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R&CW Conference
Sept. 25 - Nov. 3 | Submissions for Abstracts
December 7 at 4:30 - 6:30 pm | Conference Day

We invite faculty to encourage students to 
participate in this important showcase of learning.

Brown Bag / Pie Talk
October 13
November 16 & 17

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 5 & 6

The Spori Summit is patterned after the Great 
Teacher’s Seminar model and is designed to 
allow open discussion about teaching challenges 
and successes with colleagues.

S AV E  T H E  D A T E S



IN THIS ISSUE OF PERSPECTIVE

In Ken Bain’s book, What the Best College Teachers Do,  

he writes:

Highly effective teachers design better learning 

experiences for their students in part because 

they conceive of teaching as fostering learning. 

Everything they do stems from their strong concern 

for and understanding of the development of their 

students. They follow few traditions blindly and 

recognize when change in the conventional course 

is both necessary and possible. (p. 67)

The mission of BYU-Idaho is to develop disciples of Jesus 

Christ. We do this, in part, by providing a quality education 

for students of diverse interests and abilities and preparing 

students for lifelong learning, for employment, and for their 

roles as citizens and parents.

As BYU-Idaho faculty we are first and foremost teachers 

and our primary responsibility is to our students. We are now 

in an era where we are also encouraged to engage in faculty 

development and mentored research activities. In light of our 

primary responsibility to students and in line with what the 

best college teachers do as described by Ken Bain, faculty 

development should center on activities that will ultimately 

enhance student learning and bless students’ lives. 

t E D I T O R

In this issue of Perspective we will highlight what various 

faculty from across campus have done for their professional 

development and student mentored research, with the hope 

that it might serve as a catalyst for your own development or 

student experiential learning. Sid Palmer also provides  

a framework and insight regarding what the University wants 

and expects from our faculty development. We remind you  

that this issue and an archive of past issues can be found 

online at http://www.byui.edu/learning-and-teaching/

perspective-magazine.

Bain, Ken. What the Best College Teachers Do. Cambridge: Harvard UP,  
2004. Print.
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Beneficial Beyond 
Expectations: My 
Faculty PDL
DAVID BARRUS
Department of Economics

Identifying a Purpose and Formulating a Plan  
for Faculty Leave
When I was considering my 12-hour faculty professional 
development leave, the first thing that came to mind was, 

“Where do I want to go?” I explored all the places I wanted 
to go and looked for research and teaching opportunities 
in those locations. However, this search proved fruitless 
and frustrating. I increasingly wondered if a faculty 
leave was actually what I wanted. As time passed and my 
application deadline approached, I decided to consult 
with my department chair and other economics faculty 
members. Through these consultations, I realized I was 
going about it the wrong way: I needed to focus on what I 
wanted to do, and then the where would come. This change 
of perspective brought some much-needed clarity. 

As I pondered what I wanted to do, I increasingly 
realized that a specific class, Introduction to Econometrics 
(econ 388), needed improvement in two specific areas: 1) 
econometrics / stata knowledge and skills, and 2) sample 
research papers for my students to review. 

The first area of improvement was my econometric / 
stata skills and knowledge. Stata is a software package 
used in economics for analysis. I began searching for a 
training opportunity in stata and econometrics focused 
specifically on panel and time series analysis. I found the 
training I wanted in London, England, and nowhere else 
during the semester I would be on leave. I was worried that 
this training would not be approved because of the cost of 
traveling to London, but it was.

The second improvement my econ 388 class needed was 
the creation of sample research papers. When each new 
semester of econ 388 begins, I typically use papers from 
the previous semester as samples for current students. I 
was selective and would try to use the “best” papers from 
the previous semester: however, even the “best” were 
not always complete examples of well-written papers. 
Inevitably I found that students would not always pick 
up on the errors or mistakes in the sample papers and, as 
a result, those errors and mistakes would end up in the 
current semester’s papers. This was frustrating, and I felt 
I was wasting time saying, “This is a good paper, but…” I 
came up with a plan to write three sample papers with 
former econ 388 students during my leave. I also wrote a 
fourth sample paper based on my own areas of research  
in asphalt paving in Mississippi. 

With these two goals in mind—enhancing my knowledge 
and skills in stata and econometrics and writing sample 
papers for econ 388—I submitted my proposal and it was 
approved. Money was allocated for my training in London 
and a month of research in Mississippi. 

What actually happened and what I learned
My stata training in London was September 5-7, 2016. I 

found myself in intense, eight-hour-per-day sessions that 
focused on econometric methodology, including general 
ordinary least-squares (ols), instrumental variables (iv), 
time series, and panel data analysis and its application 
in stata. I felt I had completed a full semester-long 
econometrics course in three days! 

This training helped me see what I was doing well in 
econometrics and what I needed to improve. I spent the 
rest of my leave semester creating activities to help students 
better learn stata. Previously, I had spent only one or 
two days of class-time introducing students to stata, and 
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then I would let them figure out how to use the statistical 
package on their own. This produced mixed results: some 
students took initiative and really understood it, but others 
did not. During my leave semester, I modified my class 
schedule and added eight days of stata training. These 
are spaced throughout the semester so I can give students 
continual instruction on particular applications. After 
each stata session, there is a homework assignment that 
students complete, requiring them to apply econometric 
concepts and stata commands. I also used what I learned 
in my stata / econometrics training to reflect on how 
my teaching would help students demonstrate their skills 
in the real world. A major theme of my London training 
was that researchers must produce “reproducible” results. 
I have incorporated this philosophy into my class by 
instructing students on the best practices of research. 

The most challenging part of my leave was writing 
the four sample papers with students. I had identified 
three students to work with me on writing three of the 
four papers. Working with students long distance can be 
arduous! A month before my leave semester, one of the 
students stopped communicating and did not meet the 
required deadlines, dropping the number of students to two.

I worked individually with the remaining students on 
two sample papers, with each student authoring one. I let 
the students pick the topics of their respective papers and 
decide which part they wanted to complete. I would then 
fill in the remaining work. Together, we came up with a set 
of deadlines and divided the responsibilities of gathering 
data, conducting analysis, and writing the paper. Both of 
the students had previously taken econ 388 from me and 
knew the process of completing a successful project. Funds 
were allocated to pay these students as research assistants. 

Despite the challenges of working in different locations, 
the beginning of the semester went well. One of my 
students was proactive and met the agreed-upon deadlines. 
By the end of the semester, the paper was largely finished, 
and we spent January 2017 refining it. 

On the other hand, the other student struggled. This 
student was in charge of gathering data and running 
the analysis, which required most of September to 
narrow down what data was going to be used for the 
project. This student then spent October and November 
gathering data. Working apart from each other delayed 
our progress significantly: at times it took almost a week 
to get responses to a simple email. By November, the 
second student had gathered data and started the analysis; 

Researchers must produce 
“reproducible” results... I 
have incorporated this 
philosophy into my class by 
instructing students on the 
best practices of research.



however, I did not receive anything suitable until the last 
week of the semester. It took additional time during the 
following semester to complete the paper.

Because one student dropped out early, I tried to recruit 
another one, but he was unable to work on a full project. 
He agreed to revise his Spring 2016 econ 388 paper so I 
could use it as a sample paper for the class. I was grateful 
for his help revising his paper: it is now complete and is 
currently being used as one of the four sample papers.

My interactions with these students had an unforeseen 
benefit: I realized that to realistically expect students to 
write effectively and to be motivated to complete this 
challenging assignment, they needed clear instructions 
and good examples to follow. As I was struggling to train 
and motivate Student B, I realized that I needed to revise 
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I am grateful it did 
not turn out perfectly, 
because I learned more 
from the challenges.

how I instructed students during the regular semester on 
how to more effectively work with their group on the econ 
388 research project. I spent significant time during my 
leave revising rubrics and instructions so they were simpler 
and easier to understand and follow. I changed the class 
schedule, allocating two sessions to focus solely on how to 
write a research paper. I incorporated into my curriculum 
outside-of-class meetings for the groups. After I personally 
experienced writing in a group during my leave semester, I 
realized that it can be challenging, especially when there is 
a lack of communication. This has helped me to be more 
empathetic towards students who are struggling and need 
some additional help and to be clearer in my instructions.

While the outcome for the three student-authored 
sample papers was not what I foresaw, going through 
the process of writing these papers with the students has 
helped me better understand some of the challenges that 
beginning researchers face. I am grateful it did not turn out 
perfectly, because I learned more from the challenges.

As I reflect on my 12-hour Faculty Professional 
Development Leave, I am grateful for the opportunity I had 
to “sharpen my saw,” experience some of what my students 
experience, and enhance my classes. It has been beneficial 
beyond what I had expected. t
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If there is anything at the University that often feels like a 
moving target, faculty development surely is near the top 
of the list. Many faculty find themselves asking, “What 
does the University want? What does it expect? What is 
allowed?” When articulated this way, these questions often 
mean, “What does the administration expect or want or 
allow?” This uncertainty is often magnified as many faculty 
also feel torn between heavy teaching and mentoring 
responsibilities, curriculum development and maintenance 
and finding time to sharpen the axe. This three way tug 
of war has the potential of generating angst and in some 
cases frustration as faculty try to find the right sweet spot 
between these expectations. Navigating this space well is 
tricky because becoming out of balance or off center may 
leave us feeling less than satisfied with our careers, out of 
touch with our disciplines and students, or not hitting our 
marks in the classroom. 

In the paragraphs that follow, I attempt to describe a 
sweet spot for our unique mission. At the same time, I 
recognize that a variety of opportunities can be beneficial. 

Opportunities like faculty-led, mentored research are not 
out of the question and can be highly beneficial to both the 
students and the faculty, but to promote a single approach 
or experience as the only type of growth opportunity 
doesn’t address an essential balanced approach to a 
multifaceted set of expectations for faculty members at 
BYU-Idaho. As we work with faculty members across 
campus in facilitating faculty development opportunities, 
our strategy and messaging has focused on three important 
elements: data, planning, and balance.

Data
Really understanding what is happening in our 

classrooms and in our student interactions is an important 
starting point for mapping an effective path of faculty 
development. For this kind of understanding, we have to 
rely on more than anecdotal information or gut instinct. 
There is no good substitute for valid feedback and data. 

For many years the only consistent source of this kind 
of data was the end of semester evaluations. As we have 

Guidelines and Principles to Consider  
for Faculty Development Plans
SIDNEY PALMER

Dean of Faculty Development



spoken with faculty groups across campus, it has been 
clear that reactions to the end of semester evaluations, their 
utility or accuracy, and their value are widely varied across 
the University. We are not unique in this regard. Broad 
research in higher education reports that summative-only 
approaches to faculty performance and student experience 
are not only difficult to interpret but also difficult to act on 
in making meaningful changes. 

