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A
ristotle once said that excellence is not
an act but a habit and a continuous pro-
gressive movement into the future. Ex-
cellence is about dedicating oneself to a
life of continuous improvement. It is
about being happy with what one has

accomplished, but recognizing that there is always room
for improvement. In a JOURNAL OF ADVENTIST EDUCATION
article in 1999, Paul Brantley proposed “A Continuous
Cycle-of-Excellence Model” that begins with a definition
of the school’s purpose/reasons for existence; followed by
plans/resources, educational practices/realities; and fi-
nally, products/results—the educational effect on the
minds and hearts of students; with continual evaluation
and improvement at each level.1 Ellen White encouraged
excellence in Adventist schools by stating, “‘Something
better is the watchword of education, the law of all true
living.’”2 The Bible also encourages the quest for excel-
lence. It says that whatever we do, we should do it with all
our might (Ecclesiastes 9:10), and to the glory of God (1
Corinthians 10:31). 
Addressing more than 6,000 teachers in Dallas, Texas,

during the first North American Division (NAD) Teach-
ers Convention in a teacher dedication ceremony on Au-
gust 16, 2000, Don Schneider, then NAD president, said,
“The focus of Seventh-day Adventist education is talk-
ing about and confronting students with Jesus Christ.
. . .We are in the business of telling people about Jesus no
matter what our job is.” We like to see our schools built
on the Rock, Jesus Christ. Only as we seek to be like Him,
our Master Teacher, will we experience true success.
Excellence and quality in Adventist Christian educa-

tion represent more than operating educational institu-
tions with good reputations, adequate resources, quality
performance in teaching and learning, high organiza-
tional effectiveness and stakeholders’ satisfaction, mar-
ket competitiveness, and sound financial operations.

Adventist education promotes harmonious develop-
ment of physical, mental, and spiritual powers, the
training of youth to be thinkers and not mere reflectors
of other people’s thoughts, the preparation to be effec-
tive citizens on this earth and to be rewarded with citi-
zenship in the new earth. It also endeavors to restore in
human beings the “image” of God, their Creator (Gen-
esis 1:27) and the source of all knowledge and wisdom.
Godliness, “godlikeness,” is the goal to be reached.3

When Rick Bacchus, former president of the Ontario
Conference in Canada, was asked why he believed in
Adventist education, he said: “I attest to the fact that the
lessons one learns, and the character one forms within
the atmosphere of a Bible-based curriculum, are more
precious than gold. . . . Not only do Adventist education
and the work of redemption go hand in hand, Adventist
education is the work of redemption. In the support of
our schools, we are engaged in missionary work of the
highest order. The salvation of our boys and girls, of our
youth, is at stake. We cannot afford not to become active
participants in this vital work. The business of Adventist
education is God’s business.”4

While carrying out God’s business, let us listen to
one another as we continue to pursue excellence and
quality in Adventist education. Let us endeavor to be
quality driven, customer conscious, and continuously
seeking to improve our educational services. As we do
this, I am confident that God will richly bless our efforts
in this new quinquennium (2010-2015).

Excellence and

Quality for Life and

E T E R N I T Y

Mike Mile Lekic

E D I T O R I A L
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W
hile Jesus was clearly an effective
preacher and sought-after
healer, He was also a master
teacher.1 Throughout the Gos -

pels, readers encounter a variety of teaching
episodes—learning experiences created specifi-
cally for His 12 disciples, as well as for groups of
thousands or a single individual.2 His Sermon on the Mount,
for example, was actually an outdoor teaching session in which
both the disciples and a large group participated.3

The Focus of His Teaching
Jesus oriented His teaching to actively engage His students

in the learning experience. To do this, He fo-
cused on thinking, knowing, understanding,
being, and doing.
Thinking.When teaching, Jesus would often

ask His students, “What do you think?” In in-
troducing the story of the good shepherd, for
example, He extended an invitation to consider

carefully the meaning of the story.4

Knowing. For Christ, knowledge was important. When the
Sadducees presented Him with the “impossible riddle” of the
woman who consecutively married seven brothers, Jesus
replied, “‘You are in error because you do not know the Scrip-
tures or the power of God.’” Throughout His teaching, Jesus

Jesus Christ
M A S T E R  T E A C H E R

His Focus, 
Strategies, 
and Results

B Y  J O H N  W E S L E Y  T A Y L O R  V



emphasized the importance of knowing the truth and of de-
veloping an experiential knowledge of God.5

Understanding. Knowledge cannot stand alone. Christ also
viewed understanding as crucial. Telling the parable of a farmer
planting his field, He stated, “‘The one who received the seed
that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and un-
derstands it.’” At the close of His ministry, after washing the
disciples’ feet, Jesus asked them, “‘Do you understand what I
have done for you?’”6

Being. On one occasion, an expert in the law asked Jesus,
“‘Who is my neighbor?’” Jesus told the story of the good
Samaritan, and then redirected the lawyer’s question to a mat-
ter of being: “‘Which was a neighbor to the man who fell into
the hands of robbers?’” Jesus also spoke of the importance of
exemplifying specific virtues in one’s life. “‘Be merciful,’” He
urged, “‘just as your Father is merciful.’” “‘Be as shrewd as
snakes and as innocent as doves.’” Or simply, “‘Be ready.’”7

Doing. Christ highlighted the concept that knowledge
should inform practice, that who one is should be evident in
what he or she does. “‘Now that you know these things, you
will be blessed if you do them.’” Furthermore, He taught that
the actions of one’s life influ-
ence destiny. “‘Not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but only he who does
the will of my Father who is in
heaven.’”8

The Way Jesus Taught
Jesus Christ was “the best

teacher the world has ever
known.”9 In His teaching, He
used a variety of strategies,
methods that promoted high-
level thinking and helped His
students to better understand and apply His instruction.10

Illustrations.Matthew, one of Christ’s disciples, observed that
Jesus often used illustrations.Many of these included vivid im-
agery—picking grapes from thorn bushes, pouring new wine into
old wineskins, a thief breaking unexpectedly into a house, and
the blind leading the blind.11 Jesus also used the concrete and fa-
miliar to teach about the abstract and perhaps unknown. “‘Watch
out for false prophets,’” He said. “‘They come to you in sheep’s
clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.’” On one occa-
sion, Jesus warned His disciples about the yeast of the Pharisees
and Sadducees. At first they thought He was speaking in literal
terms, but then realized that He “was not telling them to guard
against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the
Pharisees and Sadducees.”12

Stories. Jesus also told stories, of which some 40 are recorded.
Their purpose was to make His lessons more easily remembered
and to serve as the basis for future learning.13 These stories were
generally brief—on average, just seven verses in length. The
longest, the story of the prodigal son, is only 22 verses, while four
of the stories are told in a single verse. Jesus’ stories were not com-
plex, with multiple meanings. Generally, He would focus on a key

point. In the story of the 10 virgins, for example, He concluded,
“‘Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour in
which the Son of Man is coming.’”14

Jesus did not teach about distant lands or exotic circum-
stances. Rather, He spoke about the ordinary things of life, such
as losing money, getting a job, making bread, and getting mar-
ried. Finally, the concepts He embedded in His stories were not
trivial, but rather great truths, such as humility, prayer, the plan
of salvation, and the eternal reward for faithfulness.

