms 
of their confidence and satisfaction (see Tables 3, 4, 5, and 
6). This change in intrinsic motivation transformed the 

learning experience for these students, as reflected in a 
sampling of their comments below.

• “I feel more motivated than ever now to accomplish 

the tasks that I have at hand to achieve those 

dreams that I have for myself. I feel like I have 

been using the principles along my 

journey, especially numbers 5 and 

8. I changed my negative view into 

positive to help me be less stressed 

and I choose how I want to act, what 

I want to do and when I need to do 

it. Instead of slacking, I feel like I am 

busy trying to get everything done! 

It is wonderful to get a move on with 

all of my dreams!”

• “I have changed in that I 

found a motivation to continue my 

education that I haven't had before. 

This experience has given me a new 

resolve to do the best I can in my 

remaining time here on campus and 

do the best that I can and apply the 

knowledge I am gaining in all areas 

of my life. It has also reminded me 

of why I started on this journey 

in my major. I was studying in a 

different concentration and was not 

happy with all of the material I was 

asked to absorb and when I switched 

I found joy in doing my school work 

for the first time in a long time. With 

the course work load, I sometimes 

lose sight of that joy. In regards to 

the principles of appreciative inquiry, 

I realize that all of the parts put 

together do create one great whole. 

All aspects of my life affect each other and if 

one aspect is out of equilibrium then everything 

seems to be. I also realized how questions can truly 

bring about change and how self-reflection impacts 

or attitudes, behaviors, and relationships. When 

we question why we love someone and reflect 

on those reasons, then we tend to have a greater 

appreciation for that person and how we treat them 

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 4.25 4.14 4.18 4.44

STANDARD DEVIATION .46 .61 .47 .38

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES 2.75 - 4.88 2.25 - 5.00 2.63 - 5.00 3.63 - 5.00

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for CIS, Confidence Subscale (8 items), Pre- and Post-Test

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 3.88 3.81 3.80 4.17

STANDARD DEVIATION .59 .79 .60 .48

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES

2.44 - 4.89 1.67 - 5.00 2.11 - 4.78 3.00 - 5.00

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for CIS, Satisfaction  Subscale (9 items), Pre- and Post-Test

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

POST HOC ATTENTION .086 .086 F (1, 71) = .157 p = .693

POST HOC RELEVANCE 1.298 1.298 F (1, 71) = 3.467 p = .067

POST HOC CONFIDENCE 1.751 1.751 F (1, 71) = 6.788 p = .011*

POST HOC SATISFACTION 2.451 2.451 F (1, 71) = 5.740 p = .019*

Table 5. MANOVA Post Hoc Results for Research Question One

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *

“I have changed in that I found a 

motivation to continue my education 

that I haven't had before. This 

experience has given me a new 

resolve to do the best I can in my 

remaining time here on campus and 

do the best that I can and apply the 

knowledge I am gaining in all areas 

of my life. It has also reminded me 

of why I started on this journey in my 

major. I was studying in a different 

concentration and was not happy 

with all of the material I was asked to 

absorb and when I switched I found 

joy in doing my school work for the 

first time in a long time. With the 

course work load, I sometimes lose 

sight of that joy. In regards to the 

principles of appreciative inquiry, I 

realize that all of the parts put together 

do create one great whole.



tends to change. This experience has made me 

aware of the importance of regular self-evaluation 

and how it can truly positively affect our lives, 

relationships, goals, and overall outlook on life.”

• “I think I have changed by realizing how much my 

major really means to me. I think I have gotten 

caught up in getting good grades, and getting 

homework done that I have forgot why I really 

wanted to be in this major. It has also helped me 

to start focusing more on the difference I want 

to make with the children I work with. I really like 

number four on the list above. The stories I shared 

and talked about really do give meaning to why 

I am in this major and what things I am drawn to 

about my major.”

It is interesting to note that the word “motivation” was 
never used in the Appreciative Inquiry modules.

While Appreciative Inquiry is neither a panacea nor 
a silver bullet, it does hold promise as a strategy for 
enhancing intrinsic student motivation in online and 
face-to-face courses. This is significant because enhanced 
intrinsic motivation improves the subjective learning 
experience and may enhance student achievement and 
retention as well. As one student stated, “[The Appreciative 
Inquiry process was] certainly engaging . . . and made me 
re-visit my purposes and battle-cries. I enjoyed rekindling 
my flame, so to speak! This process was valuable to me 
because it reminded me of the why behind this semester’s 

efforts.” When it comes to student motivation and 
retention, rekindling flames and renewing purposes can 
only help!  t
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TYPE lll SS MS F SIG.

CONTROL OVERALL .053 .053 F (1, 36) = .083 p = .376

TREATMENT OVERALL .674 .674 F (1, 35) = 8.767 p = .005*

CONTROL ATTENTION .048 .048 F (1, 36) = .228 p = .636

TREATMENT ATTENTION .049 .049 F (1, 35) = .391 p = .536

CONTROL RELEVANCE .092 .092 F (1, 36) = .819 p = .372

TREATMENT RELEVANCE .099 .099 F (1, 35) = .915 p = .345

CONTROL CONFIDENCE .246 .246 F (1, 36) = 3.090 p = .087

TREATMENT CONFIDENCE 1.354 1.354 F (1, 35) = 9.888 p = .003*

CONTROL SATISFACTION .096 .096 F (1, 36) = 1.037 p = .315

TREATMENT SATISFACTION 2.367 2.367 F (1, 35) = 14.163 p = .001*

Table 6. Changes in Motivation over Time per Group

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *



The Team Optimizer Tool 
empowers teachers to quickly 
and easily create teams that 
meet multiple criteria.
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A Tool for Improving Students' Experience with 
Teamwork by Improving Team Formation
DAVID PALMER  
Department of Mathematics

Positive Team Experiences Start with Creating 
the Right Team

It is the first day of the semester. During the syllabus review, 
I see the students grimace as I explain there will be a lot 
of teamwork in the course. By the last day of the semester, 
however, student sentiment has evolved. A large majority 
of the students have come to love and appreciate their team 
members. Many identify teamwork as their favorite aspect 
of the course. In fact, some go so far as to say that they 
could not have survived the course without their team.

If teamwork can be so rewarding and enjoyable, why 
do students initially react so negatively? I believe their 
negative feelings stem, in part, from negative past 
experiences. To reverse that trend and provide students 
with positive team experiences, I recommend improving 
the team creation process.

Methods for Creating Teams
Teachers generally create teams using one of 3 methods: 

self-selection, random assignment, and criteria-based 

assignment. I briefly discuss the pros and cons of each 
method below:

Self-Selected Teams Pros: Allowing students to select 
their own team membership can result in increased 
cohesiveness, accountability and cooperativeness – 
particularly if the students already know each other. 

Cons: A self-selection process can result in students 
feeling anxiety, exclusion, and awkward social pressures. 
Worse, teams formed in this way can be unbalanced in 
terms of capability and diversity of thought. Students’ lack 
of acquaintances in the class (which is usually the case 



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

in my large intro level courses) seriously attenuates the 
advantages of self-selection and the process resembles that 
of random assignment.

Randomly Assigned Teams Pros: This approach is easy 
to implement because it is often the default setting in a 
learning management system’s software. 

Cons: Unlike self-selection, random assignment does 
not encourage increased cohesiveness, accountability and 
cooperativeness. Unfortunately, it also offers no protection 
against unbalanced teams. Despite providing none of the 
benefits of the other two methods, it is widely used because 
of its convenience.

