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The theme of the 2015 conference is "Tradition and 
Technology: Preserving the Proven as We Seek Innovation" 

Faculty who presented at this year's conference 
were invited by the Dialogue Committee members 
from a list of Examplary Faculty Award winners and 
Dean/Department Chair recommendations. Faculty 
presenters for the 2015 conference are as follows:

Walter Gong Keynote Address
Steve Kimpel - Health, Recreation and Human  
Performance

Breakout Sessions
Classes will be in Tracks with each class  
being 20 minutes in length:

Classroom Pedagogies Track
Stan Kivett
Steve Hunsaker
Dan Pearce
Rachel Ardern

Classroom Technology Track
Jeff Hochstrasser
Seth Robins
James Helfrich
Nate Wise

Faculty Development and  
Student-Mentored Research Track
Phil Wheatley/Corey Smith
Craig Johnson
Sid Palmer/Dan Moore
Scott Thomson

Student Demographics Track
Reed Stoddard
Lynne Anderson
Devin Barker
Rob Garrett

Faculty Conference
September 9
8 am to 11 pm



t U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

R&CW Conference 
December 10 from 4:30 - 6:30 pm
BYUI Center

The Research & Creative Works Conference is a 
venue for students to present original research and 
creative or artistic works to peers and expert judges. 
Held every semester at BYU-Idaho, the conference 
provides opportunities for students to network with 
professionals from a wide variety of backgrounds 
and skill sets.

Brown Bag 
October 15 at 1:00 pm 
October 16 at 11:30 am 
November 19 at 1:00 pm
November 20 at 11:30 am

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.

Spori Summit
October 1-2
Sky Mountain Ranch

This overnight retreat is held at the Sky Mountain 
Ranch west of Victor, ID every fall. The retreat allows 
BYU-Idaho faculty from any department and various 
backgrounds the opportunity to share ideas about 
instruction and develop lasting friendships with 
colleagues.



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

Working at BYU-Idaho, where our mission includes “Prepar[ing] students 
for lifelong learning,” it is encouraging and inspiring to associate with the 
many colleagues who emulate this ideal. If you look around you now, 
how many close associates are engaged in personal research or creative 
endeavors? Who is pursuing a certificate or professional license? Or who 
is preparing for a study abroad opportunity? A wide variety of scholarly 
activities may be discovered across campus.

The past few issues of Perspective have featured faculty engaged 
in student mentored research, creative works, and Fulbright scholar 
programs. In this issue, we turn to a group of faculty who have recently 
earned, or are completing, advanced degrees while working at BYU-Idaho. 
These include a number who earned degrees at the University of Idaho, 
as well as other institutions. 

Sid Palmer also outlines a number of additional opportunities available 
across campus for further personal development. Finally, we feature a 
couple of photo essays; one from Gary Benson and his journey into scene 
design, and a second highlighting pictures from Fulbright scholars that, 
due to space considerations, could not be published in our previous issue.

Please join us as we celebrate colleagues who emulate the “life-long 
learner” for ourselves and our students.

As is frequently the case, many of life’s learning adventures are not 
sought after but placed upon us unexpectedly. This issue marks my end of 
serving on the editorial board of Perspective. Admittedly, when I was first 
approached about this assignment, my glib response was, “Well, if not 
this, then it’d be something else. . . .”  Had I a better appreciation for what 
I would learn during my work here, I would have given a more grateful 
reply. Thanks to the authors and editors who have made this time an 
enriching, personal education for me.
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How Did I End Up in Tennessee?
In 2004, I was enrolled as a Ph.D. candidate at the 
University of Michigan Department of Biological 
Chemistry. My research project had reached a 
catastrophic dead end and I wondered if my recently 
acquired Master’s degree had any market value. Three 
weeks later, I was driving a U-Haul across the Midwest 
toward a one-year appointment in the chemistry 
department at BYU-Idaho.

While working as a temporary faculty member, I applied 
for a full-time position within the chemistry department. 
An important part of the interview process was addressing 
the fact that I lacked a terminal degree. I was aware of 
the program that some faculty members were pursuing 
in Idaho Falls, but I was interested in something more 
relevant to my area of expertise. The only chemistry-
relevant program I could find that catered to a summer-
only student population was a doctoral degree program 
through the chemistry department at Middle Tennessee 
State University (MTSU), at Murfreesboro, Tennessee.

I started taking courses at MTSU in the summer of 
2006. Not knowing exactly what to expect, I left my wife 
home with two young daughters and a four-week old son 
to spend twelve weeks in an unfurnished apartment that 
smelled like mold and cigarette smoke. The landlord was 
kind enough to provide a stack of paper plates, a folding 
table, and drove me around in his pick-up truck until we 
found a recliner sitting by the curb that smelled slightly 
better than the apartment. I purchased a large quantity of 
cleaning supplies and air-fresheners that summer . . . and 
most summers since then, including this one.

What Have I Learned about  
Being a Student?
The coursework at MTSU is fairly extensive for a PhD 
program. I was asked to take a full complement of 
chemistry courses as well as a core of educational theory 
and psychology courses. While much of the chemistry 
material was a review of things I had already been teaching, 
it was a fantastic opportunity to methodically refresh the 
core areas of my discipline. Having gained significant 
mastery of the material as an instructor, I felt like I was 
finally prepared with all of the prerequisite knowledge 
that teachers incorrectly expect their students to have. 
Since I was often separated from my family during my 
time as a student, I had no other distractions from my 
studies. I would return from class, review my notes, add 
in additional commentary after reading the textbook, and 
work through the practice problems in the textbook. I 
forgot how much I enjoyed the thrill of victory when my 
answer matched the answer in the back of the book. It was 
a fantastic reminder of why I chose to study chemistry.

Not all of the courses were enjoyable. While unpleasant, 
these courses have been more valuable in helping me 
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might have with university policy. It reflects just as poorly 
on the faculty member as it does on the university to air 
these grievances in front of the students.

Impact on My Family
During the fall of 2011, I receive a 12-hour leave from 
BYU-Idaho and stayed in Tennessee with my family. 
My two older children enrolled in the local elementary 
school and we found a new ward family in Tennessee 
that welcomed us with open arms. This was a memorable 
experience for us. I was the gospel doctrine teacher, my 
wife served in the young women program, and we fed the 
full-time missionaries dinner on a regular basis. One of the 
elders had recently arrived from Samoa, and, in an effort to 
welcome him, my wife made pani popo (Samoan coconut 
rolls). These gooey drops of goodness have become a 
favorite breakfast item in the Sargeant household.

While I love Rexburg and the opportunity to associate 
with life-long members of the church, I found I loved being 
surrounded by recent converts in Tennessee. Teaching 
gospel doctrine was fascinating as various class members 
shared how their lives changed when they learned about 
the restored gospel and the principles discussed in the 
lessons. Another spiritual experience came late one night 
when my wife and I went to help clean the Nashville 
Temple. As we were the only volunteers, a 30 minute 
service opportunity stretched into the next morning. Those 
quiet hours cleaning the various rooms of the temple 
remain one of the most meaningful worship experiences 
I’ve had. I returned home, propped my eyelids open, and 
pounded out a research paper that no professor should ever 
have to read.

Spending Time in a  
Research Atmosphere
MTSU faculty members are expected to gain external 
funding, mentor graduate students, and produce published 

identify areas where my own teaching could improve. 
One course was memorable for the obvious discomfort of 
the instructor with the course material. We, as students, 
dutifully purchased a voluminous textbook and then spent 
the majority of the course on the review chapters at the 
beginning of the text. As we lagged further and further 
behind the syllabus, I found that even the points associated 
with attendance weren’t enough to convince me to suffer 
through another review of material we had covered the 
previous week. This experience still haunts me as I worry 
about the time that I spend reviewing in my courses and 
my own policies about attendance. If students are able to 
achieve and demonstrate mastery of my courses without 
attending class, I need to reconsider my assessments of 
course mastery, my use of class time, or both.

I was one of the last students admitted to MTSU’s 
part-time, summer program. MTSU transitioned to a 
full-time program a few years after I started. This created 
a significant scheduling problem where many of the 
required courses for my degree were offered during times 
I was busy in Rexburg. During one summer, a course 
I had been waiting on for several years filled before I 
could enroll. I called the faculty member in charge of the 
course, explained my scheduling restrictions and asked 
to be added to the course. She told me that it would help 
if I sent her an email. She could then pass my email to 
her administrative supervisor and if they agreed to pay 
her for the extra enrollment, she would add me to the 
course. Asserting that employees should never be taken 
advantage of by their university, she explained that I should 
remember this lesson in case I was ever a faculty member. 
I remember this lesson well, but my perspective favors 
the needs of the student. While I have turned students 
away from my courses when enrollment reaches the 
breaking point, I have used fire code as my upper limit, 
not salary considerations. More importantly, I hope I have 
remembered to not involve students in any grievances I 
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relevant to the courses I teach, but I hope I am better at 
avoiding claims when I lack a basis in “empirical evidence.”