News Items. Jesus used current events as instructional ma-
terial. When some of His listeners told Him about the Galileans
whom Pilate had killed in the temple, Jesus answered, “‘Do you
think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other
Galileans? Or those eighteen who died when the tower in
Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than
all the others living in Jerusalem?’” Similarly, Jesus used what
was apparently “just-off-the-press” news when He told about
a man who was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho when he
was attacked by robbers.15

Historical Events. Jesus’ students were familiar with events
in their nation’s history. Jesus used these incidents as the basis

for instruction. One Sabbath,
as Jesus and His disciples were
passing through a grain field,
some of the disciples began to
pick a few heads of grain. The
Pharisees accused them of
doing what was unlawful on
the Sabbath. Jesus answered,
“‘Haven’t you read what
David did when he and his
companions were hungry?’”
Similarly, Jesus referred His
listeners to Moses’ encounter
with God at the burning
bush, as well as the martyr-

dom of the prophet Zechariah.16

Analogies. Frequently in His teaching, Jesus made use of sim-
iles and metaphors, often extending these into well-developed
analogies. He compared His generation to children playing in the
mar ket places and calling out to their companions: “‘We played
the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge and you
did not mourn.’” He then went on to describe how many had
similarly chosen to reject both the ministry of John the Baptist
as too austere, and that of the Son of Man as overly accepting.
On another occasion, Christ pointed out the hypocrisy and skin-
deep religiosity of the scribes and Pharisees, likening them to
“‘whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but
on the inside are full of dead men’s bones.’” In similar ways,
Christ used analogies of a fig tree in springtime and of a hen
gathering her chicks.17

Tangible Objects. One day, a group of Pharisees and Hero-
dians came to Jesus and asked Him, “‘Is it right to pay taxes to
Caesar or not?’”
“‘Bring me a denarius,’” Jesus replied. When they brought

the coin, He asked, “‘Whose portrait is this?’”
“‘Caesar’s,’” they replied.
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“‘Give then to Caesar what is Caesar’s,’” Jesus stated, “‘and
to God what is God’s.’”
On other occasions, Jesus used a withered fig tree to illustrate

the power of faith, ravens and lilies to exemplify quiet confidence
in God, and bread and wine to represent His own sacrifice.18

Questions. Even as a student, Jesus asked questions effec-
tively.19 As a teacher, He used questions for a variety of reasons:

• To remember the known. “‘Don’t you remember the five
loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you
gathered? Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how
many basketfuls you gathered?’”20

• To clarify concepts. “‘Doesn’t each of you on the Sabbath
untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it
water? Then should not this woman, whom Satan has kept
bound for eighteen long years, be set free on the Sabbath day?’”21

• To correct erroneous ideas. “‘Do you not say, “Four months

more and then the harvest”? I tell you, open your eyes and look
at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.’”22

• To guide thinking. As John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus
began to speak to the crowd about John: “‘What did you go out
into the desert to see? A reed swayed by the wind? If not, what
did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? Of course
not, those who wear fine clothes are in kings’ palaces. Then
what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more
than a prophet.’”23

• To motivate personal thought. Jesus asked His disciples,
“‘Who do people say the Son of Man is?’” They replied, “‘Some
say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah
or one of the prophets.’” “‘But what about you?’” he asked.
“‘Who do you say I am?’”24

• To affirm truth in the mind. “Immediately Jesus reached
out his hand and caught [Peter]. ‘You of little faith,’ he said,
‘why did you doubt?’”25

• To invite a faith response.At once Jesus realized that power
had gone out from him. He turned around in the crowd and
asked, “‘Who touched my clothes?’”26

Analysis and Reasoning. Jesus invited His listeners to engage
in logical reasoning. When His opponents declared that He
drove out demons by the power of Beelzebub, the prince of
demons, Jesus replied, “‘How can Satan drive out Satan? If a

kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand.
If a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. In
fact, no one can enter a strong man’s house and carry off his
possessions unless he first ties up the strong man.’”27

Problem solving.“‘What do you think?’” Jesus asked. “‘There
was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and said,
“Son, go and work today in the vineyard.” “I will not,” he an-
swered, but later he changed his mind and went. Then the fa-
ther went to the other son and said the same thing. He an-
swered, “I will, sir,” but he did not go. Which of the two did
what his father wanted?’” 
In addition to story problems, Jesus used learning experi-

ences as problem-solving assignments. After He had been
teaching a group of thousands, His disciples came to Him late
in the afternoon and said, “‘Master, send the crowd away so
they can go to the surrounding villages and countryside and

find food and lodging, because we
are in a remote place here.’” Jesus
replied, “‘You give them something
to eat.’”28

Comparison and Contrast. On
various occasions, Christ led His stu-
dents through comparison and con-
trast. The parable of the wise man
and the foolish man is a prime exam-
ple. There were aspects in com-
mon—building a house, receiving
instruction, experiencing a storm.
But there were distinguishing ele-
ments, as well—the foundation, the
implementation of knowledge, and
the final outcome. Christ also told
the story of 10 virgins, all of whom

were waiting for the bridegroom and all of whom slept. Five,
however, had taken extra oil. These entered the joy of the mar-
riage celebration, while the other five virgins found themselves
barred from the event.29

Anomalies. Christ wanted His students to grapple with co-
nundrums and thereby engage in deep thinking. Here are some
examples of paradoxes that He used for this purpose:

• “‘Whoever wants to become great among you must be
your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your
slave.’”

• “‘Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever
loses his life will preserve it.’”

• “‘Many who are first will be last, and the last first.’”
• “‘Among those born of women there has not risen anyone

greater than John the Baptist; yet he who is least in the kingdom
of heaven is greater than he.’”30

Emphasis Through Hyperbole. In Jesus’ time, many held the
idea that poverty was God’s curse, while riches were evidence
of His favor. In refuting this misconception, Jesus stated, “‘It is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a
rich man to enter the kingdom of God.’” Pointing out the Phar-
isees’ myopic focus on trivia, He declared, “‘You blind guides!
You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.’” Discussing the
human tendency to find fault with others, Jesus talked about

6 The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011                                                                                        http:// jae.adventist.org

iscussing the human tendency to find fault
with others, Jesus talked about removing

the plank from one’s own eye before focusing on
the speck in another’s eye. In each case, Jesus used
hyperbole to underscore a concept and make it
memorable. 
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removing the plank from one’s own
eye before focusing on the speck in
another’s eye. In each case, Jesus
used hyperbole to underscore a con-
cept and make it memorable.31

Enacted Teaching. In prison, John
the Baptist wondered if Jesus was
truly the Messiah. He sent his disci-
ples to ask. Jesus did not immediately
reply, but rather went about the ac-
tivities of His ministry. At the end of
the day, Jesus said to these disciples,
“‘Go back and report to John what
you hear and see: The blind receive
sight, the lame walk, those who have
leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the
dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.’” Per-
haps the greatest example, however, of Christ’s enacted teaching
took place in the upper room. After the meal was over, Jesus arose
from the table, wrapped a towel around His waist, and began to
wash His disciples’ feet.32