Criteria-Based Teams Pros: Instructors can structure 
team membership to better achieve learning outcomes 
and to make the experience more enjoyable for students. 
Each course and each team project will require the 
teacher to consider different criteria for team membership 
assignments. To achieve some of the benefits of self-
selected teams, a teacher may choose to incorporate team 
requests as part of the criteria for assignment.

Cons: The complexity of making meaningful team 
assignments increases exponentially as class size increases 
and as the number of criteria to consider increases. In a 
class of 50 students with 4 key criteria, the time and effort 
required prohibits me from using this approach unless I 
have the help of a tool.

A Tool to Make Criteria-Based Teams Easy

I previously used the CATME tool (www.info.catme.
org) to overcome the logistic difficulties presented by 
juggling multiple criteria when making teams. CATME is 
an online platform for administering surveys and creating 
teams. It also provides excellent tools for conducting 
peer-evaluations within groups. Unfortunately, the 
CATME system recently switched to a pay for service 
business model. 

The approach CATME uses is publicly available in 
published, peer-reviewed journals. I created my own 
team formation tool, called Team Optimizer Tool, based 
on the approach described in those journal articles and 
made it available free to the BYU-Idaho community. The 
algorithms for the tool and many of the ideas in this article 
come directly from a paper by Layton, et. al. (2010). This 
paper, and other papers found on the CATME website, 
explain theories related to teamwork, give empirical 
evidence to support those theories and suggest practical 
tools for implementing teamwork successfully in a course. 

The Team Optimizer Tool At a Glance
This tool forms students into teams of a desired size 

based on criteria defined by you, the instructor. For 
example, you may want the groups balanced in terms of 
certain software capabilities, opinions on certain issues 
and on key demographic variables. You may also want to 
include a criterion that addresses the students’ schedule 
availability to meet outside of class. You can use as many 
criteria as you wish and define them however you like. 

Naturally, some criteria will differ from others in terms 
of importance in deciding team assignments. Therefore, 
before running the tool you must decide the relative weight 
of each criteria. The tool strives to ensure that no group 
deviates too far from meeting your criteria.

Teamwork is not only a useful pedagogical tool, it is also a 
soft skill that employers value. By providing students with 
better team experiences, we can change their perspective 
about teamwork in general.

To... provide students with 
positive team experiences, 
I recommend improving 
the team creation process.
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The Criteria

The tool allows for 4 types of criteria / questions:
• Multiple choice

• Select all that apply (a.k.a. any or all)

• Schedule criteria. This is similar to an any-or-all 

question, but is scored differently. The goal is to 

form groups that have shared availability to meet 

outside of class. NOTE: The question MUST be 

asked/coded in the negative. For example, “mark 

the times you are UNAVAILABLE to meet.”

• Isolation/Under representation. This is similar to a 

multiple choice question, but it is scored differently. 

This criterion protects against isolating certain 

groups of students (females, racial minorities, 

etc.) in a group. Many studies have documented 

the adverse effects of isolating certain types of 

students in a group.

The weights for multiple choice and any-or-all criteria 
can range from -5 to 5. The sign of 
the weight indicates whether the 
instructor wants similar or dissimilar 
responses grouped together. A 
positive weight will lead to groups 
that are diverse with respect to that 
variable. A negative weight leads to 
homogenous group membership

The non-isolation and scheduling 
criteria weights can range between 
0 and 5. The larger the non-isolation 
weight the more important the non-
isolation of minorities becomes in the 
algorithm. Similarly, the larger the 
schedule weight the more important 
shared availability to meet outside of 
class becomes. The tool will not allow 
negative weights on these two types 
of criteria because isolating minority 
groups should not be a goal, nor should creating groups 
with no shared availability. If you enter a negative weight by 
mistake, the tool will change it to a positive weight.

Each class will have different criteria for group 
composition. Below is an example of the criteria/survey 
questions I would use in my class.
1. What is your gender? (select either male or female)

2. What grade did you get in your previous math class? 
(select either A, B, C, D or F)
3. How comfortable are you with Microsoft Excel? (select, 

“Not at all”, “Somewhat”, “Extremely”)
4. What time, outside of class are you UNAVAILABLE to 
meet? (Have option for all two-hour blocks between 8am 
and 10 pm for every day of the week)

I usually obtain student data for team creation through a 
Qualtrics survey and I designed the tool anticipating most 
other instructors would do the same. 

Using the Tool
You can find the tool on the web at https://shiny.byui.

edu/connect/#/apps/371/access. This site is behind the 
BYU-Idaho firewall. A picture of the tool is below. 

The tool needs just 3 inputs to run: 
• A properly formatted .csv file (this contains your 

student information and information  

about the criteria), 

• The size of the groups, 

• The number of iterations (explained in  

the next section). 

You will need to create the .csv file yourself. Most 
instructors will start with a Microsoft Excel file they 
downloaded from their Qualtrics survey that contains the 
student data. However, you could also use a paper and 
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pencil survey, and then enter the data into Microsoft Excel 
manually if desired. Instructions (including video tutorials) 
on the “Detailed Tool Instructions” tab of the tool (circled 
in red on the image of the tool) make creating the file easy. 

The tool output shows up directly below the input portion 
of the webpage after clicking the red “Click to Run” button. 
The tool produces two sections of output. The first section 
repeats back your input about the criteria so you can 
double-check that you entered things correctly. The second 
portion lists students and their team assignment. It also 
shows their answers to the criteria questions so that you can 
check that you are getting the types of teams you like.

The Tool Algorithm for Team Creation
So how exactly does the tool work? The tool starts by 

randomly sorting students into teams. For each team 

the tool then calculates how well the team complies 
with a specific criterion (i.e. we will call this a criterion 
compliance value). To get an overall compliance score 
for a team, the tool calculates a weighted average of the 
criteria compliance values. The more closely a team 

matches your ideal team (i.e. your criteria), the higher the 
compliance score.

The tools strives to ensure that no group deviates too far 
from meeting your criteria. In other words, it maximizes 
the minimum team compliance score. It follows these 4 
high-level steps:
1. Randomly assigns students to teams.
2. Calculates a compliance score for each team to see how 
well they meet the criteria
3. Looks at a pair of teams and considers all possible team 
member swaps.

a. If swapping a team member results in a higher 
minimum score for the two teams, the swap is kept, 
otherwise it is discarded.

4. Cycle through all pairs of teams. Repeat the cycle 
through all pairs of teams 20 times.

Changing the random assignments at the beginning of 
the process (Step 1) can yield different results. So the tool 
allows you to choose how many iterations to run through 
this 4 step process. Each iteration starts with a different 
random assignment of students to teams. The tool will 
automatically select the set of teams from the iteration with 
the best minimum compliance score. For my classes (50 
students, in teams of size 5), I have found that usually about 
4 iterations is sufficient. The only negative impact for asking 
for more iterations is that the tool takes longer to run. 