Faculty report skepticism of poor performance data 
and mixed emotions about strong performance data. 
Faculty members are often not only unsure of what the 
data actually mean, but also about who else might be 
seeing it. Some of the possible anxiety that stems from 
this information is that it frequently only tells part of the 
story of what is happening in and out of the classroom and 
making important decisions from an incomplete data set 
may lead to faulty conclusions.

For the past few years, we have been making an effort 
to buttress the end of semester evaluations with additional 
types of data to create a more complete picture of the 
student experience, the faculty performance, and class and 
program success. These additional sources of information 
are available through mid-semester evaluations, 
observational data from student teams such as the Student 
Consult on Teaching (scots) program as well as peer-to-
peer classroom visits. More and more faculty members 
are taking advantage of these opportunities with great 
satisfaction and successes. 

A template for mid semester evaluations with some 
initial formative questions is available to faculty in both 
I-Learn as well as Qualtrics formats. These can be modified 
by the instructor or department and implemented directly 
in your classroom at any point in the semester of your 
choosing. scots teams are also valuable sources for 
capturing in-class interaction data and providing that to 
the faculty. Teaching groups working with and visiting one 
another’s classrooms provide invaluable colleague feedback 
as well. Each associate dean for faculty development can 
help interested faculty with this resource, and links to these 
resources will soon be more readily available on the Faculty 
Development website.

Taken as a whole, these data become powerful tools not 
only for understanding where we are, but also for creating 
effective plans for where we need to go.

Items to Consider in Preparation 
for Your Annual Interview

Teaching

• Review of Courses Taught  

over the Year

• Course Feedback / Assessments 

Used and Sources of Data

 > Midsemester Evaluations

 > SCOTs

 > Course or Learning Analytics

 > Peer or Teaching Group Feedback

• Learning Model

 > How do you incorporate it in 

your course? How is it working? 

What challenges are there? What 

would you like to change? What 

resources would you like to have 

available to help you?

• Continuous Improvement - 

Innovations, Challenges and Plans

Service

• Department

• College

• University

Faculty Development

• Past Activities, Outcomes,  

and Implementation

• Accountability of Resources  

and Activities

(Continued on page 7)



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  6

Planning
Intentional planning of faculty development is a 

crucial step in strengthening both a satisfying and 
productive faculty career. Without a plan, faculty often 
feel adrift and lack a sense of progress. One effective 
initial step in planning is to begin to use the data types 
mentioned above to piece together a picture of strengths 
and weaknesses, successes and challenges. We have 

encouraged new faculty to keep reflective teaching 
journals. This is an effective way to not only synthesize 
our thoughts but also share them with colleagues and the 
department chair during annual interviews.

As faculty build on these reflections and self-evaluations, 
a multi-year plan begins to take shape. A teaching and 
professional development planning tool is available on 
the Faculty Development website to facilitate this process. 
This tool catalogs past teaching, collegial and development 
activities, identifies and reports on current activities, and 
has space for mapping future activities. This document 
becomes an important platform for reporting, planning, 
and requesting resources during the annual interview.

Our experience has been that some of the most effective 
planning happens collaboratively. Involve colleagues, 
teaching team members, faculty development committee 
representatives, and department chairs in developing ideas 
for future growth experiences and opportunities. These 
kinds of collaborators not only serve as sounding boards 
for ideas but also help us identify areas of shared interest 
where synergies can be leveraged to great mutual benefit.

Planning in this fashion helps to ensure that the 
activities for classroom and curriculum development 
as well as professional development are aligned well 

with program needs and identified areas of needed 
improvement. Faculty report that when they feel like they 
are building new skills, improving areas of weakness, and 
enhancing their effectiveness in and out of the classroom, 
they are much more satisfied with their careers.

Balance
Ecclesiastes tells of seasons: “To every thing there is 

a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven” 
(Ecclesiastes 3:1). This offers a valuable perspective on 
balance and helps assure us that we don’t need to tackle 
everything at once. There may be seasons of curriculum 
development and maintenance and seasons of focus on 
classroom improvement and seasons of updating our 
discipline-specific skill sets. It isn’t always feasible to try 
to tackle all of them at the same time. Prioritizing which 
season, which activity, and which focus is important at 
the moment or for the immediate future is a critical part 
of the conversation that can occur with colleagues and 
department chairs. It is an important consideration for 
department chairs who often have to be cautious not to 
pigeon-hole faculty into just a single role in the department. 

Over a long career we would hope that faculty members 
will have opportunities to explore and enjoy each season 
and opportunity and recognize that personal growth and 
development happen in each area.

Over a long career we 
would hope that faculty 
members will have 
opportunities to explore 
and enjoy each season 
and opportunity.



Opportunities and Resources
Two important resources support and sustain faculty 

professional development: time and money. Each faculty 
member has to own their individual faculty development 
strategy and plan and the accountability that comes with it. 
This includes prioritizing time for these activities as well as 
being mindful of the financial resources that support them. 
The University has mechanisms in place for providing 
some protected time for professional development. This 
comes in the form of annual Professional Development 
Leaves (pdls - 6 hours annually for faculty on 100% 
contract and 3 hours annually for faculty on 75% contract) 
as well as Faculty Learning Fellowships (flfs - 12 hours in 
one semester after 5 full years of service or 15 semesters). 
For more information, on these, please see the Faculty 
Guide, section 2.3.4.

These leaves and fellowships represent a significant 
investment on the part of the University, and as such there 
is a significant degree of accountability associated with 
them. It is the stewardship and accountability for these 
resources that prompts the review, approval and reporting 
process. While some may feel these to be unnecessary 
hoops to jump through, the review process often provides 
direction and feedback that strengthens most proposals. 
The approval process ensures that time and funding 
resources are properly aligned to allow for the activity to 
proceed and the reporting process is an important step in 
closing the loop on the activity, sharing what was learned 
and beginning the process of returning value to the 
students, faculty and University. 

The planning processes described above should guide 
a faculty member into identifying the right kinds of 
activities to engage in for their annual pdl time and their 
periodic flfs. Here are some suggestions to consider when 
planning pdls and flfs. 

Take the Long View 

One model to consider when thinking about the 
relationship between the pdls and the flfs is to step 
back and look at these activities longitudinally. View your 
professional development plan over a long time course 
and program cumulative pdl activities over successive 
years that prepare for and lead to a large, full-semester 
flf. The flf then becomes a culmination event of ongoing 
development and growth. While not all professional 

(Continued from page 5)

• Future Plans

 > Curriculum Development

 > Content Knowledge and Skill 

Development

 > Scholarship of Learning and 

Teaching

 > Mentored Student Research  

and Creative Works

 > Practicing Your Craft

Department Needs

Resource Needs

Potential Conflicts of Time and Interest 

Discussion

• Transparency and Impact of Activities

A Practical Guide to Frequently 
Used Acronyms:

FDC - Faculty Development Committee

UDC - University Development Council

PDL - Professional Development Leave  

(6 hours annually)

FLF - Faculty Learning Fellowship (12 

hours after 15 semesters of service)

PDP - Professional Development Plan

SCOTs - Students Consult on Teaching
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development plans lend themselves to this kind of long-
range planning, when possible, related development 
activities over a long period of time can be very beneficial. 
Even if a highly related sequence of pdls and flfs are not 
possible, taking a multi-year approach to the planning of 
your professional development activities, does help you see 
patterns of seasons and balance described above.

Use the Buddy System

Look for collaborators in your pdls and flfs. Pursuing 
any kind of professional development, whether in 
the scholarship of learning and teaching, curriculum 
development, or sharpening your skills in your discipline 
can be an overwhelming and a potentially lonely enterprise. 
Some faculty might welcome the solitude but others may 
find it isolating and overwhelming. Sharing the load with 
colleagues and peers strengthens collegial ties, provides 
important feedback and perspectives on challenges and 
can be an important support structure. The synergies from 
working collaboratively often yield better outcomes and a 
high degree of satisfaction. 

Grow as You Go

Involve students when possible. Not only are students 
capable and competent workers on some aspects of 
professional development activities, but they can bring a 
perspective about classroom and curriculum that many 
of us have long forgotten from our undergraduate days. 
On many activities, they can grow as you grow. Some 
professional development activities lend themselves to 
being extensions of the classroom and vital mentoring 
experiences that provide students with important growth 
and opportunity. One highly correlated factor that 
influences a student’s experience while at the University 
is the opportunity to connect with a faculty mentor. 
Professional development opportunities are wonderful 
ways to connect to, partner with, and mentor students.

Share the Wealth

Develop plans that have strong outcomes and 
deliverables and look for opportunities to share what 
you have learned and developed with your department, 
college, or the larger University community. Professional 
development achievements are inspiring to other faculty 
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Summary
We began with some common questions that faculty 

sometimes articulate regarding professional development: 
“What does the administration want?” I think it is safe to 
say that the answer to this is that they want a progressive 
and engaged faculty. They want faculty who are committed 
to the principles of teaching and advising and deeply 
engaged in the scholarship of learning and teaching. They 
want faculty to be current and excited about their fields. 
They want professional development plans and activities 
that align to the needs of the students, the classroom, the 
programs, and the university mission. They want faculty 
who are student-focused in and out of the classroom.

In saying this, I do not mean to imply that we are 
falling short in these areas. Certainly there is room for 
improvement but not surprisingly most faculty share 
these same goals and strongly identify with the principles 
and approach to faculty development described above. 
The parts of my job that I love the most are working 
with faculty in the area of professional development and 
watching the growth that they experience, the excitement 
that they feel and the vitality or revitalization that comes 
from progressing. Over and over again, we have seen that 
the guidelines and principles stated above have helped 
many faculty find and engage in meaningful and enlarging 
faculty development experiences. t

and promote a culture of excellence and scholarship. 
Sharing what you have learned can be a culminating 
payoff for your hard work and growth. 

Watch for Traps

Don’t trade scholarship for tourism. While some travel 
may be an essential part of a professional development 
experience, travel alone cannot supplant good scholarship. 
Great development activities include a substantial degree 
of due diligence in discovering what has been done, what is 
already known, and what others have tried. Leverage this 
information to help you decide what the appropriate next 
steps are. When this kind of preparation and discovery 
has taken place, the resulting activity becomes highly 
justifiable, credible, and scholarly.

Mind the Bottom Line

Frugality of resources is a hallmark characteristic 
of BYU-Idaho. But frugality does not always mean the 
cheapest option. Frugality may represent the option that 
brings the highest degree of return for the investment.  
In some instances, this may not be the cheapest option for 
an activity. Similarly, just because an activity is expensive 
or in some far-flung or exotic location doesn’t mean it’s 
the best activity. Carefully weigh what really needs to be 
accomplished against the activity that has the best return 
on investment. This is the beginning of a frugal mindset.