Active Learning. Jesus believed that it was important for His
students to be actively involved in learning. When the tax col-
lectors asked Peter if his teacher paid the temple tax, he said
“Yes.” But when Peter came into the house, Jesus asked, “‘What
do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth
collect duty and taxes—from their own sons or from others?’”
“‘From others,’” Peter answered. “‘Then the sons are exempt,’”
Jesus said to him. “‘But so that we may not offend them, go to
the lake and throw out your line. Take the first fish you catch;
open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin. Take it
and give it to them for my tax and yours.’”33

Collaborative Learning. One might conclude that with so
many villages and towns to reach, and with such a brief period
of ministry available, Christ would send His students to indi-
vidually apply what they had learned. In commissioning the 12
disciples, however, Jesus sent them out two by two. In like man-
ner, He sent out some 70 others. When His students returned
from their collaborative field experiences, Jesus conducted a
debriefing session, in which they “reported to Him all they had
done and taught.”34

Repetition With Variety. Jesus understood that crucial con-
cepts are not learned through a single exposure. Repetition is
needed. To enhance reinforcement, however, and to avoid mo-
notony, Jesus incorporated variety. A critical construct in
Christ’s teaching, for example, was “the kingdom of heaven.”
On one occasion, He told His listeners, “‘The knowledge of the
secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you.’”35

Then He proceeded to approach the concept from multiple
perspectives. “‘The kingdom of heaven,’” He said, “‘is like . . .’”

• A man who sowed good seed in his field,
• A mustard seed,
• Yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount

of flour,
• Treasure hidden in a field,
• A merchant looking for fine pearls, and
• A net that caught all kinds of fish.36

The One Who Taught
The strategies Christ employed

were key elements in His teaching.
Equally significant, however, was the
persona of the One who taught.37

Context of Joy. Jesus intention-
ally created a learning climate of joy.
The scribes noted, for example, that
John the Baptist’s disciples often
fasted and prayed, while Christ’s
disciples did not. Jesus replied that
it is appropriate for the guests at a
wedding to celebrate when the
bridegroom is with them. In His
teaching, Christ spoke of great re-
joicing in heaven over a single sin-

ner who repents, of experiencing fullness of joy, and of living
life to the full.38

Invitation to Success. When Jesus called Peter and his
brother Andrew to join His ministry, He did not initially invite
them to become public speakers or church leaders. Rather, be-
cause they were fishermen, He said, “‘Come, follow me, and I
will make you fishers of men.’” Instead of concentrating on
what His students could not do, Jesus chose to focus on their
success.39

Tenderness and Sympathy. As a teacher, Christ was caring
and compassionate. The following are but a few examples of
His tenderness and sympathy:

• When He saw the crowds, He had compassion on them,
because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a
shepherd.

• The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to Him
all they had done and taught. Then He said to them, “‘Come
with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.’”

• When they saw Him walking on the lake, they thought He
was a ghost. They cried out, because they all saw Him and were
terrified. Immediately He spoke to them and said, “‘Take
courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.’”

• Jesus straightened up and asked her, “‘Woman, where are
they? Has no one condemned you?’” “‘No one, sir,’” she said.
“‘Then neither do I condemn you,’” Jesus declared. “‘Go now
and leave your life of sin.’”

• When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw
Him, she fell at His feet and said, “‘Lord, if you had been here,
my brother would not have died.’” When Jesus saw her weeping,
and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, He
was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. “‘Where have you laid
him?’” He asked. “‘Come and see, Lord,’” they replied. Jesus
wept. Then the Jews said, “‘See how He loved him!’”40

Humility.Christ’s actions as a servant, washing His disciples’
feet, are a powerful testimony to His humble spirit. This was
not, however, an isolated incident. When Jesus became aware,
for example, that the Pharisees believed that His disciples had
baptized more followers than John the Baptist, He did not cite
the fulfillment of John’s words, “‘He must increase, but I must
decrease.’” Rather, Jesus quietly left the setting of His over-
whelming popularity, and departed again to Galilee.41
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Conscious of Context. Jesus
was perceptive about His sur-
roundings, and that awareness
guided His teaching. Once, Jesus
and the disciples were traveling
to Capernaum. When they ar-
rived, Jesus asked them, “‘What
were you arguing about on the
road?’” The disciples kept quiet
because they had been arguing
about who was the greatest. Sit-
ting down, Jesus reminded
them, “‘If anyone wants to be
first, he must be the very last,
and the servant of all.’” 
Jesus was also sensitive to the

“absorption level” of His learn-
ers. Mark indicates that Christ
taught only as much as His
learners could understand,
while John records that near the end of His ministry, Christ
told His disciples, “‘I still have many things to say to you, but
you cannot bear them now.’” Each of these incidents is an in-
dicator that Christ was observant of His context and attuned
to the needs of His students.42

Personal Association. Jesus was accessible and personable.
Shortly after Christ’s baptism, John the Baptist pointed to
Christ and identified Him as the Lamb of God. Two of John’s
disciples heard the pronouncement and decided to become
Christ’s followers. Turning around, Jesus saw them following
Him and asked, “‘What do you want?’” They replied, “‘Teacher,
where are you staying?’” “‘Come,’” Jesus said, “‘and you will
see.’” So they went and spent that day with Him. Early one
morning, after His resurrection, Jesus stood on the shore of
Galilee, but the disciples in a fishing boat did not recognize
Him. “‘Come,’” He called out, “‘let’s have breakfast together.’”43

Differentiation. Jesus cared deeply for each of His students,
and saw unlimited potential in each life. This did not imply,
though, that He treated everyone the same. Rather, He differ-
entiated His instruction in order to meet His students’ back-
grounds, needs, abilities, and dreams. Take the case of Simon
the Pharisee. At a meal in Simon’s house, a woman of ill re-
pute44 arrived uninvited and broke open an alabaster jar of
ointment to anoint Jesus’ feet. When Simon wondered to him-
self how Jesus could be a prophet and permit such a travesty,
Jesus told Simon a story of two debtors, one who owed much
and the other but little. Although it might seem the perfect op-
portunity to expose Simon’s own hypocrisy, Jesus used a “silk
glove” approach in which none but Simon understood the true
meaning of the story.
In contrast, consider the case of Simon Peter. When Jesus

informed His disciples of His impending death, Peter began to
rebuke Him. In the presence of all the disciples, Jesus turned
to Peter and said, “‘Get behind me, Satan!’” Here Jesus used
“shock therapy.” Two men, even with the same name, but a very
different approach.45

Held Children in High Regard.One day, little children were

brought to Jesus for Him to
bless. When the disciples tried
to turn away those who brought
them, Jesus intervened, “‘Let the
little children come to me, and
do not hinder them, for the
kingdom of heaven belongs to
such as these.’” On another oc-
casion, Jesus instructed His dis-
ciples, “‘See that you do not look
down on one of these little ones.
For I tell you that their angels in
heaven always see the face of my
Father.’” For those who abused
children or attempted to entice
them with evil, Christ had stern
words, “‘If anyone causes one of
these little ones who believe in
me to sin, it would be better for
him to be thrown into the sea

with a large millstone tied around his neck.’”46

Valued the Marginalized. Jesus also reached out to those
who were rejected by society. These marginalized ones included
the poor, ethnic minorities, and cultural outcasts. With these
He associated—conversing, visiting in their homes, and touch-
ing the “untouchables.”

• Jesus looked up and said to him, “‘Zacchaeus, come down.
I must stay at your house today.’” All the people saw this and
began to mutter, “‘He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.’”