Conclusion
The Team Optimizer Tool empowers teachers to quickly 

and easily create teams that meet multiple criteria. The 
criteria, which are completely decided by the teacher, 
define the composition of an ideal team. Thus, team 
formation will facilitate the overall pedagogical purpose 
behind teamwork. Teamwork is not only a useful 
pedagogical tool, it is also a soft skill that employers value. 
By providing students with better team experiences, we 
can change their perspective about teamwork in general. 
Thereby shaping their careers and roles in the community 
for the better.  t
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I became a faculty member at BYU-Idaho in 2001. This 
was the year of the formal transition of Ricks College to 
BYU-Idaho. I can honestly state at the time of my initial 
employment that making a chemistry course available in 
an online format was one of the furthest considerations 
from my mind, especially one involving teach-one-another 
activities. Over these last 17 years, this institution has 
evolved as a CES institution of higher education. As a 
result of BYU-I’s prophetic direction, the academic focus 
at BYU-Idaho produced the three imperatives: raise the 
quality, reach more students, and lower relative costs. The 
university quickly realized that a logical way to easily 
address the last two imperatives was producing course 
offerings available online.

Departments and colleges across campus explored this 
avenue and many developed online course offerings. As 
everybody is aware, the online initiative at BYU-Idaho 
is significant (both in terms of course and program 
offerings). The Chemistry Department decided to 

Can Teach-One-Another Activities be 
Successfully Implemented in Virtual, 
Synchronous Classroom Enviroment? 
W. LES MANNER

Department of Chemistry

contribute in the area of online course offerings. The first 
chemistry courses to be available online were CHEM 101 
and CHEM 101L (“L” indicates a laboratory type course). 
These courses were both developed and redeveloped in 
a hope to have acceptable alternatives to the face-to-face 
offerings. Even though not as successful by essentially 
all metrics as the face-to-face courses, the department 
observed enough success to move forward with an online 
offering for CHEM 105.

A few years ago, the department designed an online 
CHEM 105 course and offered it for a few semesters. In 
my opinion, the course was well-designed and similar 
to other traditional online course offerings. The results 
were not good. Attrition was extremely high, assessments 
scores were low, and student evaluations were poor 
when compared to face-to-face. A department decision 
was made to go back to the drawing board. As a faculty 
member in the department, I decided to experiment by 
designing an online course which reflected, to a significant 
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extent, a face-to-face course relying heavily on teach-one-
another activities.

I perceived a need to actively engage students in the 
learning and teaching process. I felt that this would need 
to venture beyond a traditional discussion board type of 
experience which we had previously determined to be 
ineffective with the online CHEM 105 course. I felt that 
a better approach would be to recreate the teach-one-
another activities I used extensively in my face-to-face 
classes. I wanted to harness the best face-to-face practices 
for an online course. A couple of pertinent questions 
quickly surfaced. Would this even be possible considering 
the current model of online course offerings? Are there 
available resources which would allow such a creation? 

Several requirements were identified for transitioning a 
face-to-face course focused on teach-one-another activities 
to an online/virtual environment. 

• It must be synchronous. The teach-one-another 

activities (called guided inquiry activities in 

my classrooms) had to be administered in a 

synchronous manner. There was simply no way 

of getting around this. This meant, however, 

that the current online model did not work. I 

collaborated significantly with Online Curriculum 

Development during which time they (particularly 

Chris Hunter) helped in the design of an effective 

course. In the end, however, it was mutually 

agreed upon that this course would be best as 

a hybrid offering managed by the 

Chemistry Department.

• There must be the capability 

to structure teams in assigned 

roles with the facilitator (i.e. the 

faculty member) always available 

as a resource to the entire class and 

individual teams. Typical roles for the 

teams in a classroom are manager, 

reader, reflector, and recorder.

• The teams must be able to work on the guided 

inquiry activity separately. Each team member 

must also have full communication (visual and 

audio) with the other team members when the 

class is separated during into teams. There must 

also be method to share documents and be able 

to edit them. These documents must then be able 

to be submitted to in the learning management 

system (LMS). Additionally, teams must be able 

to direct questions/concerns to the facilitator have 

them immediately addressed. 

• The format must allow the transition from entire 

classroom discussions to team-based activity 

throughout the synchronous session.

The concern quickly became whether the University 
had resources to enable such a virtual course. The primary 
resource which allowed such a course to be developed and 
offered was the ZOOM web conferencing tool. This tool 
allows a significant number of individuals to join a meeting 
with the additional ability to structure teams (called 
breakout rooms). While in the breakout rooms team 
members can share a document with editing capability. 

A typical breakout room for a team during a classroom 
session can be illustrated with the figure shown. 

This breakout room consists of 5 team members, 
each having a unique role assignment for the session 

I wanted to harness the 
best face-to-face practices 
for an online course.
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(assignments rotate for each session). The recorder / 
presenter shares a document (the guided inquiry activity) 
with the other team members. All team members can 
annotate but only the annotations by the recorder / 
presenter will be saved on the document. In the breakout 
room, the team members have an active discussion guided 
by the activity. If the team needs assistance, the manager 
will press the “ask a question” icon which signals the faculty 
member. Most of the faculty member’s time is employed 
in joining the different breakout rooms. Perhaps one of 
the most convenient features is that the faculty member 
(or facilitator) can instantly view the team’s work on the 
activity upon joining the breakout room. A typical class 
session in using ZOOM is shown in the figure. 

Over the last few semesters, it has been observed that 
most teams will elect to meet in separate locations (most 
commonly their apartments) while a few meet in the same 
location (e.g. a reserved room on campus or in a team 
member’s apartment). 

Although this course is for campus students, the 
flexibility of attending class from virtually any location 

with Wi-Fi has shown to be a blessing. Notable examples 
include individuals who could not come to campus due 
to a requirement to be at home with children. Other 
examples include family expectations to attend weddings 
/ receptions / birthdays / reunions (as you know the list 
goes on and on). There was even one student who attended 
while a family reunion was being held at Disneyland. This 
student would go back to his hotel room and attend the 
ZOOM session. Initially, I did not even know he was on 
such an excursion.

The first goal for the department was to illustrate that 
this mode of delivery caused no harm when compared 
to on-campus sections. Since the department offers 11-12 
sections of this course per semester a comparison with 

face-to-face sections was implemented. The following was 
observed the first pilot semester:

• The drop rate was 8-10% compared to 10-15% for all 

CHEM 105 sections.

• Exam scores were statistically the same as on-

campus students. The same exams were offered in 

several sections on campus.
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• The mean of a nationally standardized exam was 

also statistically the same as the department.

• Evaluations rated the course for this semester lower 

than the on-campus sections in the department.

The course was also offered the following semester 
(Spring 2018) with positive results. Again, the national 
standardized exam was statistically the same as the 
department. For this particular section, however, the 
student evaluations were much higher for the course, being 
very near the university average which is impressive for 
a chemistry course. Surprisingly, the students evaluated 
this virtual section higher than another section I offered 
on campus. This is in significant contrast to the previous 
semester mentioned above. Significantly, an informal 
polling of the students rating this course only slightly 
below on-campus courses across campus. An increase 
in the student evaluations could be partly contributed to 
experience and learning acquired from the first semester 
(Winter 2017). This is commonly observed of on-campus 
courses in the department.

The department also compared this course to the 
first online CHEM 105 course developed. This online 
course outperformed the traditional online course by 
essentially every metric (attrition, assessment, and student 
evaluations). 

The additional requirements for this course are a laptop 
and a graphic drawing tablet. The graphic drawing tablet is 
utilized by the recorder to write comments on the guided-
inquiry activity. Each student must purchase this from 

either the Bookstore or Amazon. The cost for the tablet is 
$30-$40. If available, the student can also rent a tablet from 
the Bookstore for $15-$20. 

Offering this course over the last few semesters several 
student struggles have been identified, most of which have 
been addressed.

