
A few years ago we visited an aquarium when 
we were on vacation. I remember looking 

in a tank that had the most fascinating little fish 
called anableps. Anableps like to cruise the sur-
face of the water. They are called four-eyed fish 
because they appear to have four eyes—two that 
sit above the water level and two that sit below the 
water level. In truth, the anableps does not have 
four eyes—it has two eyes that are divided to 
allow the fish to see things that are above it in the 
air as well as things that are below it in the water. 
Anableps are adapted to make sense of all these 
images—to keep track of predators above them 
in the air and food below them in the water at the 
same time and to plunge or leap accordingly.
	 For me, working in a religious institution 
allows me to be something of an academic 
anableps. That is, I can use information gained 
through spiritual means at the same time that 
I am observing and testing the phenomena in 

the world around me. I am a speech-language 
pathologist who specializes in working with 
children who do not communicate well because 
they have language impairment, learning dis-
abilities, autism spectrum disorder, or other 
challenges. I have been involved in clinical work 
and research here at BYU and at other universi-
ties. I am essentially in the business of trying to 
understand how human beings learn to commu-
nicate as they mature and how various disabling 
factors wreak havoc with that process. I am 
also involved in clinical work. I teach students 
to intervene in the lives of others in an attempt 
to enhance their growth patterns and change 
their behavior.
	 Working in a religious institution allows us to 
recognize that a moral framework influences our 
work and encourages us consciously to define 
and refine that framework to reflect the mission 
of the university.
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2     The Academic Anableps

	 This is where the ability to be an academic 
anableps comes in. The ability to employ spiri-
tual knowledge to frame more traditional ways 
of knowing greatly enhances our ability to tackle 
complex issues in human development and 
behavior. Spiritual insight provides a sound value 
system within which we can approach our work.
	 Let me offer a clinical example. Over fifteen 
years ago we were designing a treatment program 
for a five-year-old boy with language impair-
ment. Despite the fact that he was bright, that he 
came from a supportive home, and that he was 
anxious to communicate, his ability to understand 
and produce language was markedly impaired. 
He did not understand much of what was said 
to him, and he struggled to express his ideas 
and share his thoughts. Basically, at age five he 
could not communicate nearly as well as a typi-
cal three-year-old. At the time, the traditional 
wisdom in our field dictated that we should direct 
our intervention focus on helping this child learn 
to produce and understand language structure. 
That is, we should facilitate his ability to learn 
the grammatical morphemes to put sentences 
together. But we had more pressing concerns than 
his immature sentence structure. This child’s 
inability to communicate made it difficult for his 
parents to relate to him in the same way they 
did to their other children. The child did not like 
conversation. He could not share his feelings with 
his family, and he could not express his ideas. He 
could not explain what he had done that morning 
to his dad when he got home from work. He dis-
liked print and avoided shared book reading with 
his mother.
	 Our academic anableps view of this child 
pushed us to concentrate not on the form of this 
child’s language but on his ability to use what 
language he had to connect with his family. From 
a spiritual perspective, what could be more impor-
tant than enhancing this child’s ability to commu-
nicate with his parents? What would matter more 
than this from an eternal perspective? Wouldn’t 
the ability to communicate in order to form fam-
ily relationships be paramount? We consciously 
let this spiritual perspective guide our scholarly 
perspective when we predicted that if we could 
enhance this child’s ability to use language to 

relate to his family, he would have access to 
interactions and contexts that would facilitate the 
growth of his sentence structure.
	 In terms of treatment methods and approaches, 
we took a very Latter-day Saint approach. We gave 
this child a journal. Yes, we gave him a journal 
despite the fact that he didn’t talk or understand 
well, he disliked books, and he couldn’t write. We 
then planned and carried out interesting events 
with him and chronicled those events in the 
journal afterward. To do this, we had the child 
tell us to the best of his ability about the events 
he had experienced, and we wrote down exactly 
what he said. Then we sent the journal home with 
him, and his dad read the day’s entry with him in 
the evening.
	 Within a short period of time, this child took 
ownership of the journal. He loved dictating 
entries, and he would ask us to read and reread 
the entries so that he could edit them—adding 
details and more complex forms. We have one 
lovely therapy segment on tape where a student 
clinician is writing the child’s comments in his 
journal, and he takes the journal out of her hands 
and tries to write in it himself—even though he 
can’t form letters. He looked forward to shar-
ing his day’s events with his dad in the evening; 
it provided a framework for more complex and 
meaningful conversations than they usually had. 
And yes, we observed the growth in sentence 
form that we had hoped for.
	 I think the journaling did something else for 
this child, something one could only appreciate 
with anableps eyes. Writing down the things that 
this child did emphasized the idea that his life, 
his actions, and his choices mattered—they were 
important enough to capture in print and reflect 
on later. Although he may not have been inter-
ested in books initially, he was fascinated by his 
own written story. And that led him to an increas-
ing interest in the stories of others. This was a 
significant breakthrough for a child with his type 
and level of disability.
	 Our approach with this child was unconven-
tional at the time. Working within an institution 
where we could recognize and own the values 
that framed our decisions made it possible for us 
to try something innovative. Now, fifteen years 
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later, the approach we took is common—it is con-
sidered sound practice. But we had to recognize 
that our spiritual perspective underlay and sup-
ported our empirical perspective in order for our 
approach to make sense at the time.
	 Just as our clinical work and teaching have 
been informed by our dual vision, our research 
has been guided by a similar perspective. I have 
worked on collaborative research with my hus-
band and colleague, Martin Fujiki, for over 
twenty-seven years. We have many responsibili-
ties, and our research time is limited. We desper-
ately want to research the questions that will lead 
to better interventions for children. This means 
that we must constantly evaluate the focus and 
nature of our research program. Through the 
lens of the value system of this university, we try 
to decide what research questions are important 

and how they can best be addressed. More than 
once, a research focus has crystallized during 
temple worship, and we have concluded: Here 
is an issue that matters in the lives of children. 
Let’s chase it down. Let’s find out more. I will say 
that the sometimes unconventional focus of our 
work has required us to exercise an annoying 
amount of rigor and care to place our work in the 
mainstream literature, but that, too, has been a 
refining experience.
	 In summary, I think a religious university is 
uniquely poised to articulate and promote a set 
of values within which scholars can frame their 
work. We do not lose or devalue what might be 
referred to as an empirical perspective or more 
traditional ways of knowing. We simply build 
from a spiritual scaffold. It is good to be able to see 
both above and below the water at the same time.