• The Samaritans came to Him and urged Him to stay with
them, and He stayed two days. 

• A poor widow came and put in two very small copper
coins, worth only a fraction of a penny. Calling His disciples to
Him, Jesus said, “‘I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put
more into the treasury than all the others.’”

• Jesus reached out His hand and touched the man with lep-
rosy. “‘I am willing,’” He said. “‘Be clean!’”47

Centrality of Prayer. Perhaps the greatest characteristic of the
greatest Teacher who ever lived was the importance of prayer in
His life.  Frequently, Jesus would seek out a quiet place to pray—
sometimes early in the morning, or at evening, or through the
entire night. He didn’t pray just for Himself and for the work He
had been given, but also for His students. Jesus’ prayer life so im-
pressed His disciples that one day, when He finished praying, one
of His students requested, “‘Lord, teach us to pray.’”48

The Impact of His Teaching
Jesus had a profound influence on His students. When He

taught, His listeners were surprised at His teaching, because He
spoke with confidence, in contrast to the teachers of the law.
Turning to each other in amazement, they asked, “‘Where did
this man get these things?’” “‘Nothing like this has ever been
seen in Israel.’”49

One day, alarmed about Jesus’ growing popularity, the chief
priests sent the temple guards to arrest Him. At the end of the
day, the guards returned empty-handed. “‘Why didn’t you bring
Him in?’” the priests raged. “‘No one ever spoke the way this
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man does,’” the guards declared. 
After His resurrection, Christ appeared unrecognized to two

disciples on the road to Emmaus and fell into conversation with
them. Later that evening, when they finally realized who their
Guest had been, they exclaimed, “‘Were not our hearts burning
within us while He talked with us on the road and opened the
Scriptures to us?’”50

The influence of Jesus, the Teacher sent from God, can also be
experienced in our lives. To paraphrase the words of the Apostle
John: Jesus did many other things, as well. If every one of them
were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would
not have room for the books that would be written. But these
were written that you might have faith in Christ, the Son of God;
and having faith, that you might teach as He taught.51 �

Examples of Christ’s Teaching
Nicodemus (John 3:1-21)

• Availability. The student came at night, outside of “office
hours.”

• Challenge. “You, a teacher, do not know this?”
• Anomaly. “You must be born again.”
• Analogy. Compared the Holy Spirit to the wind.
• Historical Event. Moses lifting up the serpent in the wilder-

ness.
• Contrast. Light vs. darkness, condemnation vs. salvation. 
• Transition. Concrete to abstract, physical to spiritual.
• Affective dimension. “For God so loved the world.”
• Purpose. To experience salvation and enter into eternal life.
• The rest of the story. John 7:45-52; 19:38-40.

The Samaritan Woman (John 4:5-26)
• Marginalized student. A woman, member of a minority,

ostracized by her own community.
• Availability. Jesus sat down by the well.
• Initiative. Jesus asked her, “Could you give me a drink?”
• Motivation. Begins with water, the student’s immediate in-

terest.
• Anomaly. “You will not be thirsty again.”
• Transition. Known to unknown, physical to spiritual, im-

mediate to eternal.
• Active learning. “Call your husband.”
• Concept clarification. Worship is not a place, but a spiritual

experience.
• Purpose. To know God and experience His transforming

power.
• The rest of the story. John 4:39-42.

John Wesley Taylor V, Ph.D., was recently
elected as Associate Director of Education for
the General Conference of Seventh-day Ad-
ventists in Silver Spring, Maryland. He pre-
viously served as Professor of Educational
Philosophy and Dean of the School of Edu-
cation and Psychology at Southern Advent-
ist University in Collegedale, Tennessee. 

REFERENCES
1. Matthew 4:23-25; “In the Teacher sent from God, all true educational

work finds its Center” (Ellen G. White, Education [Mountain View, Calif.: Pa-
cific Press Publ. Assn., 1903], p. 83).
2. Matthew 10:1; Luke 12:1; 13:10, 11; John 3:1.
3. Matthew 5:1, 2.
4. Matthew 17:25; 18:12; 22:42; 21:28.
5. Matthew 22:29; John 8:32; 14:7. Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible texts

in this article are quoted from the New International Version. Texts credited to
NIV are from the Holy Bible, International Version, copyright © 1973, 1978, In-
ternational Bible Society.
6. Matthew 13:23; Mark 7:14; John 13:12; Luke 24:45.
7. Luke 10:29, 36; 6:36; Matthew 10:16; Luke 12:40.
8. Matthew 5:16; 7:21; John 13:17; also Matthew 16:27.
9. Ellen G. White, Christian Education (Battle Creek, Mich.: International

Tract Society, 1894), p. 29.
10. Ellen White examines the teaching methods of Jesus in the following

references, among others: The Ministry of Healing, page 143; Evangelism, page
148; The Desire of Ages, pages 253-255; Christ’s Object Lessons, pages 20, 21; The
Voice in Speech and Song, page 234; Manuscript 24, 1903; Manuscript 25, 1890,
pages 4-6.
11. Matthew 13:34; 7:16; 9:16, 17; 15:14; 24:43, 44.
12. Luke 6:37, 38; Matthew 7:9-11, 15; 16:11,12.
13. Mark 4:33, 34.
14. Matthew 25:13.
15. Luke 13:1-5; 10:30.
16. Matthew 12:1-6; Mark 2:23-26; 12:26; Luke 11:50, 51.
17. Matthew 11:16-19; 23:27, 28; 24:32, 33; 23:37.
18. Mark 12:13-17; 11:13-23; Luke 12:24-27; Matthew 26:26-28.
19. Luke 2:46, 47.
20. Matthew 16:9, 10.
21. Luke 13:14-16.
22. John 4:35.
23. Matthew 11:7-9.
24. Matthew 16:13-15.
25. Matthew 14:31.
26. Mark 5:30.
27. Mark 3:22-27; Matthew 22:41-46.
28. Matthew 21:28-31; Luke 9:12, 13.
29. Matthew 7:24-27; 25:1-4; 21:13.
30. Matthew 20:26, 27; 11:11; Luke 17:33; Mark 10:31.
31. Luke 18:25; Matthew 23:24; Luke 6:41, 42.
32. Matthew 11:2-5; John 13:4-5, 12-17.
33. Matthew 17:24-27; Mark 5:18-20.
34. Mark 6:7-13, 30; Luke 10:1.
35. Matthew 13:11.
36. Matthew 13:24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47.
37. Description of the personal characteristics of Jesus as a teacher can be

found in the writings of Ellen G. White, including the following references: In
Heavenly Places, page 54; Acts of the Apostles, pages 17, 18.
38. Luke 5:33-34; 19:37-40; 6:22, 23; 10:17-21; 15:4-7; John 3:29; 16:20-24;

17:13; 15:4-7; 15:11; 10:10.
39. Mark 1:16-18; Luke 5:4-11.
40. Matthew 9:36; 11:29, 30; 14:12, 13; Mark 6:30, 32, 49, 50; John 8:10, 11;

11:32-36.
41. John 13:4-17; 3:26-36; 4:1-3.
42. Mark 9:33-35; 4:33; Luke 8:44-46; John 16:12.
43. John 1:38, 39; 21:4, 12; Mark 3:14; Matthew 17:1, 2; 26:36-44.
44. Luke 7:37-43.
45. Luke 7:37-47; Mark 8:31-33.
46. Matthew 19:13, 14; 18:10, 14; Luke 9:46-48; Mark 9:42.
47. Matthew 9:10, 11; 8:3; 25:40; Luke 19:5-7; John 4:40; Mark 12:41-44. 
48. Luke 5:16; 6:12; 9:28, 29; 11:1; Mark 1:35; Matthew 14:23; 26:36; John

17:11, 20.
49. Matthew 7:28, 29; 9:33; Mark 6:2, 3.
50. Luke 13:17; 24:32; John 7:32, 45, 46.
51. John 20:30, 31; 21:25.