• TABLET ISSUES: Students must become proficient 

at using the tablet with Adobe Reader. This has 

been the most significant barrier for this course. 

The department has incorporated a mandatory 

ZOOM / Technology check for each student with 

the course TA. This only takes a few minutes, and 

the department discovered that essentially all the 

students were already proficient. 

• PENMANSHIP: Some students have poor 

penmanship with the tablet which is reflected 

in the submitted documents. In almost all cases, 

however, penmanship with the tablet is about the 

same as a student’s normal penmanship with a 

small amount of practice.

• INTERNET CONNECTIVITY: Campus internet is 

generally good, but occasionally is a minor concern, 

especially at the beginning of the semester. 

• COMPUTER ISSUES: Perhaps the most significant 

issue is when the laptop battery goes dead. For 

most computer related issues, students have been 

able to receive assistance by contacting the BYU-I 

Support Center.

Based on the success of this course, the Chemistry 
Department continues to offer online sections of CHEM 
105 for students on campus. There are three online sections 
of this course offered this semester (called “hybrid” in 
registration). The department envisions adjunct faculty 
being able to facilitate the course in the future. Future 
plans are also underway to develop a similar course for 
CHEM 101. There are currently 8-9 sections of the CHEM 
101 course offered per semester, 4-5 which are online.  t

This institution has evolved 
as a CES institution of 
higher education.
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I was graciously invited to share my perspective based 
on my presentation at the faculty conference. Before you 
proceed, you need to understand that though the writing is 
mine, Quinn Norris, a former visiting faculty did all the leg 
work and heavy lifting.

In the spirit of the faculty conference presentation, this 
article will also be a call to action. Specifically, I propose 
that as faculty we generate and adopt a campus-wide 
problem-solving / critical thinking sort of language. The 
purpose of this language would be to help students see the 
common purpose and methods being taught in many of 
their classes, and value it.

I recognize that we will see challenges as we seek to 
pursue this ambitious goal. I would like to model how 
you may choose to address these challenges by giving 
an example from the Physics Department. I believe it 
represents a microcosm of the difficulties that may arise 
campus wide, how we might address them, and a model 
of coherent, common language for communicating 
this to students. 

Problem–Solving
Perspectives
RYAN NIELSON

Department of Physics

Why is this a valuable skill? Todd Lines, who came to 
our department from the defense industry, identified three 
things which distinguished a component/standard engineer 
from a system engineer. A fourth distinguishing feature is 
income: a system engineer typically earns about $30,000 
more a year than standard engineers. The first three skills 
which distinguish them are:

1. Fermi, or order-of-magnitude estimation,
2. structured problem solving, and
3. error analysis.
I cannot help but believe that structured problem solving 

is widely valued in many other jobs.
Let me now present my department experience  

with the process as an example and identify my 
embarrassing mistake. 

I began requiring that my students flag specific steps 
which they followed in solving problems initially as a 
survival tool for me for grading exams or homework. 
However, I quickly found that this gave students huge 
benefits. This process typically helped students:

• Solve complex problems which they could not 

solve by inspection. 

• Identify where they are stuck, or having difficulties, 

and often resolve them.

• Communicate their work and collaborate effectively 

with others.

• Solve problems they have never seen before.

Elder Scott once taught the faculty that asking questions 
was an act of faith which enabled the spirit to help students 
in class. I have wondered if following such a process might 
constitute a similar act of faith, and thus be responsible for 
these benefits.

Several of us presented the idea in a department 
meeting that our major gave students an opportunity to 
develop problem-solving skills. We quickly agreed that one 
objective for our students was that they should leave with a 
skill in structured problem solving. Problem solving is an 
important characteristic of our graduates. Someone even 
noted that the process was so self-evident that it didn’t 
need to be overtly taught, but simply modeled consistently.

However, the discussion quickly got derailed by the 
fear that faculty’s individual methods of expressing the 
steps in such a process might not be the one adopted by 
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the students. We eventually saw the strength inherent in 
students being exposed to several different expressions of 
such a process.

If you were here for the roll-out of BYU-Idaho Learning 
Model, you may remember similar concerns.

More recently, Quinn Norris, a visiting faculty member, 
dropped by my office to ask for a second set of eyes to 
help refine the problem-solving process he taught. He got 
excited about the idea of sharing it with campus at-large 
and approached members of a variety of departments 
with the same question. Quinn very quickly discovered 
my error and arrogance: practically every department he 
approached had a structured process. The names for the 
steps varied as did the number of steps. The steps looked 
different, but contrary to my arrogance, they all had a 
substantive process. 

Quinn identified examples from FDMath 108, Physics, 
Nursing (Process), Marketing Research, Foundations 
Capstone, English, Mechanical Engineering, Chemistry, 
Social Science, Harvard Business School, Design Thinking, 
the OODA Loop, and “Crucial Conversations.”

Emboldened by this we now propose that campus use 
the process description developed by the Math 108 course. 
It is broad and general enough that all the other processes 
could fit under this umbrella.

Quinn Norris made an exploratory application of the 
Math 108 problem-solving model to a history example as 
modeled above:

This tentative application was written by a physicist,  
not a historian.

1. Understand the Question
Start by identifying the historical question being asked. 

(e.g. What contribution did Islamic scholars make to 
the rise of the Renaissance in Europe?) Make sure you 

understand the question and what kind of answer you 
can expect. Will this be something that can be absolutely 
identified via a previously unknown source or is it 
something that will rely on interpretation of available 
sources?

2. Identify Key Information and Assumptions
Identify all the key aspects of the question. Are there 

common assumptions you feel are inaccurate? How 
will you confine your question to keep the research at a 
manageable level? Is it too broad? Too narrow? 

[Be cautious about focusing on only one answer to your 
question. Perhaps what you think is in the sources will not 
be there. I am not sure if this would go in step 2 or step 3. 
There is some bleeding over between these two steps, I feel.]

3. Apply Appropriate Tools
Use historical sources, both primary and secondary 

(which may require the use of other languages), to find 
information. Be aware of the historical context of your 
sources and do not read an anachronistic interpretation 
into primary texts. For modern history, this may require 
interviews or various types of media in addition to  
written texts.

4. Make an Informed Decision
(Again, in history, it’s less about making a decision and 

more about coming to a particular conclusion)
Based on your research, what is the answer to your 

question? 

5.Evaluate Your Reasoning 
Review your research. Have you correctly interpreted the 

sources? Have you adequately shown why an assumption 
should be dismissed? Does your conclusion reflect the 



research you have done? Be prepared to go back and review 
source material if you feel that you may have been too 
focused on getting one particular answer.

Adapted from: http://www.byuimath.com/fdmat108/
Lesson1.html

I invite you to try out this model in the manner we 
have followed with the Learning Model. Consider first the 
following questions about the Learning Model:

• Do you express it the same in your classes as your 

neighbor does?

• Is there value in your neighbor doing it differently 

from you?

• Is there value for students identifying them both as 

following the Learning Model?

• Now consider the same questions for the 

structured-problem-solving/critical thinking 

process.

You can make a real contribution in this process if you 
will see what fits, and what doesn’t. See how the Math 
108 umbrella description fits for colleagues in your own 
and other departments and colleges. We are looking for a 
language which is general enough that everyone can live 
with and use. Your input can help.

