Academic Vice President Max Checketts spoke to the BYU-Idaho Academic Society about preparing for and making decisions in life. He spoke about the experiences that brought him from working on a Church dairy farm to being involved with university administration, highlighting a “fringe skill” which benefited him in his career advancement. Encouraging students to develop their human relations skills, Brother Checketts pointed out that money is to be found in working with people, and that in any field one has to use human relations contacts (especially for advancement). He strongly encouraged students to take risks with their education, to push themselves, and to explore other disciplines and merge them with their field of study.
After his opening remarks, Brother Checketts addressed several questions that the Society had for him; the first three were submitted beforehand and the remainder was asked on the spot.

Question 1: How has academics changed during your tenure here at Ricks/BYU-Idaho?

Brother Checketts answered this question by speaking about the University’s concern with grade inflation. He pointed out that the average ACT score and GPA of University applicants have increased since 1985. As for grade inflation, he pointed out that 57% of students at BYU-Idaho get “A” grades. Commenting on this statistic, Brother Checketts said that this percentage should reflect “B” grades. In theory, the University should have a Poisson grade distribution curve (which differs from the traditional bell curve, essentially, by having higher percentages receiving “A” and “B” grades and lower percentages at the other end of the distribution), but in practice, it doesn’t. Brother Checketts said that the factor, in his mind, that attributes to the higher-than-normal percentage of “A” and “B” grades is that “students are brighter.” While the grades given on this campus do not fit the Poisson distribution, we are “not much worse than anyone else,” the recent study here has concluded.
Question 2: What can students do to raise the quality of education here at BYU-Idaho?
Brother Checketts answered this question in two parts. First, he asked the society a question: “If you had to make a decision to do “X” task and get an “A” grade, or do “Y” task and get more education, what would you choose?” He suggested that students take risks in their assignments; they will be rewarded by greater knowledge, even if they don’t always get the “A” grade. He said that prior to coming to speak with the Academic Society he spent some time talking about this presentation with President Clark. Having permission to relate President Clark’s comments, Brother Checketts said that the Harvard Business School views “straight “A’s” as something “ho hum” on applications. “What gets you in? Experience, leadership, being a team player, and fringe skills.” Take some risks was the advice given.
Next, Brother Checketts spoke of being courageous. He said that the opposite of courage is not discourage, but fear. “It takes courage to take risks.” He suggested that we can benefit academics at the University by participating in class. “Don’t dominate the class,” he warned. “Let other students answer the easy questions. Take the hard ones,” even if you get the answer wrong. He taught that taking a risk in class and answering the question incorrectly in class would benefit students because “the emotion [of an incorrect answer] connects thought and memory,” and that students become more likely to remember the correct answer that the teacher gives having had that experience.

Question 3: What is the most important change that happened in the transition from Ricks to BYU-Idaho?
Brother Checketts brought a “learning object” as part of his answer to this question. The object was a cube that he created when he was charged with explaining some of the proposed changes to members of the Quorum of the 12 who came to discuss the transition. The cube showed the relationships between the different factors that were on it. There were two factors that Brother Checketts viewed as important.
First, inferred on his cube, was the track system. He said that the projection is that within two years the student body would be evenly distributed between all three tracks. He asked the society if anyone knew how many students were served in 2006. The answer was 20,028 students, which surpassed all projections by the University about how many would be served by the track system. Brother Checketts told the society that there are only about 100 institutions that serve over 20,000 students in the United States.

Second, an important change that benefited greatly from the track system is the need and reliance on internships. Brother Checketts said, “We thought we’d never be in the ‘Big 4’ [firms] for Accounting internships,” but now—because of the track system—we are. When some businesses learned that they could have interns year round, not just during the summer months, they came to BYU-Idaho looking for interns. Highlighting the importance of internships, Brother Checketts laughingly reflected that one of his frustrations while teaching was that students would come back from internships and excitedly share with him things they had learned by doing in their internship, things that he thought he had taught them in his classes! He said, “If you don’t apply it, you won’t learn it.” He stressed “experiential learning” for every major, “even if you have to do it for free!”

Following this presentation, Brother Checketts opened up the rest of the time to questions from the floor.