9http:// jae.adventist.org                                                                                  The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011



10 The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011                                                                                        http:// jae.adventist.org



Growing up in South
Dakota, I recall the
excitement when my
father built a new
house for our fam-
ily. I gazed with cu-

riosity as he measured and staked out a
plot of land; then using a John Deere
tractor and scoop, dug a deep trench
much wider and longer than the plot.
Next, he lowered into place some
wooden forms and filled them with
concrete. After it hardened, the forms
were removed, leaving sturdy basement
walls. Only after packing dirt against
the outer side of the walls did he began
constructing the house. 
As I watched, it suddenly dawned on

me that the foundation was now
mostly hidden from view. No one
would ever know all the planning and
hard work my father had done. Though
it was largely invisible, nothing was as
important as that foundation, which
provided the base and structural stabil-
ity of our new home.

Worth of a Worldview
A worldview is in many ways like

the foundation of a house. While es-
sential in the lives of students (and
teachers), it is generally not on display
for others to see. Nevertheless, the
worldview that is programmed into
our hearts serves as the foundation, the
undergirding structure of our lives.
And that holds true, no matter what

worldview one embraces.
This raises some crucial questions

Seventh-day Adventist educators need
to address: What do our students know
about worldviews? Are they aware of
their own worldviews and their effect
on everyday decisions? Have we dis-
cussed these matters with our students?
If asked, it’s likely that students will

say that they can’t recall having made a
decision about a worldview. That’s
probably true. What they need to un-
derstand is that each person begins
forming a worldview the moment he or
she is born. Almost immediately, little
minds begin to subconsciously piece
together certain notions about their
surroundings. It doesn’t take long for a
child to become aware of things that
make him or her feel good or cause dis-
comfort. Babies quickly figure out how
to get what they want.1 Initially, their
world centers on what they perceive as
providing warmth, nourishment, and a
sense of security. Over time, this child-
ish view of reality expands and be-
comes more complex. However, the
process of developing, shifting, or up-
dating one’s worldview never ceases; it
continues throughout life.
Having a worldview is not optional.

Every person has one—whether aware of
it or not. This suggests some questions
people should ask themselves: Have I
thought about my worldview? How does
it work and affect my life? Does it need

to be re-evaluated or modified? The an-
swers to such queries will require intense
exploration and self-examination. The
more informed students become about
what they believe and the difference that
it makes, the more perceptive they will
be about their own issues and the world
around them. 
The teenage and young adult years

are a time of a spiritual uncertainty,
often leading to a crisis that causes
youth to either validate their beliefs or
abandon them. Much of this is brought
on by sophisticated media that chal-
lenge young people from religious fam-
ilies to reconsider nearly every belief
they’ve ever held. Social networking
sites, television, and the Internet impel
them to re-evaluate their spiritual
moorings, examine new options, and
make fresh commitments as they en-
deavor to forge a faith that is “their
own.” That’s healthy and good! How-
ever, if in the process they do not estab-
lish or work from a biblical worldview,
they will be ill-equipped to live out
their Christian faith in a secular and
pluralistic society. 
Christian educators must help young

people realize that if human beings are
unable to discern their own worldview,
it’s unlikely they will understand or ef-
fectively relate to the worldviews that
sharply divide modern society. This does
not bode well for people who want be
persuasive witnesses of the gospel to a
hostile and unbelieving world. 
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Because the world is filled with reli-
gious dissension and rampant pluralism,
students need to understand the diver-
sity of worldviews that makes up their
culture. It’s like driving on a superhigh-
way with hundreds of exits to choose
from; each with new things to see
and experience, each with a dif-
ferent destination. Ignorance
about the variance in world-
views can leave a person per-
plexed or feeling suspicious and
threatened by the beliefs and
behavior of others. 

And it doesn’t help matters that
adults hardly ever talk about world-
views, much less their pros and cons.
When is the last time you heard a ser-
mon about worldviews? Rarely does it
surface as a topic of discussion around
the family table, in the workplace, or in
school yard conversations. After all,
there are easier things to discuss like
money, weather, styles, sports, or the
latest gossip!

A Biblical Worldview
Choosing a worldview is essential for

our youth because at the heart of every
worldview is a statement about God.2

God recognized the importance of this
concept, and thus immediately intro-
duces Himself in the opening narrative
of His message to human beings, the
Bible. In this initial encounter, the Cre-
ator describes the newly created world
that came into being via the limitless
power of His word. And through that
word He also reveals the divine blueprint
for life—meaningful life as He intended
it. Christians are correct in their belief
that the opening pages of the Bible serve
as the foundation of divine revelation
and are vital to all that follows. 

Beginnings are important! If you
miss the first 10 minutes of a movie, you
may not be able to figure out the plot.
Skip the first few pages of a book, and
there’s a good chance you will miss im-
portant information. So it is with Gen -
esis. No one can afford to overlook the
really significant opening chapters of
Genesis. It is here that the student will
find the original worldview that was
given to Adam and Eve by the Creator. 

Contrary to popular belief, the Book

of Genesis is not “Once upon a time”
mythology. Rather, “In the beginning
God” provides a firsthand glimpse of a
real world and the truth about Cre-
ation, the Fall, and redemption. These
foundational truths have far-reaching
implications. They not only serve as
the basis for creating a truly realistic
worldview, they also help youth to un-
derstand why worldviews make a world
of difference.

As you assess worldviews with your
students, share with them the signifi-
cance of the opening words of the book
Education: “Our ideas of education…
[are in]…need of a broader scope, a
higher aim.”3 The author goes on to ex-
plain that such a view of education re-
quires the recognition of three impor-
tant principles: 

• Discern “the purpose of God” in
the creation of humankind.

• Understand “the change in man’s
condition” as the result of sin.

• Accept “God’s plan for still fulfill-
ing” His purpose for the human race.4

The conclusion offered is that these
basic tenets are not only “the object of
education” and “the work of redemp-
tion,” but also “the great object of life.”5

Using this excellent description of a
biblical world will afford you the

opportunity to help the next gen-
eration of Adventists to appreci-
ate and value the godly counsel
our church has been given.

A Worldview Defined
In 2006, I had surgery on

both of my eyes. After the
cataracts were removed and intraocular
lenses inserted, I was delighted to dis-
cover that my vision was so much
clearer—colors were brighter, every-
thing was more distinct, and I could
once again read fine print and decipher
street signs. My vision went from 20/60
to 20/20. This can be compared to what
a worldview is supposed to do. 

A worldview, which literally means
“a way of seeing,” is the determining
factor in how we think and act. It can
be compared to a pair of glasses we use
to try to see things clearly and make
sense of what’s out there. It helps us get
the “big picture.” In other words, it
provides our personal outlook on life,
shaping how we perceive and interpret
reality. Someone has aptly described a
worldview as the hinges on which all of
our everyday thinking and doing turns. 