After sharing this idea with several administrators and 
other staff, they all concluded that it sounded like a great 
idea. They expressed support, but also concern that if they 
got involved that it might die. Specifically, they worry that 
it will die if it is seen as a mandate from above, or that it 
might get lost in the other urgent projects they are working 
on. If we can hammer out something appropriate and 
agree to it, they will have reason to be confident that it will 
be valuable, and work.  It has been suggested that we use 
a Brown Bag Discussion to present this model in a wider 
forum to work out details.

In summary, I believe that we should be able to 
essentially agree on a very short outline, rather than a 
detailed prescriptive document. I believe that within the 
short Math 108 outline there is freedom for everyone’s 
version. I believe that indeed, there is value to students 
when they compare our versions. I invite you to help.  t

Structured problem  
solving is widely valued in 
many other jobs.



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  2 4

You have been asked to design and teach a course. You 
have always had your students at the forefront of your 
mind, and you want to give them the best educational 
experience you can in this new course. You don’t want to 
just give them random facts and information, so you begin 
planning out your course. Planning a course can be likened 
to planning a trip to Yellowstone National Park. Before 
you leave home, you have the destination of Yellowstone 
in mind. You plan your route, you plan your stops for the 
night, you decide how much money you want to spend, 
what you want to see and do at the National Park, and so 
on. You do a similar thing when you plan a course, and this 
is known as backward design.

The process of backward design helps you to focus on 
what is important for your students to know by the time 
they complete the course. Backward design can be used 
for course design, unit design, and lesson design with 
minimal adjustments. Backward design starts with the 
course destination in mind: what is it that you want your 
students to know and do when they complete your course? 

These are your course learning outcomes (CLOs). After 
you have determined these outcomes, you need to decide 
how to assess whether or not your students have achieved 
these outcomes. You then decide on appropriate learning 
activities you will use to prepare your students for the 
assessments. Finally, you choose content and materials that 
will provide the knowledge base needed to prepare your 
students for the assessments. Your students’ performances 
on these assessments will, of course, indicate their levels of 
mastery of the course outcomes. Therefore, everything you 
do leads directly back to the outcomes of your course. 

Course outcomes are your students’ destination, so 
everything you do in your course should help them at 
that destination. Your course’s destination isn’t the world, 
so you must narrow down your choice of destination to 
one specific place. For example, once you have chosen 
that your destination is going to be Yellowstone National 
Park, you must decide whether you are just going to 
go to the entrance gate and then go home, or if you are 
going to enter the park and visit a site or two such as Old 
Faithful. Similarly, if you are teaching Chemistry 101, you 
can’t possibly teach everything there is to know about the 
subject in fourteen weeks. You must narrow it down and 
be specific about what your students will learn in your 
class. Jill Kern, who recently visited BYU-Idaho, taught the 
following about designing outcomes: use verbs that can be 
directly observed, use single-barreled outcomes, and use a 
manageable number (three to five points) to assess. 

When you travel to Yellowstone, how will you know 
you have reached Old Faithful? You will see the sign that 
says, “Old Faithful” and you will see the geyser. In your 
course, how will you know that your students have met 
the course outcomes that you have designed? You will 
know by how well they perform on the assessments. Some 
instructors believe that they do not have assessments 
in their course because there are no final examinations, 
but they do, in fact, assess their students. There are two 
types of assessment: formative and summative. Formative 
assessments are assessments you give to your students 
along the way, such as question and answer, discussions, 
observations, in-class activities, etc. Summative 
assessments are those that sum up what your students have 
learned, such as the final examination, or a final project. 
Summative assessments do not have to be tests. They can 

Blueprints of a Course:
Using Backward Design
JIL ANE RICHARDSON & SAM SMITH

Campus Curriculum Development



Your students will be more 
successful in achieving your 
course outcomes.
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be performance tasks, projects, papers, and the like. Once 
you have decided what your course outcomes are, you 
will also decide what assessment evidence you will use to 
have your students show that they have met the course 
outcomes. 

In order to get to Yellowstone, there are places you will 
need to pass through and things you will need to do along 
the way. If you choose to follow Highway 20 from Rexburg, 
you will need to pass through St. Anthony, Ashton, Island 
Park, and you will need to enter the park from West 
Yellowstone. You may wish to stop at the museum in West 
Yellowstone to learn more about what you will be seeing 
in the park, and you will need to pay the entrance fee into 
the park. These are some of the activities that you will do 
to prepare for knowing you got to Old Faithful, or the 
assessment. Once you have determined your outcomes 
and how you will assess them, the next step is to decide 
what activities you will do to teach and prepare for the 
assessments. These activities could include lectures, group 
presentations, field trips, videos or movies, discussions, etc. 

An important thing to remember is that if your activity is 
not essential to the assessment to show achievement of the 
outcome, you shouldn’t use it, even if it is a fantastic activity. 

Just as you cannot start teaching a course without any 
plan, you have to have a plan for your trip. For example, on 
your trip to Yellowstone you will go to Old Faithful, you 
will use the signs to help you know you are there, and you 
will pass through different cities and make certain stops. 
However, you still need to make some preparations for 
this trip. There might be road construction in Yellowstone, 
so you need to find out what roads will be closed so you 
know which route to take. You are going to want to eat, so 
you need to plan if you will bring your own food or eat in 
restaurants. You will also want to decide on appropriate 
clothing for traveling, hiking, lodging, etc. These are like 
the materials and preparations you will make for your 
course activities and assessments. 

Finding content is the last step in backward design. 
Course content can include textbooks, articles, music, 
videos, art, models, props, cadavers, small engines, etc. 
You do not have to limit yourself or your students to 
one source of content. Many instructors start with the 
content when they plan their courses but doing that will 
put your students at a disadvantage right away. If you start 
your course design focused on content instead of course 
outcomes, you won’t know if you have the best materials 
or content to teach your students. Choosing the textbook, 
then teaching the textbook means that you are using the 
publishers’ outcomes, not yours. 

In sum, if you have never used the backward design 
process before, it may seem awkward and illogical at 
first, but as you continue to use this process, you will find 
that your students will be more successful in achieving 
your course outcomes. One instructor at Brigham Young 
University-Idaho, who reluctantly agreed to design a 
course using backward design, later reported with three 
happy results: 1) her class had never run so smoothly 
from beginning to end, 2) her students had never been 
so engaged throughout the entire semester, and 3) her 
evaluations had never been as high as that semester of 
backward design. We encourage you to give backward 
design a try, and if you have questions about backward 
design, the Campus Curriculum Development team is 
available to help you.  t



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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Cultural and Pedagogical Considerations for the 
Changing Face of the BYU-Idaho Student Body
SETH ROBINS

Campus Curriculum Developer

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.

R O B I N S  |  2 7

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

References

[Brigham Young University]. BYU’s most unusual musical group: The Bintang 
Wahyu gamelan orchestra. [Video file].

BYU-Hawaii (n.d.). Facts.

BYU-Idaho Academic Office (2018). Official enrollment statistics for BYU-Idaho 
degree-seeking students.

BYU News (2018). Facts and figures.

BYU-Pathway Worldwide Newsroom (2018). Facts & statistics.

Cross, T. (2014). The gritty: Grit and non-traditional doctoral student success. 
Journal of Educators Online, 11, 1–30.

Eyring, H.J. (2017, September 19). Inaugural response. Proceedings from the 
inaugural commemoration at BYU-Idaho, Rexburg, ID, 6-9.

Kimball, S.W. (1975, October 10). The second century of Brigham Young University. 
Proceedings from a devotional address at Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

Murphy, J. (2009). Closing achievement gaps: Lessons from the last 15 years. 
Bridging Gaps in Education: Achievement, 8-12.