Is It Worth It?
I’m not entirely sure why I’m still working on my degree. 
I was hired with the understanding that I would finish, 
yet I wonder if I’m the only person who remembers that 
discussion. I can’t think of a single instance where my 
lack of terminal degree has had a negative impact on my 
job satisfaction. At this point, I’m committed to finishing 
because I’m too proud to admit defeat. Perhaps, this is the 
reason most Ph.D.s are ultimately earned.

I hope my experiences have helped me be a better 
instructor. During the summer of 2010, I completed 
a student-teaching requirement by teaching organic 
chemistry at MTSU. The irony that I paid tuition to 
teach a course I regularly teach at BYU-Idaho was not 
lost on my teaching supervisor. The difference between 
my experiences as an instructor at MTSU and BYU-
Idaho were fascinating. At MTSU, the students were very 
reluctant to ask or answer questions during class time. 
When I started calling them by name, several of them 
approached me after class and mentioned that I was the 
first professor that had ever learned their name. Students 
would come by the table in the library that I claimed as an 

research. This produces a research atmosphere that is 
missing at BYU-Idaho. Faculty at MTSU often discuss the 
research occurring within their research team during their 
courses. The department there holds regular seminars where 
visiting faculty present new research for critique. I don’t 
know that I appreciated the excitement that accompanies 
presentation of new research before I began working 
at BYU-Idaho, but returning to that environment every 
summer is one of the highlights of my experience at MTSU.

It’s humbling to be reminded how difficult it is to 
read and understand the peer-reviewed literature. My 
cognitive psychology course was especially memorable. 
Class discussions were used to draw tentative and often 
incorrect conclusions on the implications of pre-assigned 
research papers. When we seemed to reach a consensus, 
the professor would point out an important aspect we 
had misunderstood or identify weaknesses in the research 
design. Occasionally, when the discussion devolved 
into opinion-sharing, the professor would simply say, 

“that claim requires empirical evidence,” and move the 
conversation to the next point. It took us a few weeks to 
recognize this was a gentle rebuke. It was inspiring to be 
in a class directed by someone who had such a wealth of 
understanding of the literature. This experience also haunts 
me as I consider my lack of familiarity with the literature 
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faculty. I wouldn’t have left the University of Michigan if 
my career as a research scientist had seemed promising. 
When I came to BYU-Idaho, I saw it as an escape from 
my failure in the laboratory that would still allow me to 
focus on the aspects of chemistry that I enjoy. When I 
explained this vision of my career at BYU-Idaho during the 
hiring process, Glenn Embree, serving as the Dean of the 
College Physical Sciences and Engineering, commented 
that, “without research, our science becomes stale.”  I think 
I finally understand his point.

Will It Ever End?
I’m not sure how to count my time as a graduate student 
at MTSU. Since I only attend during the summers, I like to 
say that I’m in my ninth semester of graduate school. My 
wife is quick to point out that it’s been nine “long” years. 
Her summer job as a single parent gives her the right to 
count the time. I’ve finished the course work, passed my 
preliminary examinations, collected a mountain of data, 
and am in the process of writing the research papers that 
will constitute my dissertation.

The program requires me to submit two manuscripts 
for peer reviewed publication. I’ve presented the research 
for one of these papers at conferences and written drafts of 
all three papers. Last year, I came home to Idaho, excited 
to finish those papers before Christmas of 2014. I didn’t 
even open the folder on my computer until March of 
2015. Time seems to slip away during the academic year 

in ways I never anticipate. Family, 
work, church, and college football 
all seem to conspire to prevent me 
from graduating. Before I know it, 
summer rolls around again, and I 
return to Tennessee to review my 
lack of progress with my committee. 
I keep waiting for someone, either 
at BYU-Idaho or MTSU, to pull me 
aside and put me out of my misery. 
Until then, I keep living a double life 
as student and a professor. I’d like to 
finish before Christmas of 2015. I’ve 
heard summers in Rexburg are the 
best two weeks of the year. t 

“office” and in addition to asking questions about course 
content, would discuss substance abuse, family instability, 
and other issues that I don’t encounter regularly at BYU-
Idaho. What was meaningful about these interactions was 
the realization that learning chemistry may not be the most 
pressing issue facing the students that I see. I think there 
is a need for instructors to serve a very cautious role as 
mentors in the lives of the students beyond teaching them 
the course curriculum.

I also hope that my experiences have made me a better 
research mentor. Like many graduate programs, I have 
a committee that supervises my dissertation research. 
Meetings with the research committee members have been 
very helpful. The members seem genuinely interested in 
improving my project and have spent more time with me 
than I would have ever expected. When I’ve proposed poor 
ideas, they’ve immediately moved towards a discussion of 
improving the project design. The meetings serve to refine 
and improve my research. This contrasts with some of the 
mentorship experiences that I’ve provided where I simply, 
perhaps impishly, point out the deficiencies of a student 
project. It’s easy to take potshots at undergraduate research. 
Mentorship expertise involves helping the student improve 
their research project in a way that encourages and motivates. 
Seeing that occur from the perspective of a student has 
added significant value to my experiences in Tennessee.

Attending MTSU has helped me appreciate the value 
of research as a defining feature in the lives of university 
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Please forgive me for stating up front something that 
has become obvious to most all of us; the Internet is 
the fastest growing medium in the history of the world 
(Arens, Schaefer & Weigold, 2009). It is also one of the 
most disruptive (Brower & Christensen, 1995). The 
ability to access the Web and its many resources have also 
developed over the years by transitioning from desktop 
computers to more portable laptop models and now the 
popular hand-held mobile devices. In fact, smartphones 
and tablets are now pervasive in our culture, especially 
with the younger, college-aged demographic that we 
interact with on this campus. The devices provide them 
with easier and more convenient access to information, 
education, communication, and collaboration with 
the opportunity to enhance their learning experiences. 
They truly are digital natives, having grown up in the 
interactive age where digital technology is a way of life. 
Most of them cannot remember a time that they didn’t 
have access to the Internet.

I was fortunate to come from the advertising and 
media industries where technology is a part of what I 

did professionally. I am also part of the Communication 
Department where I teach media strategy and planning, 
which is involved with the ever-changing environment 
of social media and technology. I try very hard to keep 
up with the latest and greatest developments in that area. 
In spite of this, I believe I am still part of the generation 
known in some circles as digital immigrants. It was 
because of my involvement with this present generation 
and their involvement with mobile technology and its 
potential for enhanced learning that I chose to concentrate 
my professional practices and doctoral dissertation on this 
area. In Ether 12:27, we read:

And if men come unto me I will show them their 

weakness. I give unto men weakness that they may 

be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that 

humble themselves before me; for if they humble 

themselves before me, and have faith in me, then 

will I make weak things become strong unto them. 

It was my desire to have those areas I felt somewhat weak 
in, namely the Web and its many resources, to become 
strong unto me. This, I felt would allow me to use that 
knowledge and those resources to enhance my teaching to 
the digital natives we have come to know as the Millennials. 

Ownership of these devices among the current 
generation of college students is almost ubiquitous. A 
recent Pew Center study found that smartphone ownership 
among the 18–24 year olds was at 79% with tablet 
ownership at 33%. The figures for the 25–34 year old group 
are slightly higher (Smith, 2013). With so much ease and 
access to the Internet and all of the resources it makes 
available, I wondered if and how these mobile devices 
were being used by students to enhance their learning 

Using Mobile Technology 
to Enhance Education
JEFF HOCHSTR ASSER
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 The first part of the research involved a qualitative, 
phenomenological approach. Using a snowball sampling 
approach known as “network sampling,” five undergraduate 
students were interviewed concerning their use of mobile 
devices for educational purposes. Students were asked 
open-ended questions and allowed to give responses of 
any length they felt to be sufficient. Following qualitative 
analysis procedures, each interview was transcribed and 
coded for main themes, then converted into individual 
text descriptions. A member check was performed by 
participants, allowing them at that point to make any 
changes or additions they felt necessary. A peer debriefing 
on the whole process also took place. A composite textual 
description from all five interviews was then developed. 
Though not included in this article, anyone interested can 
obtain a copy of that description by simply requesting one 
from me via email (hochstrasserj@byui.edu).

Here, in brief, are some findings gleaned from those 
interviews, not listed in order of importance:

• Students favor mobile technology because of its 

portability and convenience in usage, with the 

smartphone being the most popular device used 

for education.

• Each student can cite a time when mobile 

technology has saved them on an assignment or at 

least made an assignment easier to complete.

• The most popular functions or uses of mobile 

devices for educational purposes were facilitating 

communication and collaboration among students, 

taking notes, and organizing. Social media is one 

means being utilized for educational purposes by 

the students (100%), primarily to communicate 

and collaborate.