Departments have money budgeted for professional 
development activities and the Office of Faculty 
Development has additional funds to supplement these 
resources, but these are limited resources and are stretched 
to serve as many faculty as possible. A frugal approach to 
these resources allows the University to aim and spread 
these dollars for the best results and the broadest impact. 

Professional development 
opportunities are wonderful 
ways to connect to, partner 
with, and mentor students.
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An Unexpected 
Source of Professional 
Development
LEE WARNICK
Department of Communication

As a 10-year-old living on the Japanese island of Okinawa, 
I would sit at our dining room table in front of a newsprint 
pad of maps of the vast Far East overlaid with lines of 
latitude and longitude. When it was time for Armed Forces 
Radio and Television Service’s daily weather report, I was 
ready with pencil to dutifully plot the location and strength 
of every tropical storm system out there.

By the time afrts informed us we were under 
Condition Two—24 hours from typhoon-strength winds 
if the storm kept its course—I had already been charting it 
for several days. By now, my Air Force pilot father would 
have evacuated a C-130 cargo plane out of harm’s way, 
leaving Mom, my three sisters, and me to put up shutters, 
string duct tape across the seams, fill the bathtub, and ride 
out the storm in our concrete crackerbox of a house. 

In 30 months on Okinawa, we rode out two typhoons 
and a tropical storm. One super-typhoon unexpectedly 
veered south within 12 hours of a direct hit on our island. 
Dad’s second cousin was an Air Force meteorologist 
stationed in Vietnam while we were on Okinawa, and he’d 

leave me with a stack of weather maps the few times he 
traveled through. I pored over those coded sheets like  
they were treasure maps! 

I was bitten by the weather bug, and it has infected 
me ever since. Were it not for my comparative futility in 
higher math (as well as Father in Heaven’s knowledge I had 
another life’s path in store), I’d probably be happily working, 
at the National Storm Prediction Center in Oklahoma.

But my left-brain limitations haven’t prevented me from 
turning weather —and later climate —into rewarding 
lifelong avocations. I basked in Lynn Thomson’s renowned 
Weather and Climate course and gladly volunteered to 
help take daily readings at the new Ricks College station in 
the Romney Building. When I faced a final project choice 
for my undergrad statistics course at BYU? Of course, I 
completed a climatological comparison between Salt Lake 
City and Denver. During my summer in residence while 
completing doctoral studies in Lincoln, Nebraska, tornado 
sirens went off one afternoon while I was in the library. 
While other students headed to tornado shelters, I dashed 
to my dorm room to grab a video camera and then to my 
vehicle to see if I could drive somewhere to spot it. No luck. 

Love of weather has morphed into a related interest in 
studying climate. Wherever we lived, I would set about 
to compile a complete record of that city’s weather data 
and then calculate climate averages. In Cedar City, Utah, 
I laboriously hand-copied readings from official reports 
borrowed from the library. In Salt Lake City, I bought a 
set of noaa records as my reference. And after we moved 
to Rexburg in 1988, I built computer databases from 
records dating to 1971, and then back to 1908 in Sugar City. 
I started a Rexburg weather and climate blog (Rexburg 
Weather Group, hosted in Google Groups) more than 20 
years ago. I opened my own home weather station and kept 
daily records for more than a decade. I’ll install a station in 
our current home when I can figure out where to place it 
for the most accurate wind readings.

Why have I done all of this stuff? Why do we invest 
significant time in any hobby? Chances are you enjoy 
something as much as I like weather and climate, so you 
know the answer to this is obvious. Here’s a question I’ve 
had a tougher time reconciling through the years: how 
does this relate to my daily work teaching communication 
at BYU-Idaho? 
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out how to make this new class in an explosively growing 
emerging skill-area effective and meaningful for rooms full 
of right-brained, largely quant-averse Comm majors.

But as I encountered the vast, alien world of Google 
Analytics and, later, Facebook Insights, search engine 
optimization, and social media monitoring, I found to 
my amazement that I was taking to all of this quickly and 
intuitively. It seemed as a voice from the dust, but why? 
Over time it occurred to me: years of poring over climate 
data looking for commonalities, trends, and anomalies 
posed similar challenges to this new subject area I now 
encountered. And decades of practice in distilling diverse 
metrics and observations into precise, high-confidence 
weather forecasts provided ideal preparation for teaching 
about the strategic foundation necessary for effective 
analytics. Over the past four years I have found that a 
Communication classroom is the ideal place to teach and 
learn web and social analytics!

The lessons I learned from all of this: 1. We never know 
how our seemingly unrelated passions and interests will 
ultimately bless and inform our teaching, not detract from 
it; 2. Knowledge, like truth, is eventually bound toward  
one great whole if we are patient with the journey; and 
3. I can pursue many more hours of satisfying weather 
and climate work, guilt-free, for I have discovered that a 
life-long hobby has also become an unexpected fount of 
professional development and helped make me a more 
effective teacher! t

I’ve answered a lot of Rexburg weather and climate 
questions through the years, coming from attorneys to 
architects to event planners to wind farm researchers to 
rangeland planners to farmers to curious BYU-Idaho 
colleagues. Many of those referred to “the Rexburg weather 
guy” who did not know me were surprised that the source 
of the information they sought did not teach meteorology 
or physics; rather on the polar opposite side of campus, 
physically and topically. The implication: my hobby doesn’t 
have much at all to do with my day job.

But this has changed. About eight years ago we were 
at a Communication Department retreat reviewing 
our programs and discussing future plans. There was 
a consensus that we were not doing enough to prepare 
students for work in emerging social and digital media. 
I found myself volunteering to teach a new class now 
titled Digital Media Content Creation. While it’s been 
challenging to keep up with the ever-changing digital 
platforms that increasingly dominate our media time and 
consumption, the skills we were teaching here were just 
a short hop from my home base of journalism: reporting, 
writing, editing, publication planning and design.

Then four years ago, in response to industry trends, we 
launched another course: Digital Media Analytics and 
Strategy. This would be a different challenge altogether: We 
would immerse ourselves in the universe of Big Data, and 
our primary currency would be numbers and not words or 
images. I girded up my loins and prepared for an arduous 
journey to the darkened halls of left-side-of-brain. I would 
eat my spinach for the good of my students and figure 

We never know how 
our seemingly unrelated 
passions and interests 
will ultimately bless and 
inform our teaching, not 
detract from it.
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When I interviewed for my cfs faculty position at BYU-
Idaho, I knew very little about the institution. Graduate 
school trained me to conduct rigorous academic research, 
but I was aware that BYU-Idaho is not a research 
institution. President Clark and Vice President Broadhead 
strongly encouraged me to continue conducting research at 
BYU-Idaho, but to focus my attention to student-mentored 
research. I quickly learned that it is more difficult to 
mentor students in research projects than it is to complete 
them on my own. What follows is a summary of a research 
project that a student began as a paper for a class. Walter 
Schmidt developed the skeleton of the idea and conducted 
one portion of the analysis with my mentorship. After the 
class was over, we worked together to polish the paper, 
tighten the theory, add some additional analyses, and 
submit it for publication. The idea was strong enough 
that a kind journal editor patiently guided our paper to 
a peer-reviewed publication. In the end, Walter finished 
BYU-Idaho with a degree in Political Science and a peer-
reviewed publication of which he is the lead author.

People derive meaning and self-esteem from the groups 
to which they belong, and this has potent attitudinal and 
behavioral consequences. Religious belonging influences 
political attitudes and behaviors through two mechanisms: 
first, religious groups develop the religious beliefs that 
are associated with political beliefs (i.e. attitudes about 
abortion); second, religious groups help individuals make 
the connection between their religious views and the 
appropriate political views. Religious leaders and religious 
social networks are the primary means through which 
belonging translates into political attitudes and behaviors. 
Considerable research substantiates the power of religious 
social networks and clergy to influence the political views 
and political activity of congregants. However, religious 
belonging does more than transmit beliefs and create 
social relationships. 

In new research1 published in Politics and Religion, 
Walter Schmidt and I posit that conceptualizing religious 
affiliation as a social identity yields considerable clarity and 
predictive power. Many people who no longer “belong” to 
a religious community retain a social identification with 
that religion, which can influence attitudes and behaviors 
similar to other social identities. If religious identity 
functions like other social identities, it may influence 
public support for elected representatives via descriptive 
representation. In this theory, representation is less about 
the outputs of a representative body and more about how 
well the representative body is a representative sample 
of the population being represented. Even if the outputs 
of government are not congruent with public demands, 
the people will express support for their representatives 
because descriptive representation ensures that “on any 
given topic, every opinion—or every worthwhile opinion—
in the country finds its spokesman.”

We merged survey data from the 2010 Cooperative 
Congressional Election Study (cces), with information 
from Pew on the religious affiliation of each member of 
the 111th Congress to create a variable indicating if the 
survey respondent had the same religious identity as their 
House representative. 

We lose a little clarity because Pew’s data on religious 
affiliation of House members does not distinguish between 
Evangelical or mainline Protestants, but these data show 
how well members of various religious traditions are 

Function of Religious 
Identity in Politics
MAT T MILES 
Department of History, Geography and  
Political Science
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trust in government is not much different than individual 
trust: when people think that another person is dishonest 
or self-centered, they are less likely to trust that person. 
Finally, belief in God is a strong predictor of interpersonal 
trust: the same processes that motivate those who believe 
in God to distrust those who do not could function at 
a different level. If so, people would be more likely to 
trust an elected official when they think that they share a 
common religious belief.

We contracted with Clear Voice Research to recruit an 
online sample of American adults to test these expectations. 
The survey was fielded in June 2015. Using language from 
Gallup surveys, respondents were asked to identify the 
religious identity of President Obama. Much to our initial 
surprise, close to 25% of the respondents thought Obama 
was Muslim. By September 2015, surveys conducted 
following a Trump rally found similar proportions of 
Americans believing that Obama was Muslim, which 

represented by someone who shares 
their religious identity. Nearly two-
thirds of the Protestants in America 
have a House representative who shares 
their religious identity, compared to less 
than two percent of Eastern Orthodox 
Christians. This is important because 
people are significantly more likely to 
approve of a representative who shares 
their religious identity. Controlling for 
party identification, gender, race, and 
political ideology, we find that if religion 
is “very important” to the person, they 
are 5.7% more likely to approve of their 
House member if religious identity is 
shared than if it is not.