Human beings cannot live without
the kind of orientation and guidance
that a worldview provides. They need
some sort of rationale to live by, a men-
tal map that helps them navigate the
world effectively. All of us have been at
a mall or hospital where we’ve seen a
map with a large red star with these
words: You are here! The map helps
us to orient ourselves, to get the right
perspective. When Helen Keller was
asked if anything was worse than being
blind, she wisely observed, “Yes, having
sight but no vision.”6 And Solomon
poignantly adds: “Where there is no vi-
sion, the people perish” (Proverbs
29:18, KJV). A worldview enables
young and old alike to distinguish what
is real and enduring from that which is
trivial and fleeting. In the broadest
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sense, it points out what is ultimate
and how everything else relates to it. 

A Construction Site
After you’ve surveyed the meaning

and the significance of a worldview with
your students, it’s time for them to an-
swer some basic questions: How would
you describe your worldview? Do you
think it reflects a Christian or a worldly
perspective? Is it valid and true? How do
you know? Such queries can help them
to see that getting a handle on their
worldview can be quite challenging. 

A few months ago, I was driving
through the city in which I live and no-
ticed a sign near a construction site:
“Watch Out—Men at Work.” It re-
minded me that the Christian life
is also a construction site—a
place where hard work and sig-
nificant changes are always
taking place. That also holds
true when developing a
worldview. As a general rule,
this lifelong process takes
place in the midst of spiritual
conflict, ambivalence, or stiff opposi-
tion. All the more reason our youth
need to know that a biblical worldview
is an essential part of their survival gear
in today’s spiritual arena. 

Evaluating the spiritual implications
of one’s worldview in a society that’s
inundated with secular perspectives is
both crucial and challenging. Expo-
sures to the philosophy of counterfeit
spirituality can subtly, but surely, side-
track even committed Christians. If we
are not constantly on the alert, the very
heart of redemptive religion—“Jesus
Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthi-
ans 2:2, NKJV)7—can easily fade into
the shadows. 

What measures can you as an Ad-
ventist educator take to prevent this
from happening to your students? To
start with, passionately extol the virtues
of a Christian worldview. Help students
to understand that in contrast to the
other worldviews,8 Christian theism is
the only one that rightly describes the
human condition and upholds a solu-
tion that is effective and lasting. The
reason: Christian theism alone is cen-
tered on Jesus and structured by His
Word—the heart and soul of the Chris-

to younger church members—and to
older ones as well.9 But being well
grounded in the teachings of God’s
word is an essential part of Christian
growth. To counteract the influence of
our secular society and human nature,

teachers must demonstrate that bibli-
cally based beliefs really are the build-
ing blocks on which everything else de-
pends. And if we want young people to
have a passion for witnessing to those
whose views are different from their
own, we must help them to see that
their beliefs must be transformed into
action by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Putting the Puzzle Together
Our students need a conceptual

framework that ties everything to-
gether, enabling them to understand
themselves, their world, and their place

in it. Whether they’re religious or
not, they want to know the reason
for their existence. The longing to
understand the significance of life
here and now, and the certainty
of a life hereafter, is part of each
person’s moral makeup. They
desire a philosophical con-
struct that synthesizes their
hopes and beliefs, moving
them from fragmentation to

integration. Rather than randomly
focusing on seemingly unrelated pieces
of reality, they want a picture of the
whole, helping them to cope with com-
plexity and change. Just as the pieces of
a jigsaw puzzle are virtually impossible
to put together without the picture on
the box top, so the many diverse pieces
of life make no sense without some
kind of unifying theme. Such a frame-
work is a worldview—a systematic way
of seeing how everything fits together. 

A worldview must not be seen, how-
ever, as merely an academic concept or
a formal cut-and-paste process. It in-
volves a prayerful, passionate search for
answers to intensely personal questions
that everyone wrestles with—a desire
to achieve purpose and direction. A
worldview must serve as an encom-
passing vision of life, as well as a vision
for life. It is the basis for understanding
the whole of reality—God, the universe,
and ourselves. 

Like a life philosophy, a worldview
asks and answers questions that deal
with ultimate issues. As the angel of the
Lord asked Hagar: “‘where have you
come from, and where are you going?’”
(Genesis 16:8, NKJV), implying an-
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other question: “Why are you here?” If
the Lord desired an answer to these
questions from a frightened runaway
maid in the midst of a desolate wilder-
ness, then surely He expects no less
from us today. Just as He wanted Hagar
to know that her life would affect a
great “multitude” of people, so He de-
sires our students to know that their
lives really can make a difference! 

The Supreme Benchmark
As we have seen, a worldview is a set

of basic beliefs that a person accepts as
true. Quite often, these perspectives may
be so internalized that they go largely
unquestioned. But if a worldview has
faulty or inaccurate presuppositions (its
primary elements), then the way one in-
terprets and evaluates life will be flawed.
It’s like driving down the freeway and
suddenly seeing a road sign that indi-
cates you are heading the wrong way.

When people are traveling in unfa-
miliar territory, they rely on maps (or a
GPS) that they believe are precise and
accurate. It is likewise imperative that
their life map—their worldview—is
trustworthy, accurately reflecting the
way things really are. If not, the results
can be devastating and deadly! This was
made quite obvious a few years ago
when a San Francisco businessman died
because he used an online map that
failed to point out the hazards of a par-
ticular road in the wintertime. Physical
maps and worldview constructs all play
an important role in our lives. 

Unfortunately, not all maps are
equally reliable. In fact, some are totally
erroneous, like the old ones that de-
picted the Earth as flat! For that reason,
students need to be shown that many
cultures are immersed in naturalism or
other non-Christian worldviews, and
thus are in a collision course with bibli-
cal theism. This highlights an underly-
ing premise of a theistic worldview: it
establishes biblical authority as norma-
tive and confirms the integrity and
trustworthiness of the Bible. 

Worldviews are generally absorbed,
however, from parents, family, and the
surrounding culture and are usually
pieced together early in life. Each cul-

ture or religion instinctively assumes
that its outlook on life is the correct
one; thus, it’s handed down from one
generation to the next like sacred ora-
cles. The truth is that most people sim-
ply embrace the worldview with which
they grew up. And that’s not always a
good thing! 

But unlike earlier generations, today’s
youth are largely molded by whatever
worldview dominates the popular
media. Television, videos, movies, and
the Internet are increasingly significant
resources for the younger generation in
constructing a worldview. The “culture
wars” that have become such a divisive
issue in western society are in reality a

derstanding as “shortsighted or blind,”
our thoughts “dark and confused” and
“our knowledge…partial and incom-
plete” (2 Peter 1:9; Romans 1:21; 1
Corinthians 13:9, NLT).10 All the facts
that it’s possible for a person to gather in
a lifetime, added to all that’s been
amassed by previous generations, are
but illustrative of a few principles. Since
humans are unable to collect all the data
or definitely verify knowledge they al-
ready have acquired, there is no cer-
tainty that any of their conclusions are
accurate and true. 