• Mobile devices are also being used to take notes 

in class with the Evernote application most 

experiences. Equipped with the answer to this question, we, 
as educators, can potentially tap into these same mobile 
tools to assist students in their quest for knowledge.

There are a good number of existing studies that 
explore this type of mobile learning, which is also known 
as “m-learning.” These mobile devices transcend the 
boundaries of the traditional classrooms and lecture halls, 
allowing for worldwide learning (El-Hussein & Cronje, 
2010). Because of their size, ease of use, portability, and 
ability to access the Internet, one can see a future where 
mobile learning becomes one of the most effective ways 
of delivering instruction. In fact, Herrington (2010) states 
that “the proliferation of mobile devices has proceeded 
throughout society at such a higher rate that education 
can no longer avoid exploring the educational potential of 
these tools” (p. 425). This call for exploration is what my 
dissertation was all about. 

As a means of discovery, there were three main questions 
concerning mobile learning that I felt needed investigation:

• What are the living experiences of students 

who currently use mobile devices to enhance 

their learning?

• What resources are students reaching out to and 

connecting with to obtain the information they may 

be seeking? 

• “How can mobile technologies be best utilized 

in teaching and learning strategies to enhance 

learning and support characteristics of the 

digital native generation, while at the same time 

addressing the diversity of all students?” (Koszalka 

& Ntloedibe-Kuswani, 2010). 

During the Fall Semester 2013, I conducted a multiphase, 
mixed-method study among groups of undergraduate 
students in three different communication courses in an 
attempt to answer, in part, these questions. 

Because of their size, ease of use, portability, and ability 
to access the Internet, one can see a future where mobile 
learning becomes one of the most effective ways of 
delivering instruction. 
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which allowed me to generate the text reminders while 
keeping both student cell phone numbers and my own 
number private. The total combined number of text 
messages sent during that semester was 53 with an 
average of 17.7 per class. 

Of the 69 students invited to receive these text message 
reminders, 50 (72.4%) chose to participate. Of those 
who participated, 79% believed that receiving instructor-
generated text reminders helped them be more successful 
in the course and improved their grades with 87% 
indicating they would participate in Remind 101 (Remind.
com) if offered the chance again. Primarily, those who were 
positive about the program found it helpful to be reminded 
about assignments and exams and helpful in assisting 
them to be better organized. Three of the comments I note 
here were typical of the students who participated in the 
study: “Loved it. Wished each class did it.” “I wish my other 
professors did the same.” “It’s helpful and I believe what the 
future of academics looks like.” 

Obviously, there are some limitations to these studies, 
and how they can be generalized, but helpful information 
was obtained. I am also unable in this article to share 
the complete details of procedures involved and all the 
comments students shared. I am also not able to touch on 
the proposed learning theory for our digital age known as 
Connectivism, which is an important concept (Siemens, 
2005). It is evident to me however, from the results, that 
students would welcome additional involvement from our 
faculty members, as it relates to the use of mobile devices, 
to enhance their educational experiences and learning. 

In conclusion, here are some recommendations to my 
fellow faculty members who have hesitated incorporating 
mobile technology as a teaching and learning aid:

• Become familiar with mobile devices such as 

smartphones and tablets and the tremendous 

educational resources they can access. It’s a 

mistake to think you must master the technology 

before giving students access to it. 

• Explore the education, communication, and 

collaborative applications available and share your 

knowledge with the students. More importantly, 

learn from your students. New applications and 

technologies are ongoing. This is a continuous 

learning process.

frequently mentioned for that purpose because of 

its versatility and search capabilities. 

• Google Drive was the most popular application 

for work on group projects because it utilizes the 

Cloud and the ability to work on projects in real 

time. Google Docs and Google Hangout were also 

mentioned for the purpose of collaboration.

• Google was mentioned as the first source for 

research, but students also rely upon company and 

institutional websites. Wikipedia and news sources 

such as CNN, NPR, BuzzFeed and Flipboard were 

also popular sources of information utilized by 

these students. You might be pleased to note that 

Google Scholar was also mentioned as a means of 

looking up more credible sources of information.

• Text messaging was identified as the preferred 

method of communication with messages 

via email coming in second. Twitter was 

also mentioned as a means of facilitating 

communication among students. 

• The interviewees unanimously agreed that 

instructors should utilize more technology, 

especially since all of the students use mobile 

devices constantly anyway. They acknowledged that 

some students may misuse mobile devices in the 

classroom, but felt that the advantages to having 

them there outweigh the potential negatives.

• All five students interviewed were unanimous 

in their belief that instructor-generated text 

reminders could positively benefit student learning 

and course performance. They welcomed the idea.

As a result of this last finding, I also conducted a 
quantitative study that explored the potential benefits 
of instructor-generated text reminders to students 
concerning assignment due dates and examination 
openings and closings. The purpose was to test whether 
such text message reminders could be a means of 
course and grade improvement as perceived by the 
participating students. To explore this question, text 
message reminders were sent for one complete semester 
(Fall, 2013) to voluntary participants in three of my 
communication classes, one at the 200 level and two 
at the 300 level. A free program and application called 
Remind (formerly known as Remind 101) was utilized, 
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practices, thereby taking advantage of the potential benefits 
they offer. Doing so can truly enhance both teaching and 
learning in higher education. t
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• Consider ways of incorporating the use of mobile 

technology in your classroom setting. The students 

want it and are using it. Why not reach them through 

means they are already utilizing? It can be used 

to supplement whatever you are currently doing. 

Obviously, there will be distractions and misuse of 

these devices by some, but the advantages offset the 

potential negatives. At minimum, let students take 

notes using their devices.

• Become a facilitator, guide and resource to your 

students. Since they are already reaching out on 

the Web and connecting with various sources of 

information, why not provide them with more 

credible sources recognized within your particular 

discipline? Also, teach them how to filter and 

process that information. 

• Encourage your students to collaborate with their 

mobile devices using among others, Google Drive, 

Google Docs and Google Hangout.

• Because texting is their preferred way to 

communicate, consider using a text management 

system such as Remind.com. Remember, however, 

to keep the text reminders short in content, 

consistent in timing, and used sparingly. These 

text practices will ensure greater success and 

acceptance from your students.

• Once you decide on a mobile device policy, be 

sure and disclose it in your course syllabus, 

explaining when and how they are allowed to 

use them. I have been allowing the use of mobile 

devices in my classes as along as they help 

contribute to the conversation and not become 

a distraction. So far it has been great, especially 

when students quickly find information and share 

it as part of the discussion.

I tip my hat to those of you who are currently utilizing 
mobile devices in your classrooms in very creative ways. I 
know the students appreciate it. As for the rest, we naturally 
want to provide the best education possible for current 
and future students. Changes should therefore be made to 
our current practices and policies. We must become more 
familiar with current technology and the associated web-
based applications. At a minimum, we need to consider the 
ways mobile devices can be used to supplement our current 
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miles from an institution offering advanced degrees. What 
changed in two decades was that I now had an option of 
earning a master’s degree online. 

Two years later, I was a year into an online Master of 
Nutrition program when I read an article in July 2011 
about a doctoral program offered at Rexburg, which 
would begin that September. I immediately phoned the 
director, and he outlined the details of the program. The 
program was a collaboration between the University of 
Idaho (U of I) and BYU-Idaho and offered graduates a 
professional practices educational doctorate. Participants 
would go through the program with a cohort, meet once 
per week for class and graduate within a three-year time 
frame. I hadn’t finished my master’s degree, so technically, 
I didn’t qualify for the program. But after talking with my 
husband, I knew it was something I desperately wanted to 
do. I called the director again and pleaded to be allowed to 
join the cohort, promising that I would finish my master’s 
degree within the year. I obtained permission from the U 
of I administration and within a month I applied to the 
program, took the GRE, and was admitted.

The Overall Experience
The program began in September 2011 with a meeting at 
the U of I campus at Idaho Falls. For the next two years I 
met once a week on Thursday evenings from 7 to 10 pm 
with the cohort. At that point we finished our coursework, 
and as per the program plan, divided ourselves into small 
research groups of three to four to focus on our research 
and dissertations for the final year of the program. 

The program director, Bryan Maughan, was hired by the 
U of I and had an office at BYU-Idaho. He met with us each 
Thursday of the semester for the first two years, and taught 
several of the classes. Bryan had done extensive research in the 
area of mentoring, and the theme was featured prominently 
throughout the program. The idea of finding mentors and 
being a mentor for others was fitting for an educational 
doctorate, and applicable to all professional practices. Bryan 
also taught us classes on leadership and philosophy.

Some coursework was not included in the Thursday 
evening classes and was completed online instead. We either 
Skyped or visited face-to-face with the professors at least once 
a semester. Throughout the program, U of I administrators 
attended class at Rexburg about once a semester.

My Backstory
I first felt a desire to earn a doctorate as an undergraduate 
student at BYU in the late ‘80s. I fell in love with education 
when I began college, and couldn’t get enough of it.