This study has two major limitations 
which we attempted to overcome with 
the second study. First, we do not know 
whether respondents in the cces are actually aware that 
their House representative shares a religious identity. Given 
how little most people know about politics, Americans 
may not know the religious identity of their House 
representative. Second, religion and politics have become 
intertwined in American politics. Since some use religion 
as a cue for the political ideology of House members, it is 
possible that these findings are simply functioning as an 
instrumental variable for political ideology.

The next study operationally defined descriptive 
representation not as approval but as trust. Among the 
first survey items shown to predict trust in government 
was a battery of questions that measured the ethical 
qualities of elected officials. Those who thought that 
hardly any elected officials were “crooked” were more 
likely to trust government than those who thought that 
quite a few people running government were. For many, 

One need not regularly attend religious services for religion 
to influence attitudes. In this context, strength of identity 
matters more than consistency of church participation.
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alleviated our initial concerns. In addition, respondents 
were asked about their own religious affiliation. We 
matched individual responses on these two questions, 
without regard for the accuracy of the information about 
the President’s religion. That is, if a Hindu thought Obama 
is Hindu, we counted that as a shared religious identity 
because descriptive representation is a matter of perception. 
In our initial models, we discovered that most people who 
identified Obama as Muslim were political opponents. 
This exaggerated the size of the influence of shared 
religious identity on trust in President Obama because 
one fourth of the sample who distrusted the President 
were not acknowledging that they shared his religious 
identity. Subsequent analyses dropped these individuals 
and produced similar, smaller effects. Overall, we find that 
shared religious identity has at least as strong an influence 
on predicted trust in President Obama as race. One of the 
more interesting findings is presented in figure 1.

Among all partisan groups, those 
who share a religious identity with 
the President are more likely to trust 
him. The strongest differences are 
among Republicans: a Republican 
who shares a religious identity 
with the President has a predicted 
probability of trusting Obama “just 
about always” that is ten points higher 
than a Republican who does not. 

These findings have two important 
implications for religion and 
politics today: first, we think that 
this suggests that religious social 
identity is conceptually similar to 
other social identities. One need not 

regularly attend religious services for religion to influence 
attitudes. In this context, strength of identity matters more 
than consistency of church participation. Second, public 
trust in the President gives him greater latitude in policy 
negotiations and decisions. When the politically attentive 
and mobilized public is sorted into polarized political 
parties, it is more difficult for the President to cooperate 
with the political opposition on salient policy matters. 
However, when the public trusts the president, they pay 
less attention to policy specifics and support the broader 
policy agenda. Shared religious social identity between 
the public and the President might mitigate some negative 
effects of partisan polarization. t
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Best Practices: A Fulbright Specialist 
Experience in Perugia, Italy
STEPHEN MCNEIL
Department of Physics

In the Spring 2015 issue of Perspective, several faculty 
wrote stories about their Fulbright Scholar experiences in 
different countries. As noted in those articles, the typical 
Fulbright Scholar program lasts from 2-12 months, and 
most faculty who go on this type of Fulbright will use their 
entire sabbatical at their host institution. This is how I spent 
my Fulbright to Brazil during Fall semester 2015, but I also 
had the opportunity to participate in a Fulbright Specialist 
grant to Italy the summer of that same year. In this article, I 
want to focus on the specialist grant, since the other articles 
have already addressed the scholar experience. 

According to the Fulbright Specialist program mission 
statement: 

“The Fulbright Specialist Program is a unique opportunity 

for U.S. academics and established professionals to 

engage in two- to six-week, project-based exchanges 

at host institutions across the globe.” (https://

fulbrightspecialist.worldlearning.org/). 

This mission statement highlights several differences 
from the scholar program including the length of time, 

eligible disciplines, and project-based exchanges. As stated 
above, the time is several weeks, not several months. This 
shorter time frame may be more appealing to faculty 
members who do not necessarily want to be gone for an 
extended period of time. Also, the specialist program 
only allows certain eligible education disciplines, such as 
biology education, chemistry education, math education, 
physics education, etc. (see website for full list). Thus, the 
special grant is more focused on a teaching and training 
type of experience rather than a research experience.

To apply to the Fulbright Specialist Program, you 
first apply to put your name on the Fulbright Specialist 
Roster to be matched in the future with an approved host 
institution project. This is to prove you are an expert in 
your discipline. For most of us here at BYU-Idaho, having 
an advanced degree and teaching for several years should 
qualify you as a content expert. However, in order to obtain 
a successful grant, it is essential to find an appropriate 
host institution who will apply for a specialist project 
and specifically ask for you. With the specialist program, 
the host institution requests a particular project with a 
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possible specialist, so you need to find a host institution 
and convince them you are the candidate they want to host. 
In my case, I had the opportunity during a department 
trip to visit several institutions in Italy. I visited the 
Arcetri Astrophysical Observatory outside of the city of 
Florence and the physics department chairs in Perugia 
and Bologna. I gave them a resume and discussed current 
physics education research dealing with technology in the 
classroom and other seminar topics I could present at their 
institution. Only one institution really seemed interested—
the University of Perugia—and that started the long 
application process of getting everything lined up for my 
return trip to Italy. In all cases, the host institution initiates 
the project application (hopefully with you named as their 
choice for the project lead) through their country-specific 
Fulbright commission and, if approved, you are sent a letter 
asking to be part of the project. This requires your name to 
already be on the roster list.

The University of Perugia’s proposed project consisted 
of teaching five astrophysics lectures to students and one 
training seminar for faculty, all in English. Four of the 
lectures were specifically designed for undergraduate or 
graduate students dealing with the application of physics 
to the early universe and large-scale structure, which is 

my specialty. I was to teach these topics as part of a series 
of colloquia, and all their physics majors would be invited 
to attend. The presentations included a lecture on Active 
Galactic Nuclei, the role supermassive black holes and dark 
matter play in the formation of galaxies, and the genesis 
of the cosmic web. The fourth presentation was about the 
Native American view of the universe, focusing on the 
Navajo Nation’s perspective on the formation and creation 

of our universe. The very last activity was a seminar to 
faculty on the use of technology in physics education that 
focused on the application of personal response systems, 
i.e. “clickers in the classroom” as a means to formally assess 
student comprehension and to engage students in peer-to-
peer instruction. I supplied the clickers and the base for 
this seminar (just be prepared to answer questions about 
your bag full of electronics as you pass through customs).

After the project application was approved by the 
Italian Fulbright commission, and 
after extensive conversations with 
physics department chair Caterina 
Petrillo and guest lecturer coordinator 
Gianluca Grignani, I was ready to 
go and start this new adventure. The 
University of Perugia paid for my 
housing and food and the grant paid 
for my airline travel and gave a $200 a 
day stipend. That was plenty for all I 
was required to do in Italy.

Once my wife and I arrived in 
Rome, Italy, a university van was waiting to take us to 
Perugia, an ancient city dating back to the time of the 
Etruscans with a mix of Roman and Medieval architecture. 
We originally stayed at the ancient Friary of San Francesco 
del Monte that was partially converted to a hotel, but later 
moved to the center of the ancient city next to an old 
medieval aqueduct to be closer to the University of Perugia. 
The university gave me the first week off to get settled and 

My best practices in the classroom 
could be transferred to a different 
learning environment and still increase 
student interaction and deeper 
conceptual discussions.

Explaining how to use clickers to my Italian class.



some. I think this was the best part of the trip, to see how 
my best practices in the classroom could be transferred to 
a different learning environment and still increase student 
interaction and deeper conceptual discussions.

Being a Fulbright Specialist was a fantastic experience 
for me, not just for the increase in cultural awareness and 
exposure to different learning environments, but also the 
interactions with the wonderful Italian students and faculty 
that forged life-long friendships. I am so grateful to BYU-
Idaho for giving me the opportunity to travel and teach 
in Italy, and for the University of Perugia for giving me a 
chance to show some of my classroom’s best practices. t

explore the area. Thereafter, I was to give two lectures a 
week, which left plenty of time for several culturally rich 
experiences in the region of Umbria, including visiting the 
nearby cities of Assisi, Bevagna, Norcia, and Castelluccio.

The colloquia presentations to the students went 
very well, and since I knew several faculty would also 
be attending, I used clicker questions throughout the 
presentation to help model how I used clickers. Although 
a few of the faculty had heard about clickers and even used 
them at conferences, none of the members of the physics 
department at the University of Perugia had used clickers 
in the classroom; therefore, throughout my presentations 
I would occasionally stop and ask some “clicker questions.” 
By far, most of the students and faculty found using 
clickers very enjoyable and the faculty were very impressed 
by the amount of student interaction that occurred, both 
peer-to-peer instruction and the deeper conceptual 
discussions that would occur between students. When I 
displayed the results and saw that most people got the right 
answer, I affirmed the correct answer. When the results 
were mixed, I told them to try and convince their neighbor 
of the correct answer. The otherwise quiet students erupted 
into conversations and occasionally laughter as they 
interacted with each other. It was a wonderful experience 
to see the same reactions I have in my classroom displayed 
in this otherwise subdued environment. One student in 
particular, who was studying physics education, came to 
me afterwards and told me how great these clickers would 
be in his future classroom and asked where he could buy 

Standing at the entrance of the department of physics at the 

University of Perugia, Italy.

My Italian class appearing to enjoy one of my presentations.
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I distinctly remember a conversation I had many years 
ago with Dr. Judah Folkman, a Harvard physician and 
cancer scientist, considered by many to be father of tumor 
angiogenesis research. He told me in a private meeting 
that if cancer biologists understood normal embryonic 
developmental processes, then the strange behaviors 
displayed by cancer cells would not seem so bizarre.  
That conversation had a significant impact on my work, 
and I have turned my focus toward understanding the 
embryonic origins of cancer ever since.

I am often asked why I am so passionate about cancer 
research. In reality, I don’t know. I think it started as an 
ignorant childhood fear of an ambiguous disease (cancer) 
that was lethal (in my childhood mind) if contracted. And 
yet, looking back, I see that my fear was unfounded. I am 
privileged to come from a family that is cancer-free across 
multiple generations consisting of hundreds of people. 
This is truly remarkable considering that approximately 
40% of the U.S. population will be diagnosed with cancer 

at some point in their lifetimes (based on 2010-2012 data, 
www.cancer.gov). I believe that the significant lack of 
cancer incidence in my family tree results in part from 
a certain genetic background, but in greater part from 
proactive adherence to a health code guided by modern 
day revelation.