Payne, R. K. (2005). A framework for understanding poverty: A cognitive approach, 
5th edition. Highlands, TX: aha! Process, Inc.

Rovai, A.P. (2003). In search of persistence rates in distance education online 
programs. Internet and Higher Education, 6, 1-16.

Tough, P. (2014, May 15). Who gets to graduate? The New York Times.



There is more in us than we can know. If we can be made 
to see it, perhaps, [we will be unwilling] for the rest of our 
lives to settle for anything less.

Great leaders can have a tremendous influence on our lives. 
Two leaders who have had a major impact on my life and 
whose stories I share with my students are Willi Unsoeld 
and Ernest Shackleton. Both men are highly respected 
leaders due to their ability to inspire others to perform 
at levels higher than they believe possible. Unsoeld was 
a mountaineer who was part of the 1963 American Mt. 
Everest Expedition. He and his partner, Tom Hornbein, 
put a new route up the west ridge of Mt. Everest—a route 
that had never been climbed until 1963 when it was 
climbed very few times due to its extreme conditions and 
verticalness. Unsoeld worked as a climbing guide in the 
Tetons during the 1950’s while he was in school and raising 
four children with his wife Jolene. He served as the deputy 
director of the Peace Corps in Nepal for several years 
during the 1960s.

I met Willi the summer of 1970 while working at North 
Cascades National Park. Willi visited the park and was 
asked to lead a rescue training exercise. He presented a 
scenario where someone would be injured to the point 
where he would need to be lowered down a 60 foot cliff 
to safety. He demonstrated how to tie someone up so they 
could be lowered down. After the demonstration he asked 
for a volunteer to try tying someone up to be lowered 
down. My friend volunteered. Unsoeld looked at me and 
said, “How about letting your friend here tie you up?” I 
agreed and with Unsoeld’s help, my friend tied me up with 
the rope. Then Willi looked at me and simply said, “Go 
ahead.” I asked, “Where?” He said, “over the edge.” My 
reply: “No.” Willi then repositioned himself; I was between 
him and the edge. He put his face about four inches from 
mine (invading my personal space), and reassured me 
that everything would be okay. Willi’s eyes kind of sucked 
you into them. You could not look away. As I voiced my 
concerns and fears he kept inching forward causing me 
to inch backward toward the cliff. Soon my heels were 
hanging over the edge. He could sense my fear and leaned 
over the edge pointing to a small ledge about four feet 
down. He said, “Just get down on that ledge and you will be 
totally okay.” I somehow got down to the ledge and stood 
there with my hands firmly on the top of the cliff. Willi 
looked at the rope system tied around me and shouted, 

“WAIT A MINUTE!” I dug all ten fingers into solid rock. 
He then roared with laughter and told me to go ahead, that 
everything was fine. I leaned back and began to descend. I 
remember thinking, “Hey this rock climbing is not such a 
big deal – it’s easy.” Funny thing was, I wasn’t climbing. I 
wasn’t even rappelling. I was being lowered, which wasn’t a 
big deal. 

 After being lowered about 50 feet I was stopped, no 
more rope left. I looked up and yelled to Willi who was 
leaning out over the edge and asked him, “What do I do 
now?” The wall I was lowered down was relatively smooth, 
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Two Great Leaders
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meaning no hand or foot holds. There was 
no way I could climb back up. He said to do a 
pendulum. I asked, “What’s a pendulum”? He 
waved his hand back and forth while moving 
his fingers and said, “Run side to side like 
James Bond.” I knew what to do. 

Getting my body perpendicular to the wall 
and putting one foot behind the other and 
jumping out a bit I swung about four feet to 
the side and stopped. Doing that again I now 
swung about six feet. I kept that up until I got 
to a spot where I could get some hand and 
foot holds to climb up on. 

  Once I had climbed to the top, Willi 
walked toward me and putting his hands on 
my shoulders said, “Scott, that was the finest 
pendulum I have ever seen.” For me it was 
like LeBron James telling some current high 
school basketball player who had just made a 
jump shot that it was the best jump shot he had ever seen. 
At that moment I was officially cool. This world famous 
mountaineer had just told me I did the best pendulum he 
had ever seen. After Willi had 
complemented me, perhaps he 
could sense that I had taken my 
new celebrity or expert status 
a bit too far, rather than saying 
something like, “Well it wasn’t 
that good,” he just upped the 
challenge. He asked what I 
would do if [another ranger] was 
unconscious and couldn’t be 
lowered like I had been. “Well 
just put him on my back,” I 
replied, with much bravado. So 
Willi tied Paul (a 140 pound 
ranger) on my back and once 
again told me to go ahead. It 
wasn’t so easy the second time.

It wasn’t until several years 
later that I fully understood what 
Willi had done for me that day.  
He had taught me that I could 
do something hard, something that 

scared me. Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound 
once said, “There is more in us than we can know. If we can 
be made to see it, perhaps, [we will be unwilling] for the 
rest of our lives to settle for anything less.” Willi showed me 

that day what was inside of me, and 
though there have been times in my 
life when I have settled for something 
less, at least I know what potential I 
have. 

Willi went on to be one of the 
founders of Evergreen University in 
Olympia, Washington. He taught 
classes in mountaineering and outdoor 
ethics. With a doctoral degree in 
philosophy and religion he stressed 
the spiritual values of wilderness in 
every class he taught. While leading 
students on a winter ascent of Mt. 
Rainier in 1979, Willi was killed in an 
avalanche. Several days after his death 
a celebration of Willi’s life was held 
at the university where close to 800 
students and friends attended. One of 
Willi’s old friends from his days in the 
Tetons, Richard Emerson, attended 

the service hoping to find what he Willi Unsoeld

Ernest Shackleton sometime after the Endurance sank.



called “The central principle to Willi’s life.” Emerson spoke 
with an individual at the service who said he had climbed 
with Willi once. He went on to say, “I didn’t actually climb 
with Willi. He was the shepherd and I was one of his flock.” 
Emerson realized this was the central principle of Willi’s 
life he had been looking for; Willi had been something of a 
shepherd to everyone he taught, led, or guided. 

Emerson wrote, “As the celebration unfolded, a central 
fact became clear. It was not that we all knew Willi, his 
legend alone would make that so. Rather, it was the fact 
that Willi knew everyone of us. Up close, in a personal 
way, we had each been singled out as the soul object of his 
concern.” When I read Emerson’s statement, I realized that 
I too had been singled out as the sole object his concern. 
Several years ago, I met a lady who had been one of Willi’s 
students and told her of my experience with him. Her 
eyes teared up and she said, “He did that for every one 
of his students every day!” That is leadership: Christ-like 
leadership.

Another great leader was Ernest Shackleton, the famous 
explorer who led the 1914 Imperial Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition which had the goal of crossing the Antarctic 
continent overland from west to east. It would be 

Shackleton’s third Antarctic expedition. The ship used for 
the expedition was called The Endurance, named after 
the Shackleton family motto, Fortitudine Vincimus, “By 
Endurance We Conquer.”  The ship was slowed down by 
unexpected pack ice. Just one day’s sail from its destination 
at Vahsel Bay, the Endurance got stuck in the ice. The ship 
was eventually crushed by the ice leaving Shackleton and 
his 27-man crew to survive on the ice pack. After about 14 
months, they were able to launch three small life boats and 
sail to the uninhabited Elephant Island.