After I graduated with a bachelor degree in 1991, I 
moved with my husband and three young children to Saint 
Anthony, Idaho, a small town in Southeast Idaho, where 
my husband began teaching high school. The area is a 
wonderful place to live and raise a family; however, my 
dreams of furthering my education were put on hold, as 
it was almost a hundred miles to the nearest institution 
offering postgraduate degrees. 

I dove into my role as a full-time mother (adding five 
more children to our family) and helped supplement my 
family’s income by running a couple of businesses from 
my home. Then in 2009, as I contemplated sending my 
youngest child to kindergarten, I realized my days would 
be free to do something other than coloring with crayons 
and reading Dr. Seuss. My former dreams of advanced 
education were rekindled. We still lived almost a hundred 

Strength and Support 
From a Doctoral Cohort
R ACHEL HUBER
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Professional practice doctoral students conduct research 
in their field, and then make changes based on their 
findings. It thus becomes a very practical, rather than a 
theoretical degree.

The concept of conducting research in a professional 
practice was a challenge for me, because while others in 
the cohort had established careers and were building on 
that foundation and planning research in their field, I was 
starting from scratch. Having spent the past twenty-two 
years as a full-time mother, I was unsure what to study 
and where I wanted my education to take me. Initially I 
considered continuing with nutrition, which was what I 
was studying for a master’s degree. However, by the end 
of my first semester in the U of I program I changed my 
focus to researching “teaching in online learning.”’ I saw 
an opportunity to make a difference in the growing field of 
online education and felt guided in that direction.

Connections
As with many experiences in life, it was the people I 
worked with and the connections I made which made 
it a positive experience. I consider these relationships a 
major reason for the program’s success and for the fact 
that twenty-two of us walked at graduation. We worked 
together in five main capacities.

First, we gathered every Thursday evening as a cohort. 
These gatherings made all the difference, as we truly 
became friends and were committed to each other’s success. 

Second, one of the articles in our dissertation was the 
culmination of a small group research project and was 
written as a group. As a small group we were committed 
to not letting each other down and kept our group 
assignments on track, even when individual work may 
have fallen behind.

Coursework included several classes on qualitative 
and quantitative research and writing. In addition, we 
studied the history of higher education, philosophy, 
leadership, program planning, and contemporary issues 
in higher education. 

Everyone who completed the coursework and continued 
on to the dissertation phase graduated in May 2014. 
There were a few final hoops which some needed to 
jump through, but as far as I am aware even those were 
completed by the end of the summer. 

My Experience
I was not a typical member of the U of I doctoral cohort; 
a researcher would have referred to me as an “outlier.” For 
one thing I was not an employee of BYU-Idaho. (Of the 
25 who began the program, only seven of us were not 
employed by BYU-Idaho.) In fact, although I had run a few 
small businesses out of my home for the last two decades, 
I had not been “employed” at all for over twenty years and 
did not have a professional career in any sense.

This difference was significant, because the U of I 
doctorate program was a professional practices doctorate, 
which is designed to have very practical application. 

As with many experiences 
in life, it was the people 
I worked with and the 
connections I made which 
made it a positive experience. 
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macrosystem, which includes any organization and any 
professional practice. Vail (1996) describes a macrosystem 
in which “all the various participants…[are] trying to 
get their parts of it running smoothly, constantly looking 
ahead to a time when things will settle down (“and we’ll 
be able to get some work done around here”), but none 
are succeeding except temporarily. Why? Because it is 
the nature of macrosystems to upset all attempts to get 
subparts to run smoothly” (p. 7). A go-with-the-flow 
approach, which was necessary as a member of this cohort, 
continued to be helpful in navigating the whitewater I 
faced on a daily basis.

In Retrospect
I am so grateful for this experience and that BYU-Idaho 
and U of I collaborated to bring this program to Rexburg. 
The program had a positive impact on my relationship with 
my family and I am grateful for their strong support. My 
husband, children, parents, and siblings rallied behind me 
proofreading papers, encouraging me, and expressing their 
confidence in my success. While I achieved my original 
goal of earning my doctorate, I gained so much more 
as well. Among other things, I gained confidence in my 
abilities, increased what Steven R. Covey (1989) describes 
as my “circle of influence,” and set an example for my 
children that education is important and that with hard 
work and patience they also can accomplish their dreams.

Perhaps one of the most important results is that 
throughout the program I came to know more fully what it 
means to trust in the Holy Ghost to guide me. One evening 
early in the first year, as I was driving to our Thursday 
night class, the words of 1 Nephi 4:6 came to my mind, “…I 
was led by the Spirit, not knowing beforehand the things 
which I should do.” It struck me that this is exactly what it 
means to be led by the Spirit—to be willing to venture into 
the unknown and walk by faith. 

While there were many unknowns when I began the 
program, I felt guided, and even compelled, as I proceeded. 
With each step into the unknown, I was directed in what 
to study and how to do it. The second semester of the 
program included the study of leadership models, and 
some of the readings were about Servant Leadership. I 
had never been exposed to this model before, but as 
I read about it I saw true doctrine embedded in its 

Third, our program director not only met with us on 
Thursdays but was also available throughout the week. He 
was key to our success, and this program could not have 
happened without his commitment and dedication.

Fourth, our small groups were each assigned to a major 
professor who worked with us throughout the dissertation 
process. My group’s major professor was incredible. She 
made two trips from Moscow to work with us individually 
and as a group, was available whenever we needed 
assistance, and was an excellent editor and teacher. She 
worked tirelessly to help us be ready for our defense on 
time, and to have top-quality dissertations. 

Fifth, connectedness came from U of I faculty and 
administration. They went to great efforts to get to know 
us individually and support us throughout the program. 
They made visits once or twice a semester and connected 
at other times through Skype. They were committed to the 
success of the program and to our success as students.

Challenges
Because this was a new program, the program director told 
us right from the start that we were “building an airplane 
in the air,” and we needed flexibility and staying power. 
Many details of the program were still unclear and needed 
to be worked out. To prepare us for the turbulence and 
chaos we were about to encounter by adding a doctoral 
program to already busy lives, the first book we were 
assigned to read was entitled, “Learning as a way of being: 
Strategies for survival in a world of permanent whitewater” 
(Vail, 1996). This was followed by a team-building exercise 
in the form of a raft trip down the Hoback River. The 
experience set the stage for the rest of the program, as the 
members of the cohort became acquainted and began to 
trust each other and work together.

The theme of resilience and change appeared constantly 
throughout the program. The concept of thriving and 
growing in a sea of constant change is characteristic of any 

The theme of resilience and 
change appeared constantly 
throughout the program.
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principles, and I felt guided to focus my research on 
Servant Leadership applied to teaching in online learning. 
I attended a Servant Leadership Conference in Michigan 
and connected with people who were able to assist in my 
research. The focus prepared me well, as three months 
after graduation I began a full-time job for BYU-Idaho in 
Curriculum Development. I know that I qualified for this 
job because of the direction I received in completing a 
doctorate in the field which I studied. I am grateful for the 
guidance I received along the way—and for the experience 
of being led by the Spirit in my studies.

When I was in the last year of my undergraduate 
program at BYU, I remember turning to my husband and 
saying, “I think differently now than I did before.” Having 
completed a master’s and a doctorate degree, I would 
repeat my earlier sentiment, but now I would make it bold, 
underline, all caps, and add exclamation points. I would 
do it again and I would recommend it to anyone who has a 
desire to earn an educational doctorate. t
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The acceptance letter came and classes began in the fall 
of 2011. The first day of class was interesting. We were all 
asked why we were there. A few told of what they wanted 
to study, others said it was just time, and many of us—I 
am sure by our expressions—were asking the same thing: 
Why am I here?

Lesson 2: I Learned a New Language.
Our instructor started by saying we would all be learning 
together. He compared our next three years to building 
a plane in mid-air. This statement was both adventurous 
and terrifying. During the next three years, this statement 
would indeed become something of a meme for our cohort. 

Since I was a small child, I have been fascinated with 
vocabulary and words. In class, I often found myself 
writing down new words such as “meme.” At the end of our 
weekly classes I would have a list of words on my paper as 
others appeared to have notes with charts and diagrams. At 
first these words seemed foreign and odd, especially when 
I spoke them. In time however, I found myself and class 
members using them correctly and in context. The correct 
pronunciation and usage brought pure delight to my soul. 
When I understood what was being discussed I enjoyed 
myself and appreciated this opportunity to learn. 

I developed a love/hate relationship with words such as 
efficacy, pragmatism, constructivist, pedagogies, andragogy, 

Lesson 1: I learned This Was a Unique 
Opportunity from the Lord.
I received an email, in the spring of 2010, inviting all 
those who would like to pursue a doctorate to meet with 
the University of Idaho. After speaking with my colleague 
about taking advantage of opportunities to progress, I 
knew that now was my time. I often advise my students to 
take advantage of opportunities that are uniquely theirs, 
and when I came to BYU-Idaho I knew the opportunity 
would present itself for me to receive a doctorate. My heart 
recognized this as my unique opportunity to move forward.