While it is well documented that cancer is a complex 
disease influenced by both environment and genetics, it 
is not this genealogy that fascinates me. Rather, I have 
become much more interested in the genealogy of the 
individual cancer cell. Like any other genealogy case, this 
cancer cell has a story to tell, from its embryonic origins to 
its maturation and matriculation into an organized society.  
For most metastatic diseases to develop, this mature, 
matriculated cell must decide to escape the rules and 
regulations imposed upon it by its local surroundings. In 
many cases, the cancer cell adopts behaviors attributed to 
ancestral cell types. In a classic case of identity confusion, 
the cancer cell seeks out alternative habitations that 
ultimately are insufficient in controlling a misguided cell 
that has become a law unto itself.

Malignant melanoma is a perfect example. With a 5-year 
survival rate below 20%, this disease is one of the more 
deadly cancers. Melanoma most commonly arises in the 
skin from pigment cells called melanocytes. These cells 
are responsible for skin color and play a critical role in 
protecting other skin cells from the damaging effects of 
ultraviolet radiation.

Melanocytes ultimately derive from an embryonic cell 
population called the neural crest. As one of the few truly 
invasive cell populations observed normally throughout 
embryonic development, the neural crest are “born” with 
potent migratory potential. First observed in the dorsal 
neural tube (developing brain spinal cord) of the embryo 
following gastrulation and neurulation (about 3 weeks after 
fertilization in humans), neural crest cells migrate to all 
parts of the body using both attractive and repulsive cues 
to guide them along defined neural crest pathways. 

After their migration to various destinations throughout 
the body, neural crest cells differentiate into multiple tissue 
types, including bone, muscle, connective tissue, neurons 
and glia, and melanocytes. An understanding of this 
embryonic ancestral tree of the adult melanocyte can be 
useful in describing some of the traits that make malignant 

Molecular Genealogy 
and the Prediction of 
Inherited Behaviors
CALEB BAILEY

Department of Biology
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melanoma so deadly. First, neural crest cells are migratory. 
Likewise, melanomas tend to be very invasive. Compared 
to other skin cancers, such as basal cell carcinoma or 
squamous cell carcinoma, which rarely metastasize, 
melanoma cells are surprisingly metastatic and metastasis 
tends to be a much earlier event in melanoma compared 
to other solid tumors. Why is melanoma so metastatic? 
My research suggests that melanoma cells reacquire a 
molecular gene signature similar to that observed for 
neural crest cells. In other words, aggressive melanoma 
cancer cells de-differentiate back up their family tree and 
begin to display characteristics of their ancestors. This also 
may explain why melanoma has such a high propensity to 
metastasize to the brain. At one point during embryonic 
differentiation, this neural crest cell had to choose 
between a neural lineage (associated with brain and spinal 
cord) and a pigment cell lineage (the melanocyte). As 
a melanoma cancer cell de-differentiates back toward a 
neural crest lineage, it presumably would be susceptible to 
neuronal signals and amenable to living among neuronal 
cells. Thus, metastatic melanoma may reacquire attributes 
of its ancestral cell of origin, the neural crest. This would 
endow the cancer cell with characteristic behaviors 

including advanced invasive capabilities and a propensity 
to metastasize to specific tissues.

With a correct understanding of the relationship 
between embryonic development and the pathogenesis 
of metastatic cancer, we can begin to probe the vast 
knowledge available to us through the study of normal 
developmental pathways. For my research team, this 
literally means to attempt to remove the stripes from a 
zebrafish. As its name implies, the adult zebrafish has dark 
stripes running along the entire length of its body, from 
head to tail. These stripes are established by the zebrafish 
melanocyte, which, like its human counterpart, is also 
derived from the embryonic neural crest.

The use of zebrafish as a model organism provides 
multiple advantages that make it ideal for use at BYU-
Idaho: first, fish husbandry is inexpensive, fairly  
easy, and does not take up much space; second, breeding 
can yield hundreds of eggs per week; and third, the 
zebrafish embryo is completely transparent, making it easy 
to image cells using conventional microscopy techniques 
without the need for advanced labeling procedures. Indeed, 
darkly pigmented neural-crest-derived cells are easily 
identified following their exit from the dorsal neural tube.  
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These cells can then be observed to migrate along defined, 
canonical routes as they begin to populate the stripes of 
the developing fish. 

Our approach to identifying novel regulators of cancer 
metastasis can be broken down into three different phases. 
First, my students are currently involved in constructing 
a roadmap of the paths utilized by migrating pigment 
cells. This primarily involves in vivo time-lapse imaging 
of normal migratory behaviors. In essence, students make 
movies of the normal migratory behaviors, accounting 
for speed, timing, location, and the extent of deviation 
of these parameters when comparing one fish to another. 
This first step is meant to teach the students the value 
of understanding normal behaviors in order to better 
understand a disease state. Completion of this step 
also requires the development and implementation of 
important analytical skills. 

Second, using an array of molecular tools, students 
will target and “knock down” the expression of certain 
proteins hypothesized to be important for the proper 
migration of these cells. A list of genes hypothesized to 
be involved in this migratory process has been assembled 
based on an understanding of embryonic neural crest 
migratory behaviors. This molecular approach is meant 
to expose students to many of the laboratory tools used 
in Life Sciences research today. Following successful 
protein knock-down, students will observe and note any 
differences in the migratory behaviors of the pigment cells. 
Significant effects might include a number of different 
phenotypes, each one made visible by comparing the 
stripes of normal fish to the stripes of experimental fish.

Upon successful completion of step two, the last step in 
this experimental design is to evaluate the role of candidate 
proteins (identified in step two) in the process of cancer 
metastasis. This last step will allow students to be exposed 
to alternative model systems through collaborative efforts 
with other laboratories, providing unique experiences for 
camaraderie and networking. Taken together, students are 
afforded opportunities to contribute not just to their own 
mental and physical skillsets, but to the advancement of 
medical science.

Indeed, an understanding of the normal developmental 
pathways inherent within a metastatic melanoma cell (or 
perhaps any cancer type) could possibly not only explain 
the unique behaviors observed for that cancer, but may 
also ultimately lead to novel approaches to treat a disease 
that currently lacks highly effective treatment options. t

Students are afforded 
opportunities to contribute 
not just to their own mental 
and physical skillset, but  
to the advancement of 
medical science.
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When the request was extended during the first week of 
Spring Semester 2017 to compose this article, the 2½-week 
deadline created some anxiety! With a very full agenda, 
I was reminded how my apprehensive nature can stifle 
productivity. Although time is precious, I regularly identify, 
refine, and rehash relatively frivolous details. I hope 
someday to recognize their trivial nature more quickly 
and progress toward more constructive activities. Despite 
my seeming inadequacies, I was deeply honored by the 
selection and graciously accepted the request. I hope my 
narration and ideas are lucid and informative.

Undergraduate Research History
Undergraduate research is a relatively recent 

phenomenon that began with the formation of the 
Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1969.1 
Popularity increased with both the establishment of 
the Council on Undergraduate Research (cur) in 1978 
by several chemistry professors and the first National 

Conferences on Undergraduate Research in 1987. In 
the sciences, the National Science Foundation began 
funding Research Experiences for Undergraduates in 
1987, and more recently the Office of Science created the 
Science Undergraduate Laboratory Internships Program 
shortly after its establishment in 1998 under the direction 
of the U.S. Department of Energy. There is very little 
chemistry undergraduate research history predating 1969. 
In 1922, William A. Noyes mentions proper methods 
for conducting undergraduate research in an American 
Chemical Society report,2 and Hope College reports they 
are “…one of the first colleges in the country to offer 
undergraduate student/faculty research in chemistry, 
beginning in 1947.”3

In the early 2000s, while seeking a chemistry faculty 
position I interviewed with 15+ universities. Although all 
interviewing universities were Primarily Undergraduate 
Institutions (puis), new faculty were required to publish, 
write grant proposals, and establish an undergraduate 
research program to obtain tenure. Many universities 
remodeled (or were planning to remodel) science buildings 
to provide research space for faculty. Although some 
senior faculty were reluctant to accept these changes, I 
quickly recognized that I would be required to conduct 
undergraduate research—despite not having the experience 
at a pui as an undergraduate student only a few years prior. 
In order to achieve professional satisfaction and provide  
for my family, I chose to maintain some degree of 

“accepted” qualification and conducted undergraduate 
research at Weber State University (2001-2003) and 
Colorado State University–Pueblo (2003-2006) before 
coming to BYU–Idaho.

Currently, most universities recommend that chemistry 
majors conduct undergraduate research regardless of 
seeking employment, graduate school, or professional 
education after graduation. Opportunities are even 
available at several two-year schools and community 
colleges—although sooner does not always equate with 
better.4 In fact, 72% of all chemistry majors experience 
some undergraduate research before graduation.5

Undergraduate Research Benefits
Purported benefits of undergraduate research can 

be classified into four primary categories: academic, 

Undergraduate 
Research, Internships, 
and Collaborations
DAVID COLLINS
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intellectual, professional, and 
individual.5,6 Academic benefits 
include improved student retention 
in stem degrees, enhanced and 
refined learning, improved student 
/ faculty relationships, awareness of 
current issues, and comprehension 
of literature. Intellectual benefits are 
independent judgment, reasoning, 
reflection, analysis, integration 
of concepts, risk assessment, and 
synthesis of ideas. Professional 
benefits comprise career clarification 
and preparation, contributions to 
the discipline, and development of 
credentials. Individual benefits include 
collaborative and communicative 
abilities, time management skills, toleration of ambiguity, 
improved confidence, persistence, and leadership.

Not all undergraduate research experiences are 
structured the same nor provide the same benefits. At 

“research” institutions, undergraduate students are often 
a temporary addition to a well-established research 
program with graduate students and post-docs. At puis, the 
undergraduate students are the research program; however, 
it is largely difficult for faculty to maintain undergraduate 
research productivity throughout the year, and the majority 
of their research is conducted during summer months.

It is ironic that studies describing benefits of 
undergraduate research do not follow the same rigorous 
designs and assessments as the undergraduate research 
projects themselves; thus, data for the purported benefits 
are minimal.6 Although self-reported surveys and 
interviews rank undergraduate research experiences high, 
less than 10% validate conclusions with an analysis of 
measurable gains. Additionally, supported results suggest 
that in order to obtain meaningful benefits beyond a 
traditional academic lab, one year of intense mentoring by 
a faculty member (not a student or post doc) is required.6 
Conceptual understanding is often beyond the academic 
preparation of the undergraduate student, and during the 
first year, the primary focus is to understand experimental 
protocols rather than interpret results or evaluate progress. 
Isolated and fragmented concepts potentially reinforce 

incomplete and inaccurate ideas. Faculty members are 
generally not provided adequate instruction, guidance, 
support, time, or compensation to sustain optimal 
undergraduate research experiences.