Why does Christianity maintain
that the Bible is the best source for a
trustworthy worldview? To start with, it
is impossible for humans to step out-
side their own limited experience—
their insignificant slot in the vast ex-
panse of the universe—to gain access
to universal knowledge that is valid for
all times and places. Thus, their great-
est need is instruction from a Source
that exceeds their finite limitations.
Christians believe that an infinite, all-
knowing God gives them, in His Word,
an objective worldview that is “true
and righteous altogether” (Psalms 19:9,
NKJV). It’s their assurance that the pic-
ture on the box top is the right one!

The Christian worldview accepts the
Bible as the divine measurement by
which everything else is judged. Our
students need to realize that church
creeds, religious and family traditions,
secular philosophies, as well as their
personal preferences and reasoning are
subordinate to God’s revelation. This
does not mean that their reasoning
powers are to be ignored. Both divine
revelation and human reason are essen-
tial in the Christian life. For example,
one legitimate function of their reason-
ing ability is to interpret and apply
God’s revelation. 

An All-Encompassing View
In today’s world, evil behavior is

often viewed as the lingering effects of
evolution, some kind of inner glitch,
karma, the result of a bad environ-
ment, or maybe something in between.
Aware of humanity’s confusion and in-
ability to sort out truth from error,
God does not leave us groping in dark-
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conflict of worldviews. Even family
members find themselves pulled in op-
posite directions by influences at home,
in the classroom, the workplace, and at
church. The heated debates over moral,
social, and political issues that flood the
news, in effect, reflect the broad spec-
trum of worldviews in the world today. 

It is essential that young believers
have an infallible standard by which to
test the accuracy of their worldview.
They need a frame of reference that
transcends human reasoning or compre-
hension. From personal observation and
sensory perception alone, they cannot
determine with absolute assurance what
life is all about—who they are, where
they came from, and where they’re
going. This is because the knowledge
they gain from their senses and personal
experiences is limited, fragmentary, and
sinfully biased. Scripture depicts our un-



ness. He knows that our sinfulness
blinds us to the real truth about the
world and ourselves. And so through
divine revelation, He enlightens and
expands our perception about the cre-
ation, fall, and restoration of hu-
mankind. Only in the theistic world-
view is there a Great Controversy11

motif which serves as a comprehensive
framework for understanding the en-
tire span of human history.12

The Christian worldview recognizes
not only the high level at which the
biblical account places human beings
at their creation, but also the low level
to which humanity has sunk as a result
of sin. Both the dignity as well as the
depravity of humankind are intricate
parts of the biblical perspective (see
Romans 1:18-25).

All of this implies that the right per-
spective on evil is a critical part of the
Christian worldview. It makes clear
that human beings are in a fallen con-
dition, that no aspect of human nature
is unaffected by the Fall, no realm of
life is spiritually neutral. Sin means
turning away from God at the core of
our being—which colors everything we
think and do. Even the natural world
has been affected by human sin. 

The existence of Satan and his role
in the affairs of the human race is sig-
nificant in the Christian worldview.
From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible
reveals with clarity the mysterious ori-
gin, the continuing history, and the ul-
timate end to the conflict between God
and Satan. Viewing life from this per-
spective provides Christian youth with
a tremendous advantage when dealing
with a chaotic and confusing world,
where evil prospers and goodness
rarely triumphs. 

The Christian worldview reflects re-
ality—all is not well with the world.
The presence of sin is a challenge to
God’s character and authority and
threatens the very existence of hu-
mankind. At the heart of a biblical
worldview, a conflict rages between
good and evil. God has chosen to ex-
pose the nature of this conflict, to deal
with the issues of the controversy, and
to provide redemption for the human
race through Jesus Christ. 

It’s crucial that Adventist educators
clearly recognize that though all world-
views ask the same underlying ques-
tions, they are worlds apart in their
answers. It’s important to help your
students embrace the ultimate Answer:
Jesus Christ—who, as the Creator, Re-
deemer, and coming King is the very
essence of the biblical worldview. �

This article has been peer reviewed.
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he search for truth goes all the way back to Adam and Eve,

who sought to understand the world that God had pre-

pared for them. They may not have used the word episte-

mology, but they learned some painful lessons about potential pitfalls in

the search for truth. For scholars and teachers, the issue of epistemology,

of how human beings acquire and evaluate knowledge, and how to de-

termine what is true, is a vital topic. Intuitively, it seems straightfor-

ward—we carefully find the facts, and then we know what is true. Un-

fortunately, in many scholarly pursuits, it isn’t that simple. How can

human beings determine what is trustworthy knowledge? The following

is an approach that I as a scientist find reliable and productive.
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B Y  L E O N A R D  R .  B R A N D

TRUE
H O W  D O  W E  K N O W  W H A T  I S



Evaluating Purported Knowledge
There are several important steps or processes to use in de-

termining what ideas one can trust as truth. I will illustrate
these steps using simple examples from my area of study, pale-
ontology and biology, but the principles will apply to any dis-
cipline. I will discuss how data, interpretations, hypotheses, and
worldview are involved in the development of ideas, and how
to evaluate them. 
When I read a discussion about how different types of ani-

mals came to exist, and see statements claiming that (1) fish
evolved from relatives of starfish; after which (2) some fish
evolved into amphibians; then (3) amphibians evolved into
reptiles; and (4) from them came birds and mammals, what am
I to think? How reliable are
these conclusions (theories)?
The first task in evaluating
this claim is to determine
what is fact and what is inter-
pretation or explanation (I
will use the terms fact and
data as synonymous). 
Conclusions in science al-

ways combine data (specific
observations, measurements)
and interpretation of the
data—that is, possible expla-
nations of the facts. Let’s ana-
lyze this story about origins.
Fact: Among invertebrate
groups, there are two basic types of symmetry in how their
early stages (larvae) develop. Larvae of starfish and their rela-
tives (echinoderms) have the same type of symmetry (bilateral)
as fish and other vertebrates. These are observations, or data.
Now, what do these data tell us? This takes us into the arena of
interpretation. The data collected tell us that the symmetry in
vertebrates is the same type as in starfish larvae, but different
from the symmetry of other invertebrates. Most scientists have
concluded that these data tell us vertebrates evolved from rel-
atives of starfish. If a common ancestor had that type of sym-
metry, that would explain why it appears in both fish and
starfish larvae—they inherited it from their common ancestor.
That may seem to be the end of the investigation, but it isn’t,
because we need to ask another question—are there other ways
to explain how they could acquire the same symmetry? Did the
symmetry evolve from a common ancestor, or did God create

them that way? Since there is more than one possible way to
interpret the data, any one explanation of how they came to
have that type of symmetry is an interpretation, a hypothesis,
not a scientific fact.
We could continue with many more questions and hypothe-

ses, but the point is simply to emphasize the difference between
facts (or data) and interpretations. Conclusions in science and
other disciplines generally begin with data, but they always in-
clude interpretations as well. Data almost never suggest directly
how to interpret them. Scientists have to think of ways the facts
could be explained, and devise hypotheses to explain them. 
Hypotheses are interesting to explore and discuss, but what

people really would like to know is this: Which hypothesis is
true? How can we decide that?
This is done by gathering more
data, by doing experiments, or
by making observations to test
the hypotheses. In some cases,
scientific experiments can ac-
complish this with consider-
able certainty. For example, if
I want to know what will hap-
pen to a book when I drop it, I
can do simple experiments—
drop the book many times and
record whether it falls up or
down. It doesn’t take long to
discover that it always falls
downward. This process in-