I went to the first meeting with little preparation, other 
than knowing this was where the Lord wanted me. They 
spoke of the time commitment, the financial obligations 
and several other items that I honestly did not understand. 
I had no idea how I was going to accomplish it. But I did 
know I was supposed to. I applied knowing only that the 
Lord wanted me to do this. 

Tools for the Road: 
Successfully Navigating 
the Doctoral Journey.
CHERYL EMPEY

I often advise my students 
to take advantage of 
opportunities that are 
uniquely theirs, and when I 
came to BYU-Idaho I knew 
the opportunity would 
present itself for me to 
receive a doctorate. 
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Lesson 4: I Learned Life Moves on  
With or Without You.
All the seasons came and went. The winter snow still fell, the 
spring bulbs still blossomed, the summer sun still warmed, 
and the fall colors still turned. All these events happened as I 
added hours of reading and writing to my daily routine. 

Time never stopped; it only moved from one deadline 
to the next. My family still needed me, my church callings 
still required time, work demands still had my attention, 
and grading always piled up. The flower beds still needed 
weeding, people still needed to be loved, and music still 
needed to be heard. Life still moved forward.

During those years, five of my close family members 
died, each at their own time and place. Loss with its 
sorrow also brought a sense of priority and confidence 
in the Lord’s plan for me. My own mortality was even 
acknowledged as I lived through pneumonia and was 
diagnosed with adrenal fatigue. Life indeed moved on, and 
flower beds did not get weeded.

Lesson 5: I Learned This Experience has Been 
about Building the Kingdom of God.
I debated for some time with myself whether I even wanted 
to pursue a doctorate. Then the thought came that by 
obtaining this degree I could be better prepared to serve in 
the Kingdom of God here at BYU-Idaho. 

The building the Kingdom has been of great interest to 
me. I even ask or survey my students daily as to what they 
are doing to build the Kingdom. Both informal and formal 
study has convinced me the Lord is in control, but the day-
to-day work is to be completed by earthly men and women 
with pride and weakness, men and women also with faith 
and endurance.

The research I participated in was with the area of 
efficacy. Our small group of four studied self-efficacy, 
while individually I studied teaching efficacy. We found 
that BYU-I students have high self-efficacy. My personal 
research inferred the quality of training our young 
girls and young women receive in the LDS church is 
good quality with respect to efficacy. They are nurtured 
and raised to develop habits that strengthen efficacy. I 
observed that God’s church has developed some of the best 

qualitative, quantitative, experiential, inferential, and 
dissertation. Even words with simple meanings became 
complicated. The meaning of the word “relationship” is 
much more complex than even Hollywood could portray. 
Simple words like “publish” or “plane” could generate 
strong emotions among our cohort and instructors. 

In our writing, the word “that” could no longer exist. All 
measures were taken to identify and destroy it. Regardless 
of how many people and times you went over your work, 
there would appear this one nonsensical word. After hours 
of writing and time spent defending your paper from 
this invader, it sometimes seemed to reappear without 
warning. Words became the enemy and at the same time 
our salvation as we learned to access their meanings to 
communicate truth in written form.

Lesson 3: I Learned More about the Meaning  
of “Truth.”
One evening in our Research Philosophy course we 
discussed the meaning of truth. It became very clear to me 
that many renowned researchers had varying perspectives 
on truth. Truth has been debated since the beginning of 
time. Philosophies have been developed on the foundations 
of specific perspectives of truth. Civilizations have been 
governed and destroyed by someone’s perspective of truth. 
Truth can be relative, situational, limiting, freeing, and all 
consuming. Truth has been and will always be debated. 

Many opportunities during my doctorate offered me 
a chance to reflect on what I knew to be truth. During 
this time I came to appreciate the thirteenth Article of 
Faith, which states that “We believe all things, we hope all 
things. . .” and so on. I also came to appreciate the way the 
Spirit teaches truth. He does not teach through a lengthy 
distribution of facts, a proven researched method, or even 
a loud debate. He brings forth truth to those that desire 
and seek through a still small voice. The truth is that we 
are all children of God. Being God’s children implies that 
we do not know all things now. We were created and we 
are intelligences. For me, the confusion and arrogance that 
can accompany the philosophizing of truth reinforced my 
belief that truth is real. It is simple, not complex. Truth is 
given to us through a loving Father in Heaven. 

Life indeed moved on, and flower beds did not get weeded.
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answered and lifted a heavy burden. She was truly a gift 
from God. She was a woman of God that appreciated our 
differences. She made an effort to understand our group 
by reading the Book of Mormon, and felt at home each 
time she visited our campus. When frustrations heightened 
she would calm us and ask us to have faith in her. Her 
confidence carried us many times. As group members we 
also carried each other. 

As in building the Kingdom of God, our team members 
could not have finished their work alone; each of our 
individual contributions made a difference. Our cohort’s 
contribution might be through career defining research, 
personal skill development, or expanded teaching and 
learning. May these five lessons help you to see the bigger 
picture as you move through the doctorate process. t

principles for teaching and learning, as part of His plan for 
building the Kingdom. 

I once again appreciated being a women in the church. 
During the question section of my defense, I was able 
to clarify a misunderstanding about the importance of 
education for our LDS young ladies. It was my honor 
to explain that LDS girls and women are encouraged to 
pursue as much education as possible. 

In contrast, I also saw Satan work hard to magnify 
weaknesses. He did this through sowing insensitivity, 
pride, and a feeding of arrogance. I learned a certain kind 
of arrogance often accompanies people as they pursue 
higher degrees. Professors, instructors, and students alike 
can possess this arrogance. I recognized it in myself and 
in my cohort members. 

Over time we each had to come to grips with our own 
weaknesses and the weaknesses of others. We had to build 
upon our own strengths to meet the needs of our groups. 
We had to exercise our faith in each other and in our mentor. 

Our research seemed to be devalued by many, and 
we often felt like we were on a losing team. I felt Satan 
working hard to build distrust even between team 
members. Sometimes, only prayer allowed us to unite 
and overcome our challenges. Without prayer, feelings of 
neglect and despair hung over us like a shadow, our ideas 
were jumbled, and we could not communicate with each 
other effectively. We could make no progress. 

Prayer became a habit of our small group. Each study 
session began with prayer. When we delayed our prayer, 
confusion invaded our work. But, over time our persistent 
prayers helped to bring peace and confidence to our hearts. 
We worked better together, and we learned that the many 
who seemingly did not value our research were a mere few 
who just did not understand. 

We felt unfortunate as the last group to receive a major 
professor. But the day we met her, our prayers were 

Sometimes, only prayer 
allowed us to unite and 
overcome our challenges. 
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intense and frazzling times of my life. Although there 
were extraordinary demands on my time, the collection of 
tools I’d been given sustained me from my initial doctoral 
application through a successful dissertation defense. 
These resources made my pursuit of a terminal degree in 
education both successful and joyful.

Vision
When Lehi left Jerusalem to journey halfway across the 
world, he was equipped with vision—aspirational and 
inspirational ideas and images of where the Lord would 
have him go and what he would have him do with his 
life. Similarly, businesses make vision statements to guide 
their actions and to define what they want to accomplish 
in the future. The vision I had for doctoral work directly 
correlated with my success. 

From the time I was 12 years old, I dreamed of getting 
a doctorate. Every time I was asked to set goals for my 
future, it was part of the list. Raised by two teachers, 
education was always part of the vision I had for my life. 
It was my father, a recently retired professor from BYU-
Idaho, who first encouraged me to apply for the University 
of Idaho doctoral program. He even attended the initial 
informational meeting in my absence. I was waiting 
out a layover in Texas, on my way to Puebla, Mexico to 
visit BYU-Idaho’s first Mexican-resident students. The 
students themselves were miraculous, having fought their 
way through societal and financial barriers to grasp the 
opportunity of higher education—and the trip sparked 
questions about my own educational barriers and dreams. 
Similar to what BYU-Idaho was doing for the Mexican 
Saints, the University of Idaho was offering me a realistic 
way to overcome financial, geographical, and time barriers 
to achieve my doctoral vision.

Not only did the idea of a doctoral program fit with the 
long-term vision I had for my life, the program and degree 
itself harmonized with my career path. The University of 
Idaho doctoral degree focused on applied research over 
theoretical analysis. Defined as a Professional Practices 
Doctorate in Education, PPD, or EdD, the university 
advertised the program as being “designed for advanced 
preparation of university practitioners, academic leaders 
and professional staff in educational settings.” As I came 
to better understand the University of Idaho program, I 

On a Thursday evening in June of 2012, golden rays shot 
across Rexburg’s western horizon as I drove lazily home. 
They bathed the streets of rural Idaho in soft, photo-perfect 
glows. I was reveling in the beauty and sounds of Rexburg’s 
most beautiful season—an instinctual reaction not 
completely natural considering my life conditions: working 
full time as a single mother of three while simultaneously 
grinding away at a rigorous doctoral program through 
the University of Idaho. I had just gotten out of class, and 
in ten more minutes I would be getting kids in bed and 
settling in for a couple more hours of homework—but for 
now, those commitments made the soft, small-town hums 
and avenues all the sweeter.