Undergraduate Research and BYU—Idaho
Due to the time and resource intensive nature of 

undergraduate research, an efficient program is paramount. 
Although more evidence is needed to validate benefits and 
guide development, BYU–Idaho can and should contribute. 
Faculty publication is not required at BYU–Idaho, and 
our well-established and sincere interest in the individual 
student can provide a unique perspective to undergraduate 
research. There should be little concern for university 
exploitation of faculty or faculty exploitation of students. 

Conducting undergraduate research at BYU–Idaho is 
challenging for two primary reasons: time and resources. 
The trimester system does not afford faculty time to 
perform undergraduate research during summer months. 
Some faculty use their 6-hour Professional Development 
Leave (or part of it) to conduct undergraduate research 
with several (e.g., 2-10) students once a year; while others 
conduct research each semester to provide continuity and 
maximize benefits despite release time or assigned load. 
Some departments have research-specific courses and/
or incorporate research elements into existing courses. 
Because of the perceived student benefits of undergraduate 
research, many BYU–Idaho faculty perceive obligation to 
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conduct research despite compensation. A university-wide 
model that provides conformity and time allocation would 
be appropriate. 

The allotment of BYU–Idaho resources (i.e., money, 
time, efforts, supplies, instruments, and infrastructure) 
is challenging. Procurement of third-party resources has 
been greatly aided by the formation of the Research & 
Business Development Center (rbdc). Unfortunately, most 
research in the Chemistry Department has been conducted 
with some personal faculty resources and minimal (but 
improving) departmental funds. A university-wide model 
that maximizes student benefits and minimizes resources 
would be beneficial.

Prior to implementing undergraduate research in the 
Chemistry Department, the only professional laboratory 
experience for students was provided through a single 
internship. Often, these internships were (and still are) 
highly-valued undergraduate research experiences that 
mitigate both time and resource issues associated with 
conducting undergraduate research at BYU–Idaho; 
however, these short-term internships may still not 
provide the same benefits of sustained undergraduate 
research at the student’s home university.6 An alternative 
approach encourages students to conduct multiple 
internships at a single location; unfortunately, logistics are 
challenging, and with the increased nationwide popularity 
of internships,7 some BYU–Idaho chemistry majors are 
experiencing difficulty finding internships.

An Attempted Solution

During Winter Semester 2016, I reserved half of a 
12-hour Faculty Learning Fellowship (flf) to address 
some of the above issues. The primary objective was to 
establish a network of companies that would support 
undergraduate research experiences at BYU–Idaho 
and minimize university resources. Upon graduation, 
students completing a company-supported undergraduate 
research experience at BYU–Idaho would have the option 
to continue onsite with the company as an intern. The 
company would obtain qualified student labor and faculty 
expertise, the student would conduct a year-long project 
and internship, and the faculty member would stay current 
in their discipline.

Prior to beginning the flf, I worked closely with the 
rbdc to prepare a professional flyer and PowerPoint 
presentation describing the proposed plan, objectives, and 
mutual benefits. The information was provided to fourteen 
companies within the region, and seven companies 
responded. Five of the seven companies agreed to a face-
to-face meeting, and three decided to pursue collaborative 
possibilities. After development and consultation, one of 
the three chose to develop a national internship program, 
but declined collaboration with BYU–Idaho. The last 
two companies agreed to accept BYU–Idaho student 
interns, but only one company (PerkinElmer) wished to 
collaborate and support undergraduate research endeavors 
at BYU–Idaho. As part of the flf, I worked full-time at 
PerkinElmer for half of Winter Semester 2016 to develop 
the necessary skills and relationships that would support 
the collaboration. A two-year contract was signed with 
PerkinElmer March 2016 to assist with undergraduate 
research at BYU–Idaho by providing instrumentation, 
supplies, and internships. In return, BYU–Idaho students 
would assist with data collection and the writing of 
application notes and publications.

Conclusions
Although the PerkinElmer collaboration potentially 

addressed issues of purported undergraduate research 
benefits, minimal university resources, limited student 
internships, and faculty development opportunities, 
resolution of these issues was minimal and the 
collaboration did not address faculty load, compensation, 
or a university-wide undergraduate research model. 
Likewise, the flf did not provide numerical data assessing 
student gains or validating effectiveness. However, it did 

I optimistically anticipate 
meaningful development 
of undergraduate research 
in the near future both 
nationally and at BYU-Idaho.
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result in a year of undergraduate research experience for 
six students, four poster presentations at the Research 
and Creative Works Conference, two presentations at the 
American Chemical Society national conference in San 
Francisco, one company application note (later published 
in The Column, July 2017), and two student internships. 
We anxiously look forward to another year of collaboration!

In order to improve undergraduate research nationally, 
three of the cur “strategic pillars” are to 1) promote 
collaboration, 2) integrate research into coursework, and 
3) assess student impact.8 The described flf, unfortunately, 
only addressed the first strategic pillar. Clearly there 
is more that can be done. I optimistically anticipate 
meaningful development of undergraduate research in 
the near future both nationally and at BYU–Idaho. I hope 
my 15-year interest in undergraduate research has not 
been yet another “relatively frivolous detail.” We are in a 
unique position at BYU–Idaho to make a significant and 
unique contribution to the development and assessment of 
undergraduate research! t
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Leave Description

The leave had three objectives: 1) update field exercises 
for two courses, 2) collect data to complete a research 
project begun over twenty years ago, and 3) collect data for 
continued research.

Something that is both an advantage and a disadvantage 
to a geologist is that rocks won’t come to us; we must go to 
the rocks. The disadvantage being that it is often difficult 
to find time and resources—particularly if students are 
involved—necessary to complete essential field work if 
the field locality is distant from campus. The advantage is 
that there is little more rewarding than spending extended 
periods in remote regions enjoying all aspects of the 
natural world.

The leave first took me to the State of Missouri to 
complete a study I began in 1998 as a bedrock mapping 
geologist for the Missouri Geological Survey. Only a few 
months into my employment with the Survey, I made a field 
observation that challenged long-held and well-accepted 
views about a geological formation. Essentially, I argued to 
change the interpretation of this formation from sediment 

Faculty Learning Fellowships: Opportunities 
for Renewal and Preparation
BILL LIT TLE
Department of Geology

This past Fall (2016), I had the opportunity to complete my 
second full-semester Faculty Learning Fellowship since 
becoming a member of the BYU-Idaho faculty in 2004. 
I have been asked to comment on the experience as an 
example of the type of activity that can be performed as a 
paid leave from teaching responsibilities. My focus will be 
on aspects of the official policy as stated in the university 
faculty guide: 

“The University provides CFS faculty members 

with Professional Development Leaves (PDL) and 

Faculty Learning Fellowships to promote growth 

and content depth. The projects faculty members 

complete during PDLs and Fellowships provide 

opportunities to develop as teachers and scholars, 

strengthen mentoring activities, and practice their 

craft. Such projects both directly and indirectly 

bless students who are instructed by accomplished, 

skilled, and knowledgeable faculty members (BYU-

Idaho Faculty Guide).” 



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  2 6

that had collapsed into ancient sinkholes to sediment that 
was deposited by ancient rivers and beaches in steep, narrow 
valleys because of changes in sea level (Fig. 1). Additionally, 
I determined these rock bodies to be a few hundred million 
years older than currently accepted (Fig. 2). In the world 
of geology, these are not trivial matters, and my new 
hypotheses generated a tremendous amount of controversy 
within the Survey, culminating in a presentation I made 
at a meeting of the Geological Society of America just as I 
was leaving the Survey for my new position at BYU–Idaho. 
However, once I arrived at BYU–Idaho, I was so caught 
up in developing and teaching new courses and fulfilling 
other university responsibilities, the project was placed 
on hold. That hiatus continued until the 2016 leave when 
I was able to return to Missouri for a month of field work. 
Expenses were kept in check by living out of my Chevy 
Tahoe which makes a nice camper with a foam pad in the 
back. Primarily, I spent my time studying maps, reading 
literature, and visiting localities that others had identified 
as ancient sinkhole deposits. At each locality, I took dozens 
of photographs and made sketches to document physical 
characteristics. I have already presented a poster on this 
research at a national professional meeting and am now 
preparing a manuscript for publication in a prominent 
scientific journal. Additionally, I have materials that can be 
used for a number of mentored student research projects.

Upon completion of field work in Missouri, I returned 
to Rexburg to consolidate and organize those materials 
before heading to the Book Cliffs of Utah for phase two. 
In Utah, I would spend a total of eight weeks broken into 
three trips. Once again, my Tahoe served as home, with 
the occasional motel room to clean up for church meetings.  
The purpose of this project was a little different from that 
of Missouri: two shorter trips were spent gathering data 
that could be used to enhance a field trip I run with my 
course on sedimentology and stratigraphy and to modify 
a major exercise used in conjunction with our department 
capstone course. A longer trip was intended to be used 

to describe in detail vertical successions of strata, but 
instead, because of exceptionally clear skies and shadows 
provided by the low autumn sun, I took over four thousand 
photos, producing nearly continuous mosaics of the 
mountain front and intersecting canyons over a distance 
of just under 100 miles (Fig. 3). Once mosaics have been 
stitched, they will be available for mentored student 
research projects. Additionally, I hiked many canyon sides 
to obtain photographs of small-scale details. Both my and 
researchers from other institutions’ maps, photographs, 
and other data will be provided to students as the bases for 
GIS compilations that will serve as a publishable database 
for future research. 

An unanticipated part of the leave involved preparation 
of samples collected as part of my Ph.D. work in the late 
1980s / early 1990s for submission to the Utah Geological 
Survey’s Core Research Center (crc). The field area is 
now part of a national monument and such sampling is no 
longer allowed, making this a unique and valuable addition 
to their facility. I spent a week in Salt Lake City cleaning, 
organizing, resizing, repackaging, and relabeling several 
hundred samples to meet crc storage requirements (Fig. 4).

Leave Benefits
Promote Growth and Content Depth

As faculty members at BYU-Idaho, we often focus 
on teaching, advising, mentoring, and stewardship 
responsibilities to the point where we lose sight of 
professional growth, resulting in a loss of depth in content 
areas. I discovered this a few years ago while attending 
a professional short course, at which I was in awe of this 

“new” approach only to find others had been using it for 
years. It was embarrassing to be so behind in my field, 
though no one else knew of my ignorance. In subsequent 
years this has been remedied, in part, by two Faculty 
Learning Fellowships where, because of research interests,  
I have delved deeply into the literature and developed new 
currency and depth in my field.

I returned to the classroom with new information to convey, a 

stronger understanding of my area of expertise, and a renewed 

excitement to share this material with those under my stewardship.
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Figure 1. A) Sedimentary features, such as the ripple marks in this photo, indicate formation by moving water. B) Sedimentary layers of 

these deposits are mostly flat lying and well organized; whereas, deposits that would have fallen into a sink hole through roof collapse 

should be more chaotic in their expression.

