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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.