Now, nearly three years later, with my doctorate degree 
framed neatly on my office wall, I’ve wondered how I 
could experience such peace during one of the most 

Tools for the Road: 
Successfully 
Navigating the 
Doctoral Journey
HE ATHER CARTER
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saw the value of unifying research with the practices of 
my own current profession. I began studying how online 
communities might improve and strengthen our efforts 
to bring BYU-Idaho and the Spirit of Ricks to instructors 
and students around the globe. The program directly fit 
my needs as an administrator within the Online Learning 
arm of BYU-Idaho, as well as attuned me to the needs of 
stakeholders, encouraged me to enact positive change, and 
improved my professional practice.

Sociability
The University of Idaho’s EdD program focused on a 
limited enrollment, cohort model. In August 2011, around 
25 students were accepted to the program. From Fall 2011 
to Spring 2014, we met every Thursday evening with the 
same, small cohort of students. We took all our classes 
together, asked questions together, shared successes, 
failures and frustrations, and progressed throughout the 
program together. 

I still recall the spirit present in the classroom the first 
Thursday evening we met. Both excitement and anticipation 
were palpable, but overall, I felt joy at gathering with fellow 
learners, and being part of an environment that invited banter, 
as well as rich discussion about theory, research, and texts. 

As we entered our third year in the program, we formed 
smaller groups of 3–4 students, researching and writing one 
of the articles for our dissertation together. The unity and 
support of these individuals kept me working when I felt 
my strength waning. I couldn’t let my group members down 
when they had “saved” me on so many other occasions. 

Having colleagues who understood the difficulties I was 
facing bolstered me. Our unity was so important that our 
program director shuffled us to Jackson Hole to raft the 
whitewater of Lunch Counter and the Snake River together. 
We found the experience an appropriate metaphor for the 

Although we would take courses throughout the 
regular school year and summer, course work lessened 
significantly by the last two semesters, when we 
focused on writing our dissertation. 

C A R T E R  |  1 7



or exiting the classroom, I stepped through the peaceful 
beauty of BYU-Idaho grounds. In the library and I-Center, 
I found quiet places to think and study as a student, and 
the fact that the degree could be completed without 
traveling outside Eastern Idaho allowed me the ability to 
apply in the first place.

In addition, BYU-I invested time and interest in our 
doctoral program. By means of one course assignment, 
I began developing a handbook for online leadership, 
focused around principles of servant leadership. The 
work I completed during my graduate studies went hand 
in hand with my daily professional work goals. All our 
doctoral efforts culminated in a graduation luncheon 
attended by Academic Vice President, Fenton Broadhead. 
The Advancement Vice President, Henry Eyring, attended 
and spoke at our graduation in downtown Idaho Falls. 
Although the program was administered by the University 
of Idaho, the support of BYU-Idaho was constant.

Family Support  
In many ways, my doctoral cohort became part of 
my family during our intense program of study. I still 
fondly recall them rushing me home from a cohort 
gathering so I didn’t miss a “date.” They celebrated 
with me when I got engaged and married during the 
program. However, my nuclear family probably saw 
my most intense periods of worry and fear. As I got 
engaged, my fiancé and I spoke about the plausibility 
of completing the doctorate while jumping into a 
new, blended family situation. I expressed my strong 
desires to complete the program. My new partner fully 
supported me from that moment until graduation. He 
set up a separate workspace for me in our home, and 
reminded me of spiritual impressions I’d been given 
when I was ready to jump ship.

Before remarrying, my parents regularly babysat while 
I attended Thursday classes or when I had looming 
deadlines to meet. Even after I had a “built-in” babysitter, 
I still occasionally borrowed my mother’s desk just for 
a quiet place to analyze data and think. Though family 
often requires sacrifice of our own time and energy, 
families also provide a structure that gives back ten-
fold, and in my case, provided the framework by which I 
could accomplish my doctoral dreams. 

doctoral whitewater experience we were encountering as 
a group. I could not have finished the program in the time 
frame allotted without the weekly interactions I had with my 
cohort colleagues.  

Flexibility 
Nearly all my cohort colleagues were working full-time 
with families at home, juggling the many demands of 
professional, personal, and educational pursuits. The 
University of Idaho was aware of these challenges and 
designed a flexible learning structure with both online and 
face-to-face components. From live meetings to picnics 
by the river, conference calls with professors in Boise or 
Moscow to intense weekends where our major professor 
ate, slept, argued, and interpreted data with us, we were 
given both the time we needed together to succeed, as well 
as the professional and personal distance required to keep 
our lives together. 

Not only were courses and professors flexible in their 
teaching, the program was designed for a three year time 
frame, including dissertation writing. We began searching 
for research topics from the first course we took, so that 
by the time we got to our third year, the purpose of our 
research pursuits were more clearly defined. Although we 
would take courses throughout the regular school year and 
summer, course work lessened significantly by the last two 
semesters, when we focused on writing our dissertation. 

Campus Support 
From the beginning of the program, BYU-Idaho opened 
their classrooms, office space, and technical equipment to 
the University of Idaho students. Whether I was entering 

Although the program 
was administered by the 
University of Idaho, the 
support of BYU-Idaho was 
constant.
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the doctorate, the Lord would walk the path with me, 
help me along the way, and that I would “mount up 
with wings as eagles; [...] run, and not be weary; and 
[...] walk, and not faint” (Isaiah 40:31). There were no 
promises of an easy journey; however, I knew the Lord 
would strengthen me and provide the tools to make the 
journey possible.

Now, at the end of my journey, I don’t have a pay raise or a 
new job. I still work in my same position in Online Learning. 
Still, my doctoral experience not only heightened my own 
state of being and confidence, it affected and improved my 
day-to-day work experience in my department. I came to 
know other members of campus and their understanding, 
excitement, and biases toward the online initiative. I’ve 
represented BYU-Idaho and shared my personal research 
findings at international conferences, including the 
Sloan Consortium for Online Learning and the AACE 

World Conference on 
E-Learning (Association 
for Advancement of 
Computing in Education). 
In a three-year time frame, 
I plumbed the depth 
of my field, immersed 
myself in theoretical and 
professional practice 
research, completed and 
successfully defended a 
dissertation, and gained 
life experiences that will 
bless and benefit my 
colleagues and family for 
years to come. t 

Works Cited

Uchtdorf, Dieter F. (2010, May). 
“Your Happily Ever After.” Ensign, 
40(5), 124-127.

The Lord
What greater tool could any student have than access to 
divine revelation and the support of the Spirit? One of 
earliest questions I asked the Lord as I pondered whether 
I should apply for the doctorate program was how I 
could physically, mentally, and emotionally approach 
such an endeavor while working full time and trying to 
simultaneously nurture my three growing children. As 
I prayed for guidance, direction came through Elder 
Uchtdorf ’s April 2010 address to the Young Women of the 
Church. He spoke about the adversity we face during our 
own life fairy tales—and the “happily ever after” that awaits 
following our persistence and faith in the face of trials. It’s 
through life’s challenges, Elder Uchtdorf explained, that we 

“learn wisdom, become stronger, and experience joy.” 
After searching, pondering, and praying to the 

Lord, a witness came that should I choose to pursue 

My doctoral experience not only heightened my own 
state of being and confidence, it affected and improved 
my day-to-day work experience in my department. 
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stage of my education. 1998 marked the thirteenth year 
of an essentially non-stop sequence of bachelor, masters, 
and doctoral programs. I was exhausted. The crucible of 
a Ph.D. program in neuroscience, with its high octane 
research activities and expectations, while invigorating, 
had taken its toll on me and I was ready to get back into 
the classroom. 

During my interview with President Bednar, he chided 
me with a tongue-in-cheek remark, questioning me as to 
why I would sacrifice my academic birthright by coming 
to a two-year college. His comment did not reflect his own 
belief that I was rejecting my academic birthright, but spoke 
to the academic world’s perception of such a decision. Why 
on earth would someone with so much education and strong 
research background and training discard that to “just 
teach” at a junior college with no upper division courses and 
virtually non-existent research opportunities? 

I doubt this experience or question from President 
Bednar was unique to me. The question, however, of 
rejecting my birthright has stuck with me over the years. 
We may view and value ourselves and our academic 
pedigrees differently from how much of the world sees 
them, but academic training does bring with it certain 
expectations in addition to the traditional trappings of 
academia. I want to address the idea of staying true to our 
academic birthrights. 