Figure 2. A fundamental principle of geology is that in a 

succession of sedimentary rocks, layers on top must be younger 

than layers on the bottom. In this photograph, the gray limestone 

bed capping the outcrop has fossils that indicate an age much 

younger than what has been proposed for the yellowish non-

fossiliferous sandstone and deposit below.

Figure 3. Photomosaic of one of the exercise areas in the book cliffs, Utah used for the capstone advanced field methods course.

Figure 4. Samples collected from south-central Utah in the late 

1980s and early 1990s have found a permanent home at the Utah 

Core Research Center in Salt Lake City.
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Develop as Teachers and Scholars

I distinctly remember during both my undergraduate 
and graduate school days, my favorite instructors were 
those actively involved in research. They were excited, 
learning new things, and eager to disseminate this 
information to students. On the other hand, those who had 
retired from scholarly activities seemed to have lost their 
enthusiasm for the classroom. These were the professors 
who simply taught from a book and seemed to merely go 
through motions of being academically engaged.

I have found the same to be true for myself. As I 
approached this leave, I had begun to enter early stages of 
burnout. I prepared lessons, tried to exude enthusiasm in 
the classroom, graded exams and assignments, but I didn’t 
have the excitement I started with. It was becoming a job, 
not a career, to which I needed to show up in the morning 
and couldn’t wait to leave at the end of the day. This leave 
helped me become re-engaged. I discovered new things, 

both from enveloping myself in the literature and 
 through actually practicing my profession. I returned  
to the classroom with new information to convey, a 
stronger understanding of my area of expertise, and a 
renewed excitement to share this material with those  
under my stewardship.

Strengthen Mentoring Activities

Something I have thoroughly enjoyed as a faculty 
member at BYU-Idaho is that of mentoring students 
in research activities, and the bulk of these activities 
have resulted either from my work prior to arriving at 
BYU–Idaho or an earlier twelve-hour leave. Many of these 
projects have led to students presenting as the first author 
at professional meetings. The past couple of years, I have 
struggled a bit to come up with meaningful projects; 
however, after this leave, I once again have materials to 
provide students with geological and gis-related projects 
for quite some time. 

Practice [Our] Craft

This was of particular benefit to me. To remain sharp 
and effective, a musician must practice and perform and 
an artist needs to create and exhibit. In a similar manner, it 
is essential that a scientist research and present. This is our 
life blood and what gave us the drive to pursue Doctoral 
degrees. If we do not do these things, we become stale and 
ineffective. The leave brought me back to life and made me 
excited about what I do. I feel like a scientist again.

Direct and Indirect Blessings to Students

Students know when we’re faking it, both with respect 
to subject matter and to attitude. A few years ago, I was 
summoned for a chat by my current and to-be department 
chairs as the mantle was about to be passed. The concern 
was low student evaluations in Foundations courses. In 
one course, I simply did not have the proper background 
or knowledge and was not able to sneak that past students.  
In the other, I had thorough knowledge, but I didn’t like 
the manner in which I was mandated to present it. In 
comparing student comments between my sections and 
those of colleagues who taught the same course, it was 
interesting to note that students in my sections disliked 
the same materials I disliked; whereas, those from other 



sections seemed to enjoy that same material when 
presented by another instructor. Clearly, though not 
intentional, my lack of enthusiasm came through and 
affected the presentation. After the leave, even for courses 
not directly impacted by leave activities, I have a renewed 
commitment for being in the classroom, and I suspect this 
will manifest as one of the indirect blessings for students.

Accomplished, Skilled, and Knowledgeable Faculty Members

Without opportunities to personally learn and 
practice our trades, we lose the characteristics of being 
accomplished, skilled, and knowledgeable. We become 
stale, out of date, and lackluster. After completion of each 
of my two pdls, I once again felt as though I could hold 
my own in discussions with peers from other institutions. 
I gained a greater understanding of important aspects of 
my area of expertise and I honed my skillsets, making me 
more effective as an instructor.

Summary
In summary, research is essential to keeping abreast 

of current trends in the profession and for maintaining 
a high level of enthusiasm in the classroom. This leave 
was highly successful in laying the foundation for a 

long-term research plan that will be of direct benefit to 
students in the form of mentored research projects; to the 
department and university in the way of improved course 
content, enhancing our field program, and, as materials 
are presented and published, increasing our visibility to 
potential employers and graduate programs. I am grateful 
to the university for release from teaching responsibilities 
during the leave and to the Thomas E. Ricks Foundation, 
the College of Physical Sciences and Engineering, and 
Department of Geology for funding and resources to 
conduct these activities. t

Without opportunities to 

personally learn and practice 

our trades, we lose the 

characteristics of being 

accomplished, skilled, and 

knowledgeable.
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In the current Age of Distraction, why read great works  
of literature?

The idea behind the Big Read is simple yet profound. 
We want to create a campus culture that nurtures and 
encourages the reading of great literature. Why? Because 
there are few educational experiences that are more 
profoundly transformational than reading from the best 
books. Think about these two questions: what educational 
experiences do you remember best—the exams you 
crammed for and passed, or your reading out of the 
scriptures and other great books? What kind of studying 
has made you a wiser and better person? Many people 
would assert that their thoughtful and reflective reading 
has shaped them more profoundly than test taking. This is 
because reading the scriptures, along with great literature, 
has the power to engage our minds, our imaginations, and 
our empathy in more permanent and transformational 
ways than other learning experiences. The purpose of 
the Big Read is to invite students and other interested 

members of our campus community to engage in healthy 
reading and reflection that frequently lead to greater 
wisdom and understanding of our fellow human beings 
and ourselves.

The subtitle for our upcoming Big Read book is For 
These Times. It’s a book about educational controversy and 
innovation: the education of the head and the education 
of the heart. It’s about parenting styles, it’s about marriage 
and divorce. It’s a book about appropriate entertainment 
choices. It’s about recession and worker anxiety. It’s about 
workplace surveillance. It’s a book about rags-to-riches 
success and “pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps.” It’s 
about fake news. Its author manages to weave all these 
threads together in a book that is remarkably relevant to 
our times. The book is Charles Dickens’ Hard Times.

In Hard Times, Dickens asserts the crucial educational 
value of reading fiction.

If you are interested in the deep learning experiences that 
great books provide, please join us in our next Big Read.

The Big Read
DAN PE ARCE & TRENTON OLSEN
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Trenton Olsen gave the following address at the University’s 
Big Read Chat on March 16th, 2017.

It’s a pleasure to share some thoughts with you at the 
concluding event for BYU-Idaho’s first ever “Big Read” 
on Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. The Big Read is 
a chance for students, faculty, and staff to spend a year 
reading a great work of literature together as a university 
community, and I look forward to sharing many more 
books together over the coming years. I would like to speak 
today about how characters in Sense and Sensibility read 
and often misread one another, even as we interpret and 
sometimes misinterpret them. We’ll also reflect on how 
this novel and others like it can help us in our efforts to 
understand one another in the real world. 

Just when the Dashwood family expects John 
Willoughby to formalize his relationship with Marianne 
Dashwood and announce an engagement in Chapter 15, he 
leaves Devonshire with virtually no warning or explanation. 

Marianne, of course, is devastated. Her sister Elinor is 
troubled by Willoughby’s backwardness, “so unlike a 
lover [and] so unlike himself,” and immediately begins 
trying to interpret his behavior. Perhaps, she fears, “no 
serious design had ever been formed on his side” regarding 
Marianne. Maybe, she muses, “some unfortunate quarrel 
had taken place” to separate them. Whatever the reason for 
his sudden departure, Elinor is sure that “something more 
than what he owned to us must have happened.” Whereas 
Elinor views Willoughby’s behavior with suspicion, her 
mother, Mrs. Dashwood, declares, “I have explained it 
to myself in the most satisfactory way.” She concludes 
that Willoughby’s benefactor, Mrs. Smith, has discovered 
his connection with Marianne and called him away in 
order to separate them, and she attributes Willoughby’s 
lack of explanation to his consideration for Marianne’s 
feelings. What follows is an interpretive debate between 
Elinor and her mother not just about Willoughby’s actions 
and intentions, but about how to read human behavior 
and character in general. They argue about standards 
of evidence, verbal and nonverbal communication, 
probability and certainty, tangible proof and the benefit 
of the doubt, and text and subtext. In this scene and 
throughout the novel, Austen’s characters read one another 
even as we interpret them. 

Austen’s characters very often misread one another. 
Few suspect Willoughby’s selfishness and deceptiveness 
because of his good looks, charisma, “lively spirits, and 
open, affectionate manners” (Ch. 10). Marianne concludes 
from Colonel Brandon’s age and reserved manner that “his 
feelings have no ardor,” and dismisses the possibility of a 
relationship with him as “ridiculous.” In reality, however, 
Brandon has nursed a broken heart for twenty years, and 
is every bit as romantic as she is. Marianne also interprets 
Elinor’s calm demeanor as a sign of emotional dullness and 
apathy rather than discipline and consideration for others. 

Austen’s characters are not the only ones who commit 
such misinterpretations—we may well make similar 
mistakes as readers. Take Edward Ferrars: I confess that  
for much of the novel, I find myself wondering what 
precisely Elinor sees in this character. Austen generally 
portrays Edward as morose, despondent, and hopelessly 
awkward—and not, by the way, in that charming Hugh 
Grant kind of awkwardness of the film adaptation.  

Reading People in 
Sense and Sensibility 
and in Life
TRENTON OLSEN

Department of English
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Elinor, however, interprets Edward correctly. His manners 
“required intimacy to make them pleasing,” and Elinor has 
experienced more intimate exposure to Edward’s character 
than we have (Ch. 3). She rightly reads his good heart 
and high character long before we see him demonstrate 
these traits in his willingness to honor a commitment 
to Lucy Steele notwithstanding his resulting financial 
disinheritance and sacrificed feelings for Elinor. 