 In order to secure a rescue for his men, Shackleton 
and a small group set out on a 16 day sail across the most 
treacherous waters in the world in a 22-foot-long lifeboat 
to South Georgia Island where there was a whaling station 
and a chance of rescue. Four months after leaving his men 
on Elephant Island, Shackleton was finally able to initiate a 
successful rescue.

Does the title of Shepherd 
fit your leadership?
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The following are statements about Shackleton by his 
men and those who have written about his leadership:

“In ordinary situations, Shackleton’s tremendous capacity 
for boldness and daring found almost nothing worth of its 
pulling power; he was a Percheron draft horse harnessed 
to a child’s wagon cart. But in the Antarctic – here was 
a burden which challenged every atom of his strength” 
(Lansing, 13).

“Shackleton was the greatest leader that ever came on 
God’s earth, bar none” (Ibid, 13).

“For scientific leadership give me Scott; (Scott was the 
second to lead a group to the South Pole), for swift efficient 
travel, Amundsen; (Amundsen, a Norwegian was the first 
to lead a group to the South Pole), but when you are in a 
hopeless situation, when there seems no way out, get down 
on your knees and pray for Shackleton” (Ibid, 14).

“Shackleton made his men want to follow him. In the 
process, he changed the way his crewman saw themselves 
and the world. His work continued to inspire them for as 
long as they lived, and to inspire others around the world 
long after that. There is no greater tribute to a leader. His 
tools were humor, generosity, intelligence, strength, and 
compassion” (Morrell and Capparell, 12). 

“The Boss, as his men called him, built success on 
a foundation of camaraderie, loyalty, responsibility, 
determination, and-above all-optimism” (Ibid, 4).

“Shackleton was an average person; he taught himself 
how to be an exceptional one. He rose above his peers and 
earned the unfailing loyalty of his men. His story is, in its 
essence, an inspirational tale about unleashing strengths 
in individuals that they never knew they had in order to 
achieve goals-from the small to the miraculous” (Ibid, 10). 

How do we, as teachers, measure up to the leadership 
examples of Willi Unsoeld and Ernest Shackleton? How 
well do you single students out as the sole object of 
your concern? How does the title of Shepherd fit your 
leadership? Do your students experience your love and 
concern for them as individuals daily? What passion or 
drive do you have which challenges every atom of your 
strength? Are you the type of leader who your students 
look to and pray for help from when they are challenged 
beyond their own strength? What unimaginable goal 

are you seeking to pursue? Finally, what attributes of 
leadership forms your foundation as a teacher and leader?

In the book, Outdoor Leadership, John Graham presents 
a definition of leadership which describes the leadership 
styles of Unsoeld and Shackleton, and for that matter any 
great leader. He states, 

“Leadership is not a science to be picked up in one 
book or course, but an art to be learned over time. It’s not 
simply a set of rules to be followed, but an ability to build 
relationships. It’s not merely skills and techniques, but 
a subjective blend of personality and style. Leadership 
involves not only the body and mind, but the spirit 
and character as well: good leaders have the intuition, 
compassion, common sense, and courage it takes to 
stand and lead. Good leaders sometimes tell people what 
to do, but leadership is not just giving directions – it’s 
liberating people to do what’s needed in the best possible 
way. Good leaders don’t depend on their position to give 
them authority; they depend on earning trust. They don’t 
mandate good performance from those they lead; they 
inspire it. Leadership is the capacity to move others toward 
goals shared with you, with a focus and competency they 
would not achieve on their own” (11).  t

References:

Graham, John. Outdoor Leadership: Technique, Common Sense & Self-
Confidence

Lansing, Alfred, Endurance: Shackleton’s Incredible Voyage

Morrell & Capparell. Shackleton’s Way: Lessons from the Great Antarctic Explorer

Shackleton sometime after the Endurance sank. Source: The James Caird Society   
https://www.offgridweb.com/survival/the-legendary-survival-story-of-sir-ernest-
shackleton/

Willi Unsoeld   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Willi_Unsoeld

Leadership is not a science 
to be picked up in one book 
course but an art to be 
learned over time.



Managers, educators and others can improve 
the experience of their employees, their 
customers, their students and their friends by 
placing a new emphasis on moments.
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I waited in the hallway.
As students wandered into the classroom the first day of a 
new semester, as they milled and chatted and fretted some, 
I still waited, chatting with a passerby or two but mostly 
looking at a clock. 

Then, as close as I could to the exact second of the 
beginning of class, I walked through the door, headed 
to the front of class and started talking about George 
Washington.

I taught a course in public speaking. I wondered if there 
was a way I could improve the experience of the first day, 
and George Washington showed me how.

Lessons from 
George Washington
L ANE WILLIAMS 
Department of Communication

I did this because I thought I too often wasted the 
first day of class. On that first day, I reasoned that I had 
interested students not yet drawn down by the stresses of 
a semester, and instead of building energy or emphasizing 
key ideas, I usually bored them with talks of syllabus 
minutiae or of favorite summer trips.

So, I chose instead to demonstrate, as best I could, the 
best public speaking technique I knew.

I started without introduction or hello and dove into my 
stories of Washington’s public speaking experiences. I held 
eye contact using clear directness, and I introduced the 
course’s central takeaways. I taught something within a few 
minutes, and students paid attention.

(For what it is worth, I selected Washington for two 
reasons. First, it is said that one of his first efforts at public 
speaking in the House of Burgesses in Virginia went 
so poorly that he could barely speak. The nervousness 
reportedly overcame him, and he was guided back to 
his seat, this despite his legendary daring during the 
French and Indian War.  Second, Washington eventually 
overcame his fear of speaking enough and once, during the 
Newburgh conspiracy, saved the nation, arguably, with a 
public speech. )

As I painted my verbal pictures of Washington and his 
speeches, my students first looked startled, then fumbled 
for notes as I laid out three vital principles of public 
speaking. 

The unexpected first day provided attention and interest. 
A former student, now a colleague, told me recently he still 
remembers that first day in public speaking, something 
that happened a decade ago.

Something about that approach reminded me that focus 
on simple moments can improve our teaching.

In recent weeks and months, many of us have sought 
simple changes we could make to our classrooms that will 

pay dividends. Indeed, 
we dedicated that 
most recent issue of 
Perspective to some 
of those ideas.

One of the best 
ways we can do that is 
by following the old 



Repeatedly, the Heaths shared examples of excellent 
companies and leaders who built excellent moments into 
their work:

• An older, small hotel in Beverly Hills with limited 

amenities found high ratings on TripAdvisor by 

focusing on guest moments. Guests sitting at the 

pool can pick up a red phone (a popsicle hotline) 

and a hotel employee will bring a free popsicle out 

to customers on a silver platter. Those highlights 

build memories and help reviews. 

• Managers at John Deere’s office in India carefully 

planned and organized the first day experience 

of new employees. The planned day helped new 

employees understand the mission and culture of 

John Deere in a country without the long history of 

that iconic American brand. This defining moment 

linked new employees to the company. 

• Some managers thought of new ways to reward 

employees. Instead of “employee of the month,” 

they creatively find ways to reward people for their 

excellent work such as giving new headphones 

as a thanks for an employee who demonstrated 

excellent listening skills. 

• To encourage students at a prep school for 

struggling children, those running the school 
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hymn that asks us to “improve the shining moments”  and 
the scriptural instruction that through small and simple 
things great things are brought to pass. A simple thing we 
can do it to is to remember that moments—high points 
and low points—matter.