In his 2001 address to the faculty, President Bednar 
challenged BYU-Idaho to engage deeply in scholarship, 
both in your content area as well as in the scholarship 
of learning and teaching (Bednar, 2001). In other words, 
being a faculty member of a primarily teaching oriented 
university does not mean that we cannot or should not be 
scholars. The need for our scholarship is paramount. In 
fact, President Bednar also stated, 

 “Will we as BYU-Idaho be engaged in scholarship? 

Absolutely yes. We must! If we are not engaged 

in scholarship, then we have no business being a 

university.” (Bednar, 2001). 

Similarly, in a recent address at the BYU Religious 
Studies Center, Elder Holland stated the following: 

“There always has been and there always will be 

at universities an emphasis on doing research and 

Sometime between my junior and senior year of college, 
in the middle of a pre-medical pathway, I caught the 
teaching bug. I signed up to be a teaching assistant in 
the human anatomy labs, and I discovered something 
important about myself. The thrill of being in the 
classroom and feeling like I was helping facilitate learning 
was, to me, what an adrenaline rush must be like to an 
adrenaline junkie. I was hooked! I set my eyes on a career 
in teaching, but I knew in order to do so at the university 
level, I needed a doctorate. After completing a bachelor’s 
and master’s degree, my wife and I headed to the East 
Coast and began a Ph.D. program in Maryland. 

I was in my seventh year of that program when I heard 
about a faculty opening at Ricks College. Despite having 
grown up only two hours south of here and having several 
of my siblings attended Ricks College, I had never stepped 
foot on campus until the Spring of 1998 when I was invited 
to interview. The opportunity to be a faculty member at a 
teaching institution was incredibly appealing to me at that 

Scholarship: Our 
Academic Birthright
SID PALMER
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consists of three distinct characteristics: 1) it is public, 
2) It is susceptible to critical review and evaluation and 
3) it should be accessible for exchange and use by other 
members of one’s scholarly community (Schulman, 1999). 
To this I might add, that at BYU-Idaho, scholarship needs 
to take on an additional “translational” component, which, 
while not unique to us, is certainly core to who we are. This 
translational component is that, (in so far as possible), our 
scholarly activities should return to inform our classroom 
activities. This is an aspect of learning and teaching 
scholarship that we often overlook. The scholarship of 
learning and teaching is more than understanding the 
processes by which learning and teaching occurs generally, 
but finds its real power as we explore how learning and 
teaching occurs and is applied in our specific disciplines. 
Even discipline specific scholarship can and should have 
direct impacts in the classroom. Lee Shulman makes the 
following observation:

Each of us in higher education is a member of at least 

two professions: that of our discipline, inter-discipline, 

writing in order that our teaching stay fresh . . . You 

learn in order to teach and you teach in order to 

learn.” (Holland, 2015)

Applied to a broader context, I believe Elder Holland 
could be referring to scholarly pursuits in general and not 
specifically to traditional research. Given the charge that 
faculty at BYU-Idaho will be focused on the scholarship of 
learning and teaching, what does scholarship look like at 
BYU-Idaho? Again, drawing on President Bednar, quoting 
from Lee Shulman, he identified that “all scholarship 

...Being a faculty member of 
a primarily teaching oriented 
university does not mean 
that we cannot or should not 
be scholars.



systems which have long been the mainstay of information 
transfer may no longer be the most effective mode for our 
students (McKee and Tew, 2013). 

This digital divide is due in part to both the “digital 
natives” that now represent the academic clientele as 
well as the broad and readily accessibility to information. 
Transformative changes can be seen in every corner of 
higher education which are challenging and altering the 
traditional approaches of academic teaching. Thomas 
and Brown and others are championing approaches that 

“focus on learning through engagement within the world” 
rather than merely teaching about the world (Thomas 
and Brown, 2011).

Additional pressures are changing the academic 
environment as well. Corporate employers “recognize 
the shifting workforce and . . . understand their future 
productivity if not very existence as ongoing business 

or professional field . . . as well as our profession as 

educators. In both of these intersecting domains, we 

bear the responsibilities of scholars— to discover, 

connect, to apply and to teach. (Shulman, 2000)

Each of us has felt this tension arising from the duality 
of our nature as professors. Do I spend my time in the 
classroom, or do I spend it engaged in scholarly pursuits? 
I would argue that at BYU-Idaho, the two are not mutually 
exclusive; in fact, they are so very complimentary. Refer 
back to Elder Holland’s quote: “We learn in order to 
teach and we teach in order to learn.” The need for this 
level of engagement both in scholarly activities as well as 
connecting those activities to our classroom could not 
be timelier or more urgent. The world of academia that 
we find ourselves in is vastly different from the academic 
environment our professors worked in. Digital access has 
created divisions within pedagogical approaches. Lecture 
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My graduate training was 
less about understanding 
how and why neurons 
migrate from deep within 
the brain toward the cortex 
during development and 
much more about training 
my own brain to think 
critically, to analyze data, 
and to solve problems 
systematically.

concerns [is] dependent on coming to terms with the 
distinctly new behavior patterns and work habits” brought 
about by the advancing digital world (Tapscott, 2009).

Stakeholders in higher education are calling for greater 
accountability and tying such accountability to learning 
outcomes and to marketability of graduates. The past few 
decades have seen “growing dissatisfaction with higher 
education. Legislatures insist on greater accountability, 
lower cost, and enhanced access while [other stakeholders 
such as] parents express their perennial concern, ‘Will little 
Johnny be able to get a job?’” (McKee and Tew 2013).

During my time at BYU-Idaho, I have heard the phrase, 
“Inspired Innovation” numerous times. This call for innovation 
resonated strongly with me and I feel like I’ve tried to be 
creative in the classroom and to think outside the box, but 
I’ve often failed to do so systematically and collect data on the 
process. In doing so, I realized that I couldn’t make any kind 
of judgments on how well the experiment worked because I 
had no real data to base that judgment on and relying on gut 
instinct just isn’t enough and certainly wouldn’t qualify as 
scholarly. Confronting this idea caused me to realize that my 
academic training did not entitle me to a robust and healthy 
research career for which a teaching career was less than a 
consolation prize. My doctoral education obligated me to 
a career of curiosity, data-driven improvement, education, 
mentoring, and engaging in all these activities rigorously 
and with scholarly enthusiasm. That was my real academic 
birthright! My graduate training was less about understanding 
how and why neurons migrate from deep within the brain 
toward the cortex during development and much more about 
training my own brain to think critically, to analyze data, and 
to solve problems systematically.

Applying these skills to discover more effective ways to 
teach my discipline and to integrate and explore the most 
current knowledge within my field into my classes is my 
current challenge. I firmly believe that the call for scholarly 
engagement, especially in traditional teaching institutions, 
is beyond rhetoric and must become our standard mode 
of educational activities. It may cause many, if not most of 
us, to redefine who we are, what we do, and how we do it, 
but I believe that as we do so, our capacity to enhance the 
real educational experiences of our students will literally 
transform each of us, our students and the landscape of 
learning and teaching in higher education. t
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painting has become one of the theatre crafts I have been 
proficient in for a long time. Scene painting has a spiritual 
component. The best scene painters know how to see the 
end from the beginning. They know that the best paint 
jobs go through several stages of ugly before they become 
beautiful and they know that there is a sequence for every 
paint treatment. Line upon line, precept upon precept.

When I finally decided to get serious about a faculty 
leave, I knew I wanted it to involve scene painting at a 
high level and I knew I wanted to experience being a 
student again. About 25 years ago, Rachel Keebler and 
Howard Jones formed a school for theatrical scene painting 
called Cobalt Studios. Rachel and Howard are among the 
elite scene painters in the world. When I was just out of 
graduate school, I had been accepted at Cobalt, but because 
of finances and family, I was not able to attend. I always 
regretted not being able to study there.

I was excited and fearful to be attending Cobalt Studios. 
I have been a scenic artist for more than 25 years and I 
have taught scene painting for almost 12 years. I have 
several former students who are making at least part of 
their living as scenic artists and so I was worried that my 
experience at Cobalt may be remedial. I was wrong.

The Cobalt experience I chose was the Summer Scene 
Painting Session—three weeks of intensive scene painting 
training. Week one was dedicated to basic training 
techniques. Week two was organized around specific 
projects where the teacher demonstrated and the students 
copied, and in week three, the teachers pulled back, giving 
students specific problems that we had to solve.

Kimb Williamson, one of the instructors, commented to 
me that they appreciated when their peers came to study at 
Cobalt. I responded that I didn’t consider myself her peer, 

As an undergraduate student at BYU, I remember 
thinking there was always something beyond graduation, 
another step before I had to make a living. Things changed 
in graduate school, however, because I realized I would 
have to go out into the world and actually perform. It was 
a sobering thought and it created a sense of urgency. I 
decided to take my education at Mankato State University 
even more seriously. 

After graduate school, I worked for several years as 
a scene designer, scenic artist, and properties master in 
professional theatre. In the fall of 2000 I was hired at 
BYU-Idaho to be a teacher of Technical Theatre and Scene 
Design. I did not take a faculty leave or sabbatical for the 
first fourteen years of my career at BYU-Idaho. 