Austen’s novel emphasizes how easy it is to misinterpret 
others, even those closest to us. Of course, we do this all 
the time, and occasionally describe certain people as being 

“hard to read.” So why is it so easy to misinterpret others? 
Austen portrays two common human tendencies in Sense 
and Sensibility that make reading people so difficult. The 
first obstacle to accurate interpretation is a form of wishful 
thinking that confuses our internal desires with external 
realities. Elinor is reluctant to share her growing affection 
for Edward with her family because “she knew that what 
Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they 
believed the next—that to them, to wish was to hope, and 
to hope was to expect” (Ch. 4). Marianne and her mother 
make interpretive decisions based on desired outcomes. 
In other words, they believe what they want to believe. 
Psychologists call this confirmation bias: the tendency to 

interpret information in a way that confirms our preexisting 
beliefs. We naturally seek to confirm what we already think 
and dismiss or avoid alternative possibilities. This can make 
us overconfident in our own beliefs and leads us to entrench 
our positions when confronted with contrary evidence.1 
All of us have confirmation bias, and Austen’s characters 
exhibit this mental tendency repeatedly in the novel. Elinor, 
whom most readers interpret as an embodiment of rational 
logic—the “sense” in Sense and Sensibility—is not exempt 

from this pattern of thinking. When Edward exhibits 
“uncertain behavior” nearly as puzzling as Willoughby’s, she 
is “well disposed to regard his actions with all the candid 
allowances and generous qualifications which had been 
rather more painfully extorted from her, for Willoughby’s 
service, by her mother” (Ch. 19).

Perhaps even more limiting in our efforts to read other 
people is the second obstacle: egocentric or self-centered 
thinking. “The injustice to which [Marianne] was often led 
in her opinion of others” results from this thought pattern: 

“She expected from other people the same opinions and 
feelings as her own, and she judged of their motives by the 
immediate effect of their actions on herself ” (Ch. 31). To 
interpret others from the perspective of our own interests, 
ideas, or experience is to attempt squinting at them 
through a blind spot. Jesus asked, “why beholdest thou 
the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but perceivest not the 
beam that is in thine own eye?” and taught that we must 
first remove our own beam before we can hope to see our 
brother clearly, much less assist in the delicate procedure 
of mote removal (Luke 6:41). The great Victorian novelist 
Marian Evans—better known by her pen name George 
Eliot—was both a student and a champion of Jane Austen’s 
work. She drew on Christ’s metaphor of motes and beams 
in the eye to make a similar point: “Will not a tiny speck 
very close to our vision blot out the glory of the world, 
and leave only a margin by which we see the blot? I know 
no speck so troublesome as self ” (Middlemarch, Ch. 42). 
When we view others only through the lens of our own 
vantage point, we “see through a glass, darkly” (1 Cor. 
13:12). In reality, the limitations of our own perspective 
make it very difficult—if not impossible—to read other 
people accurately enough to understand their motives, 
thought processes, emotions, and behaviors. 

The crucial first step to moving beyond this stumbling 
block is recognizing it. The characters in Sense and 
Sensibility who are most adept at reading other people 
are also most aware of their interpretive failings. Elinor 
acknowledges, “I have frequently detected myself in such 
kind of mistakes… in a total misapprehension of character 
in some point or other: fancying people so much more gay 
or grave, or ingenious or stupid than they really are, and 
I can hardly tell why or in what the deception originated” 
(Ch. 17). Col. Brandon similarly recognizes the limitations 

Austen’s novel emphasizes 
how easy it is to 
misinterpret others, even 
those closest to us.
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of his own judgements, reflecting, “where the mind is 
perhaps rather unwilling to be convinced, it will always 
find something to support its doubts” and “where so many 
hours have been spent in convincing myself that I am right, 
is there not some reason to fear I may be wrong?” (Ch. 27).

Reading other people, however, takes more than 
recognizing the limits of our own perspectives; it requires 
moving beyond them through empathy, which Austen and 
her contemporaries called sympathy. It’s hard to recognize 
our blind spots when we’re only using the lens of our own 
perspective. Marianne’s character development centers on 
shifting away from this self-centered point of view. From 
Marianne’s vantage point, Elinor’s behavior “so exactly the 
reverse of her own appeared no more meritorious… than 
her own had seemed faulty to her” (Ch. 19). Marianne’s 
most significant growth comes when she learns not 
only that Lucy has been secretly engaged to Edward, but 

also that Elinor has been silently suffering under this 
knowledge for months. Marianne comes to understand 
the depth of Elinor’s pain, which she had falsely supposed 
to be insignificant, and resolves to be more thoughtful of 
others. The moment when Marianne considers the events 
of the past four months from Elinor’s perspective rather 
than her own is the key turning point in her development. 
Empathy, as Austen understood it, requires intellectually 
and imaginatively putting yourself in someone else’s 
position and endeavoring to consider a given situation 
from their point of view. 

Exercising empathy is easier said than done. How do we 
develop this capacity? Let me share with you one exciting 
and demonstrably effective way. A recent study published 
in the journal Science found that people performed better 
on tests measuring empathy, social perception, and 
emotional intelligence after reading literary fiction.2 These 
are the skills necessary to read someone’s body language or 
interpret what they might be thinking. This study designed 
and executed five different experiments and found that 
reading literary fiction had a direct and quantifiable effect 
on empathy. Even those subjects who did not particularly 
enjoy literary fiction gained the same benefit by reading. 
Here’s an especially interesting and important part of 
the study: reading literary fiction, as opposed to popular 
fiction or scholarly non-fiction, increased empathy. 
Literary fiction is more ambiguous and leaves more to 
the imagination. It encourages readers to actively make 
inferences about complex characters and to be sensitive 
to emotional nuance. When we say literary fiction, we’re 
talking about serious, demanding, and complex novels: 
classics by writers like Jane Austen and Charles Dickens, 
or great contemporary novelists like Anthony Doerr or 
Marilynne Robinson. Interestingly, those in the study 
who read popular fiction made as many mistakes on the 
empathy tests as people who read nothing. 

Before discussing a few recent popular novels widely 
read by students, let me clarify that there is beautiful and 
complex literature in many different genres. A label like 

“young adult” may tell us something about a particular book, 
but this is more of a marketing term for publishers than a 
definitive description for readers. Uncritically dismissing 
entire genres out of hand would be inconsistent with the 
kind of critical thinking we try to practice and encourage. 
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While visiting the British Library as a graduate student, I 
saw Jane Austen’s portable writing desk—the 18th century 
equivalent of a laptop. Seeing the desk and thinking about 
what Austen wrote there was impressive. A teenage girl 
stood next to me, and I looked over to see her reaction to 
the display. I saw that she wasn’t looking at Austen’s desk 

at all, but was fixated on the adjacent exhibit featuring J.K. 
Rowling’s handwritten manuscript of Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone. She was in tears. Though I was moved 
to see that a book meant this much to such a young reader, 
I couldn’t help but think that it would be a tremendous 
loss if she never moved beyond books like Harry Potter 
to works like Sense and Sensibility. Before proceeding 
any further with this comparison, let me say that I have 
read and own all seven Harry Potter books, which I look 
forward to sharing with my children. Please rest assured 
that I am not a Harry Potter hater, nor am I a supporter  
of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named. 

That said, let’s consider Harry Potter for a moment 
along with other popular young adult fantasy series: The 
Hunger Games and Divergent. All of these books share a 
common premise regarding their central characters. In 
effect, the protagonists of these novels all say the same 
thing: To the common observer, I may seem like just an 
ordinary, nondescript teenager, but in actual fact I am the 
most important person on the planet. As my story makes 
clear, the world I inhabit revolves around and depends 
upon me. While self-centeredness is not an exclusively 
adolescent problem, the self-centered teenager whose 
sense of empathy is still developing may read such a story 
and think, Hey, me too! Finally a character to whom I can 
relate! Remember, at the opening of Sense and Sensibility, 
Marianne Dashwood is only 16, and her mindset is not far 
from this. Over the course of the novel, however, she grows 

out of it, and comes to view Elinor and other characters 
more empathetically. Moving beyond an egocentric 
outlook also helps Marianne combat confirmation bias 
and change some of her ideas. While Marianne reflects in 
the first volume, “At my time of life opinions are tolerably 
fixed. It is not likely that I should now see or hear anything 

to change them,” she thankfully leaves this 
adolescent inflexibility behind (Ch. 27).  
As Austen writes in the novel’s conclusion: 
“Marianne Dashwood was born to an 
extraordinary fate. She was born to discover 
the falsehood of her own opinions, and to 
counteract… her most favourite maxims” 
(Ch. 50). Trying on other points of view 
helps Marianne refine her own. 

Contrast the egocentric narrative 
of young adult novels like The Hunger Games with 
Middlemarch by Jane Austen’s literary descendant 
George Eliot. Eliot’s protagonist, Dorothea Brooke, is 
smart, idealistic, and deeply principled. She’s also young, 
attractive, and interesting. As readers, we definitely root 
for her. Dorothea marries Edward Casaubon, a failed and 
aging scholar who is selfish, thin-skinned, pedantic, and 
sometimes cruel. Compared to Dorothea, Casaubon is 
unattractive and profoundly unlikable. Dorothea begins  
to realize the mistake of her marriage on a trip to Rome 
that I might describe as the worst honeymoon in all of 
English literature, were it not for Thomas Hardy. Here are 
a few lines from Middlemarch about Dorothea following 
that experience:

One morning, some weeks after her arrival at Lowick, 

Dorothea—but why always Dorothea? Was her point of 

view the only possible one with regard to this marriage? 

I protest against all our interest, all our effort at 

understanding being given to the young skins that look 

blooming in spite of trouble; for these too will get faded, 

and will know the older and more eating griefs which 

we are helping to neglect. In spite of the blinking eyes 

and white moles objectionable to Celia, and the want of 

muscular curve which was morally painful to Sir James, 

Mr. Casaubon had an intense consciousness within him, 

and was spiritually a-hungered like the rest of us.  

(Ch. 29, my emphasis)

The best literature… forces us to 
mentally move out of our own 
perspective and inhabit the lives 
and minds of others.
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A long passage follows that takes us deep into  
Casaubon’s inner life, and we come to understand his 
motives, thoughts, and feelings. Eliot stops herself mid-
sentence and forces us to consider the emotions and 
experience of this unappealing person just when we’re  
least disposed to care. She keeps us from giving our 
empathy exclusively to the protagonist as if hers is the  
only perspective that matters. We begin to wonder  
whether Dorothea is the main character at all.

Reading great literature gives us this experience. The  
best literature asks us, “why always [you? Is your] point of 
view the only possible one?” It forces us to mentally move 
out of our own perspective and inhabit the lives and minds 
of others, taking on the point of view of people who may 
seem radically different from us. It can be all too easy to  

go through our lives as if we were the protagonist of a novel 
and those around us inconsequential minor characters. 
Reading great literature helps us to resist that. It reminds us 
that people who may be on the outskirts of our lives are not 
minor but main characters who are just as central, weighted, 
and significant in their own mental and emotional lives as 
we are in ours. Reading literature like Sense and Sensibility 
enhances our empathy, which is both prerequisite and 
essential to that “greatest” love, which is both a gift of the 
Spirit and an exercise of the mind (1 Cor. 13:13). t
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