Question 4: Would creating grading more difficult shift the focus to the grade and away from learning?
Brother Checketts answered this question by referring back to the issue of grade inflation: “If the [current] grades are legitimate, that’s great!” But, “we need to confirm the grade.” He emphasized the importance of Criterion-Based Reference Grading, or, in other words, a course syllabus. Brother Checketts gave four points in respect to addressing grade inflation through the Criterion-Based grading model. First, the faculty should ask, “Did I challenge them enough? Did they earn their grade?” Second, cooperation is better than competition. Third, teachers/administration won’t “force a curve.” Fourth, teachers and administration must establish expectations.

Question 5: How do you shift the focus [away from grades and toward learning]?
Brother Checketts said that this happens with the students. If you’re always talking about the grade, does that say to other people, “It’s all about the grades?”

Question 6: Can you explain the new GE program?
Brother Checketts explained that the program, still in development, would be called “Foundations.” So far, the only decision that had been made would be that it would be 40 credit hours worth of classes. Its intention is to be comprehensive, to imitate the current GE program, and to incorporate more writing into the learning process (even in Math, Art, and Science). The Foundations program may require 4-6 classes; the rest would be listed as options. He introduced a new course that they had discussed adding, which would be a Family Related course (encompassing the dynamics and skills necessary in our “toughest leadership assignment”). Brother Checketts stressed that “leadership is not about who is at the head; everyone in a home setting is a leader.” President Clark is responsible for the Foundations program; it will be presented to the Brethren next summer.
Question 7: What happened, and what is happening, to the Honors Program?
Brother Checketts began his answer to this question with an assignment to all present: “Wrestle with this.” He highlighted a concern with the honors program, that it was too elitist on campus, and that there was a concern if the “best and brightest” students go only to certain classes, leaving a “deficiency” in the other sections. Next, he said that the intent was not to keep the Honors program gone forever; the administration was “creating distance” to break some of the culture of the old program before a new one was initiated. Last, he mentioned that discussions for a future honors program focused not on curriculum, but the process. He thought that a future honors program might include service (where students serve by teaching other students, and have to teach so many to be considered “honors”) and include learning how to teach (to help with the previously mentioned service and get “honors” students outside of the curriculum).

Question 8: Where do you see the student body growth going?
Brother Checketts responded by saying that current projections show us over 22,000 students and pushing toward 25,000. He believes that 30,000 is an attainable number. Brother Checketts pointed out that BYU-Idaho has recently hired Henry Eyring (son of Elder Eyring) to work with the “outreach education.” He taught us the importance of outreach education and digital instruction by asking us to think about how hard it is to register for a 5th class in our schedule. If a good online instruction program can be established, BYU-Idaho could increase its capacity by 20% (since students would take 4 classes on campus and 1 online). Several options for establishing our online instruction here are to buy classes from Provo and/or create our own. Another option is to develop a hybrid course that meets once a week, with the remainder of the course completed online. The goal is to serve more students in the Church! (One interesting fact: Brother Checketts pointed out that research has shown that the online classes fill first as students register.)
Question 9: What has the role of Leadership Practicum played in the recent evaluation and planning of future courses?
While the administration is interested in the course and its operation, Brother Checketts pointed out that a fundamental challenge of applying this course to other courses on campus is an accreditation issue: we cannot remain accredited if we do other classes exactly the same way. Accreditation rules state that instruction must be done by someone with at least one degree higher than the level of courses being taught. Therefore, future courses will not imitate exactly, but may be based off of concepts that are learned and developed through Leadership Practicum.

Question 10: With the anticipated growth of the student body, will campus have to grow also?
We learned that BYU-Idaho owns about 300 acres and stretches out one direction to Poleline Road. Current plans call for adding two new buildings, (1) the Auditorium, and (2) an “MC-sized building.” Brother Checketts told us that it is cheaper to destroy and rebuild than it is to remodel. Eventually, the Kirkham will be torn down and the Rigby will be replaced. There are no other plans to add additional buildings; it will be the online courses that offset the increased student population.
Brother Checketts then left some parting words and instruction: Listen to President Clark’s opening devotional. Get involved. Take risks. Do something you’ve never done.

If there are further questions about what was presented at this meeting, or feedback for some of the issues discussed, Brother Checketts asked that the BYU-Idaho Academic Society compile the questions and responses and submit them to his secretary.
BYUIAS Guest Speaker : Max Checketts

Written by Jeremy Erb, President.

Submitted for approval December 1, 2006.
Approved: December 4, 2006