I have taught a course in theatrical scene painting for 
about twelve years. I had good training in scene painting 
in graduate school and beyond. I have been fortunate 
in my education and my career to learn from and work 
with highly skilled scenic artists. Through it all, scene 

Three Weeks at  
Cobalt Studio
GARY BENSON

I was there to learn what 
was being taught instead 
of demonstrating what I 
already knew. 
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charcoal and chalk are not permanent, and so there would 
need to be a way to seal them to the surface. I asked Kimb 
if she had ever painted marble in that way. She then taught 
me a beautiful technique I had never seen or learned 
before. I would not have learned this and many other new 
techniques if I had let my pride lead me to Cobalt Studios. 

Week two we averaged about ten hours a day in a 
combination of a classroom and workshop environment. 
For me, it was wonderful to have a paintbrush in my hand 
for eight to ten hours a day again. It had been a long time 
since I had done that. Rachel and Kimb were in the studio 
with us for all of that time. They were very hands-on 
teachers. After the experience, I did some mental math and 
compared their face-time in the classroom to the BYU–
Idaho model and determined that they spent the equivalent 

but rather her student. My goal while painting at Cobalt 
Studio was to become a better scenic artist and to become 
a better teacher of scene painting. I decided the best way to 
accomplish both of these tasks was for me to be teachable 
and to learn what was being taught instead of relying on 
what I already knew. 

I also decided before attending that when the teachers at 
Cobalt corrected me, I would not get defensive and I would 
not try to explain or justify. Instead, every time Kimb or 
Rachel corrected me (which was several times a day) I 
merely said, “Thank you.” 

The first week we studied perspective, layout, geometry, 
cartooning, and other basic painting techniques. We were 
in class about eight hours a day. Much of what we studied 
that week was somewhat of a review for me, but the way it 
was taught was new and superior to the way I had learned 
it and taught it before. I noticed they didn’t just focus on 
the how and what, but talked about the why, where, and 
when of basic painting techniques as well. 

Week two was dedicated to project work and what is 
called trompe l’oeil painting. Trompe l’oeil means ‘to fool 
the eye’ and is a painting technique that is a staple skill of 
any scenic artist. It’s all about highlight and shadow, well 
placed, to make the two-dimensional appear to be three-
dimensional. The most important thing when painting 
Trompe l’oeil is to recognize where your light source 
is coming from (I think there is a spiritual principle at 
work here as well). The teachers would demonstrate a 
technique and we were expected to copy and master it. In 
addition, that second week we painted two different kinds 
of woodgrain and two different types of marble. We also 
painted foliage and drapery. 

I have painted hundreds of square feet of both 
woodgrain and marble in my career, but when we began 
the woodgrain and marble module, I made a conscious 
choice to stick to the decision I made prior to beginning 
my faculty leave: I was there to learn what was being taught 
instead of demonstrating what I already knew. I wasn’t 
there to show my prowess with a paintbrush. 

We were given a choice of samples for the marble 
module and I chose two I had never painted before. One of 
the samples was a grey marble with black and white veins. 
I had an idea that I could execute the veins with charcoal 
and chalk for one of the samples. The problem is that 

Tromp l’oeil finished marble

Tromp l’oeil finished woodgrain
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Because scenic artists usually paint on a grand scale, we 
put our work on the floor and paint standing up. This is a 
traditional skill and one that I was not unfamiliar with. I 
have painted that way for many years. Most paintbrushes 
don’t have a three and a half foot-long handle however, so 
scenic artists began placing their brushes in the end of a 
bamboo pole. I painted all of the projects at Cobalt Studios 
in this way, including the tiger on velour. 

Painting with a paintbrush attached to a three-foot 
bamboo pole is a little intimidating for people who have 
never tried it, but in reality, the only hard part is the mental 
component. To paint with long handled paintbrush you 
have to trust yourself. The rest of it comes down to brush 
choice, brush placement, and brush movement. If you get 
those three things correct, the rest is easy. 

The second project of the third week was a translucent 
drop. Each of us were given two images and were asked 

of two full semesters of face-time in three very intense 
weeks. They never seemed to tire.

We did two major projects in the third and final week 
of instruction. The first project was called, “You want me 
to paint THAT on WHAT?” First, each student was given 
a different, sometimes non-traditional surface to paint 
on. Second, we were then given an image to go along with 
it. For example, one painter was given a shower curtain 
and asked to paint it to look like a stained-glass window. 
Another painter was given a rubber shelf liner and asked to 
paint a seascape with a boat on it. I was given a piece of tan 
velour and asked to paint a Chinese watercolor of a tiger. 
Finally, when we were given the images, we were asked to 
come up with our own process for executing it. We had a 
chance to share our process with Rachel or Kimb along the 
way and they helped us fine tune and tweak it. I was also 
given a spare piece of the velour to use as a test sample.

Painting with bamboo brush 
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to paint the first image on the front and paint the back in 
such a way that when the light shifted from front-light to 
backlight, the second image would show through. I was 
given images of two Chinese pagodas and asked to paint 
them in this way. Halfway through the project, Rachel 
confided in me that in all the years they had given this 
assignment, no one had ever successfully painted it. No 
pressure! She also said that after observing me for two 
weeks, she thought I’d have a good chance at success.

I blogged the whole process of the translucent project 
with images to be viewed at:  
http://garycbenson.blogspot.com/2015/04/cobalt-studios- 

summer-scene-painting-12.html 

When I returned to teaching in Fall semester 
2014, I immediately taught a scene painting class and 
implemented a great deal of the things I had learned at 

Cobalt. I asked and received permission from Rachel and 
Kimb to do so. In the past, I’ve noticed that some students 
excel and some students struggle. If I teach primarily to 
the struggling students the better painters get bored. If I 
teach primarily to the better painters, then the struggling 
students get frustrated. I noticed that the Cobalt Method 
tended to bring all my students together faster. There was 
enough to challenge the better painters in the class and yet 
allow the struggling painters to be successful and keep up 
on every project. The Cobalt Method allowed me to bring 
the whole class along at the same speed. 

I loved my time at Cobalt Studios and hope to study 
there again. I am thankful to the University, The College 
of Visual and Performing Arts, The Department of Theatre 
and Dance, and the Thomas E. Ricks fund for making my 
faculty development leave possible. t

Finished product lit from front

Original resource image 2Original resource image 1

Finished product lit from front and back Finished product lit from back
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information rather than learning 
to understand the material. Who 
was to blame? The students? The 
material? He explains how he came 
to the agonizing conclusion that the 
culprit was neither of these. It was 
his teaching that was causing his 
students to fail. He shows how he has 
adjusted his approach to teaching 
and how it has improved his students’ 
performance significantly.  

Workshop: Flat Space,  
Deep Learning
In this workshop, Eric Mazur 
introduced a project-based team 
approach that gives students 
ownership of their learning. This 
method has no standard lectures or 
exams, yet students’ conceptual gains 
are significantly greater than those 
obtained in traditional courses. The 
approach blends six best practices 
to deliver a learning experience that 
helps students develop important skills, 

including communication, estimation, problem solving, and 
team skills, in addition to a solid conceptual understanding 
of the material. This showcase will discuss the course 
philosophy and pedagogical approach, and participants will 
take part in a new form of collaborative assessment. 

Workshop—”Peer Instruction” 
The basic goals of Peer Instruction are to encourage and 
make use of student interaction during lectures, while 
focusing students’ attention on underlying concepts 
and techniques. The method has been assessed in many 
studies using standardized, diagnostic tests and shown 
to be considerably more effective than the conventional 
lecture approach to teaching. Peer Instruction is now 
widely used at the college and secondary levels. In this 
workshop, participants will learn about Peer Instruction 
and discuss several models for implementing the 
technique into their classrooms. 

Eric Mazur’s 
Presentations 
Available Online

Eric Mazur, who is known worldwide for his contributions 
to improving student learning, visited BYU-Idaho on May 
15, 2015. If you missed these events or would like to review 
what was presented you can now view them online. To 
watch, google “BYUI Eric Mazur Video.”

Faculty Luncheon Presentation: Confessions of a 
Converted Lecturer
Dr. Eric Mazur thought he was a good teacher until 
he discovered that his students were just memorizing 
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CALL FOR 
PAPERS
We are accepting articles for an array of 
topics: collaboration in teaching, religion 
in teaching, innovative teaching ideas, and 
outcomes & assessment.

We would like to issue a call to faculty to submit short 
articles devoted to any of these themes and would like to 
have each college represented. Articles can range in length 
from 1800 to 3000 words (approximately 6-12, double-
spaced pages of text). If willing to submit an article or if 
you have questions, please contact one of the editors for 
Perspective or send an email message to: 
perspective@byui.edu
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Being a faculty member of a primarily 
teaching oriented university does not 
mean that we cannot or should not 
be scholars. 

SID PALMER