 A recent book, The Power of Moments, by business 
professors Chip and Dan Heath , suggests that managers, 
educators and others can improve the experience of their 
employees, their customers, their students and their 
friends by placing a new emphasis on moments.

The Heaths take their cues from Disneyland. According 
to the Heath brothers, scientists asked people to rate their 
experiences at Disneyland each hour on a one-to-ten scale. 
After riding Space Mountain, people would give a score of 
ten. During a happy meal with family, a seven. But while 
they languished in line, the happiness scale rated a three. 
Overall, the average of these ratings came in at 6.5 or so. 

How was the day overall, rather than being at the 
average 6.5, the Heaths suggest people said their experience 
was more like a nine, a score at the high end of the scale.

People remember the peaks and last moments best. (Is 
it any wonder that Disneyland ends each night with a 
firework show?) 
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created a senior signing day — analogous to 

the days where athletes announce where they 

will attend school. But this day featured where 

all students will attend. The resulting ceremony 

inspired students and helped them choose to 

attend college. Similarly, colleges might make  

the acceptance moment extra memorable as a 

means toward keeping students. (Could this be a 

retention tool?)

They authors wrote, “Many of the defining moments in 
our lives are the result of accident or luck—but why would 
we leave our most meaningful, memorable moments to 
chance when we can create them?” 

The central takeaway of this paper might well be this: A 
small and simple thing we can do that can effect change 

in our teaching is to acknowledge the power of moments – 
but not just by taking advantage of them as they come, but, 
rather, to recognize that we have the power to plan and to 
manufacture them.

As a journalist, the idea of narrative theory shapes my 
teaching, at least when I am at my best.

Narrative stories have beginnings, middles, and endings. 
People take journeys with climaxes and conflict. Readers 
remember narrative high points in those stories.

Can’t we think of our classes as narratives or stories that 
unfold over a semester? 

Classes have beginnings. Classes have endings. They hit 
high points and low. In short, classes are narrative journeys 
leading someplace, and students often remember key 
moments along the way.

The idea is to simply identify those 
moments that naturally exist and 
plan ways to improve them or even to 
manufacture some along the way. We 
can naturally think of those “narrative 
turning points.” Those narrative 
moments include the first day of 
class, the last day, assessment days, or 
planned moments.

For example, in our Communication 
111 course, my colleagues and I now 
build to a moment in the course where 
students share personal narratives they 
wrote to all sections of the course. We 
call the event, “The Yarn.” There are no 
points directly tied in to this moment, 
just extra credit for presenting or 

A small and simple thing we can do that can effect 
change in our teaching is to acknowledge the power of 
moments—but not just by taking advantage of them 
as they come, but rather, to recognize that we have the 
power to plan and to manufacture them.
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attending. Students gather to listen in a relaxed atmosphere. 
We eat ice cream or cookies. We play jazz music. Students 
share well-crafted narratives to applause and joy. Some find 
new success in this planned moment. Students stretch to 
improve their stories to participate.

My Communication 280 students build their course 
work towards a group presentation in the Research and 
Creative Works conference. They complete a survey and 
pull findings from their data. The posters and papers they 
create from those data constitute a highlight—a moment. 

I reflect that simple planning can improve the moment 
I intend for them. The task for me is to put in the work. 
Better awards? More celebration? Treats? 

At the heart of creating memorable moments seems 
helping students know that they have learned, helping 
them see the truth of our curriculum and the more 
important truth of their own ability to grow and succeed. 

A review of the Heaths’ book put it this way, “Our most 
memorable positive moments are dominated by four 
elements: elevation, insight, pride, and connection. If we 
embrace these elements, we can conjure more moments 
that matter. What if a teacher could design a lesson that he 
knew his students would remember twenty years later?”

I suggest we consider the narratives of our courses to 
have events remembered in 20 years. We can think of 
shaping the highs and softening the lows. We can organize 
a course around building key moments along the way.

I worry I don’t take enough time to compliment my 
students on those moments when they succeed and when 
they learn. A smile. A helpful thought. A bright email with 
a compliment. On a campus where we emphasize retention, 
these kinds of manufactured moments should help.

Just the other day, my son got an unsolicited email 
from a junior high school counselor complimenting 

improvement in his grades. It was a simple act, but it 
lifted a junior high student. I would emulate better my 
professional colleagues at the junior high.

The Savior clearly understood the power of moments. 
I once looked at the questions Jesus asked in the Gospel 
of John. I noticed that our Savior’s greatest questions 
seemed to always happen at dramatic moments in people’s 
lives. There was the Man Born Blind, just kicked out of 
his synagogue, to whom Jesus came and asked if he would 
believe on the Son of God.  There was the Woman Taken 
in Adultery,  awaiting death, to whom Jesus asked, where 
her accusers were. And there was the greatest moment 
of all history at the empty tomb where he asked to us all? 

“Whom seekest thou?” 
Our classes are narratives with natural moments. Can 

we plan and improve the shining ones?
George Washington taught me that this small and simple 

thing is possible.  t
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Call for Proposals:  
2019 Fall Faculty Conference
Imagining the Unimaginable

Proposals should be 50–100 words and should include 
a title. Please send them to the Dialogue Committee at 
hawkess@byui.edu by March 30. We look forward to 
hearing from you.

Building Our Ship

In his 1998 Inaugural address, President David A. Bednar 
talked about Nephi, who was not a sailor and who probably 
had never seen an ocean-going vessel. Nevertheless, the 
faithful young man was “commanded and instructed to 
build something he had never built before in order to go 
someplace he had never been before.” President Bednar 
suggested that the ship-building incident was a metaphor 
for this school in this century, and he presented two 
significant ideas:

• The concept of “curious workmanship” sets a 

standard for us.

• The phrase “time to time” suggests we will receive 

knowledge as it is needed.

Charting Our Course

In his 2005 Inaugural address, President Kim B. Clark 
shared some thoughts on “another item of ‘curious 
workmanship’ that was vital to the success of Nephi’s 
journey: the Liahona.” He read Nephi’s description of the 
brass ball with guiding spindles that was found outside 
the family’s tent. Humbly using the compass, Nephi “made 
his journey and went exactly where the Lord wanted him 
to go.” President Clark added, “And so will we.” He then 
described some of the unique requirements of our journey:

• Deep knowledge about learning and teaching.

• Greater understanding of the development of 

disciple-leaders.

• New technologies.

• Innovative ideas.

• Inspired scholarship.

Exploring New Horizons

In his 2018 All-Employee Banquet address, President 
Henry J. Eyring told the story of the Brother of Jared and 
his group of followers. They left Babel and went where 
the Lord took them in the wilderness. They arrived at 
the edge of an ocean where they remained for a period 
of four years—apparently without calling upon God. The 
Lord ultimately chastised the Brother of Jared. Then the 

“real mission” was given unto him. Reflecting upon our 
comfortable position, President Eyring thoughtfully taught:

• Prayerfully ask: “Is there more? . . . a voyage 

beyond what we have considered to this point?” 

• Inspiration will come as we are asking how we can 

better serve our family of students.

The 2019 Faculty Conference will utilize these three 
Book of Mormon stories that have captured the attention 
of our University presidents. We hope they will spark 
interesting ideas. We are seeking faculty members willing 
to make 20-minute presentations or to facilitate 50-minute 
discussions.



Classes are narrative journeys 
leading someplace, and 
students often remember key 
moments along the way.
L ANE WILLIAMS