volves basic laws of physics that are reliable and can be tested re-
peatedly. 
Can we follow the same procedure, and determine with the

same confidence, why vertebrates and starfish larvae have the
same type of symmetry? We could conduct many observations
and experiments on fish and starfish, and learn all about their
larvae, embryos, and behavior. However, we can’t make the one
observation that we really need because we were not there to
observe the first starfish or the first fish, to see where starfish
and fish came from. Consequently, our hypotheses about the
origin of fish and starfish will remain interpretations, not facts.
Similarly, many other ideas in geology, paleontology, and evo-
lutionary biology will always be only hypotheses because we
cannot go back in time to see what actually happened. More
observations may reduce the number of viable hypotheses, but
we still were not there, so critical data remain beyond our reach.
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In science, the level of certainty achieved in the study of history
of the Earth and of life can never approach that of the study of
gravity or physiological processes occurring today that can be
experimentally and repeatedly analyzed.
Since that is true, why do so many scientists speak with such

assurance about the origin of rock layers, fossils, and evolution?
Has research in recent decades produced new evidence that
clinches the case for evolution of all life over eons of geological
time? Our purpose here is not to answer questions about evo-
lution,1 but to understand the epistemology or process used to
evaluate data. How do scientists who write about evolution
achieve such a high level of certainty? 

Worldviews 
This question can only be answered if we consider world-

views and how they influence the search for truth.2 A worldview
is a set of assumptions that influences
how people interpret the world and
how they answer the important ques-
tions of life, such as where did we
come from, how should we live, and
where are we going? Everyone has a
worldview, and how people interpret
evidence and data is influenced by
that worldview. A person’s worldview
influences whether he or she is opti-
mistic or pessimistic. A friend of mine
used to say the difference between an
optimist and a pessimist is that the
pessimist has better information!
More importantly, at least some of

the assumptions behind any worldview
must be taken on faith, and they can in-
fluence just about everything. One
worldview is based on the assumption
that God is real, He has communicated
with us in the Bible, and His communication can be trusted to
give us truth. Another worldview assumes there have never been
any supernatural, miraculous events in the history of the uni-
verse, and everything must be explained by known or discernable
natural laws.
This oversimplifies somewhat the role of assumptions and

faith. There is evidence for the Christian worldview; it is not
based on blind faith. And yet we cannot prove it. There is always
a definite element of faith. Scientists and others who embrace
the naturalistic worldview marshal a lot of evidence to support
their view. But how do they know there has never been any su-
pernatural intervention? That is an assumption, based on faith,
and faith alone. Each worldview uses evidence, or data, but the
interpretations of that data (the explanations) always depend
on one or more significant assumptions.

How Are Worldviews Used to Create Interpretations?
Why are so many scientists convinced that the evolution of

all life is a fact? What sort of intellectual processes produce such
unanimity of thought on this issue? Scientists present massive
amounts of evidence to prove evolution. But to understand that

evidence, we must return to our discussion of data and inter-
pretation, and how they relate to worldviews. 
The interpretation of animal symmetry illustrates the influ-

ence of a worldview. If I am at least willing to consider that
there could be a Creator, I can ask: “Does the similarity in sym-
metry between starfish larvae and fish mean they evolved from
a common ancestor, or did God create each group that way?”
If I embrace a naturalistic worldview, I cannot even consider
asking that question because my worldview by definition ab-
solutely rejects the possibility of a Creator. It doesn’t rule out
this idea because of data. The assumptions of the naturalistic
worldview preclude consideration of any type of intelligent cre-
ator. To actively ponder whether starfish and fish were created
would require a change of worldview. 
Scientists do not choose evolution as the only scientifically

correct explanation because of overwhelming evidence. Rather,

the choice is heavily influenced by worldview—in a naturalistic
worldview, the origin of all biological features must always be
explained by evolution, no matter what the evidence. Don’t
misunderstand that statement. A huge and growing amount of
data is being marshaled to support the evolution of all life
forms from a common ancestor. This can indeed look over-
whelming. However, the evidence and associated conclusions
are almost never discussed in a way that openly examines the
relationship between data and interpretation, or how assump-
tions and worldviews affect the conclusions. It takes careful ex-
amination of the logic involved to recognize how certain ideas
depend on a naturalistic worldview. 

Evaluating Truth Claims
So how do we evaluate truth claims? I recommend using the

steps discussed in this article. Study the assertions to separate
data from interpretation. Then seek to understand the assump-
tions on which the interpretations depend. These steps are often
difficult but are essential in order to evaluate the reliability of
the conclusions. When reading a book or article, it is often nec-
essary to know the worldview of the author in order to fully
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Two Examples of Worldviews

Christianity; the Great Controversy Between Christ and Satan
Assumption: God is real and is the Creator of the universe and life.
Resulting worldview: God created a perfect, sinless world. Humanity fell,

and redemption came through Jesus’ death on the cross. 
Future—restoration to sinless perfection at Christ’s second coming.

Naturalism
Assumption: The universe and life arose through natural law; there has

never been any intelligent, supernatural intervention in the universe.
Resulting worldview: All plants and animals evolved from a common 

ancestor. Pain, suffering, death, and natural evil are normal, inevitable
processes.
Future—annihilation, extinction.



understand what the material is saying. 
For example, a recent book states that “all of us—you, me, the

elephant, and the potted cactus—share some fundamental traits.
Among these are the biochemical pathways that we use to pro-
duce energy, our standard four-letter DNA code, and how that
code is read and translated into proteins. This tells us that every
species goes back to a single common ancestor.” What is the au-
thor saying? The title of the book is Why Evolution Is True,3 writ-
ten by a person who is committed to the naturalistic worldview.
His view of science is not postmodern; by “true,” he means it is a
fact, just like the fact that gravity will pull a dropped book down-
ward, not upward. The author’s data are: All organisms have the
same basic biochemistry in their cells, including the same DNA
code. His interpretation is: All creatures acquired that biochem-
istry by evolution from a common ancestor. The data don’t nat-
urally lead to that conclusion; the conclusion requires the as-
sumption that the origin of all creatures come through evolution,
not by creation. Later in the book, he writes: “The most com-
monly suggested alternative takes us into the realm of the super-
natural.” He rejects this alternative because his worldview does not
allow it. If we understand how all of these elements—data, inter-
pretation, assumption, and worldview—are involved in his think-
ing process, we can understand what he is really saying and why.
Then we can evaluate the strength of his argument, and whether
we wish to follow him to the same conclusion. In a theistic world-
view, it is perfectly logical (and not contradictory to valid scien-
tific evidence) to conclude that an intelligent Designer invented
biochemistry and used it to make you, me, the elephant, and the
potted plant. The difference between these conclusions of the the-
ist and the evolutionist is not in the data; the difference is in the
worldview.
In some cases, it can be complicated to assess the argument

because a person needs advanced knowledge of the topic to
make such an analysis. However, the process of understanding
the relationship between data and worldview is the same. Some
arguments can sound very convincing until one expends con-
siderable mental effort, combined with in-depth knowledge of
the topic, to analyze them carefully.4 As a result, the author’s
conclusion may fall apart if his or her worldview and assump-
tions are not true.
In the previously mentioned book, the author argues that

some complex parts of organisms, like the flagellum, a compli-
cated structure for locomotion of bacteria, evolved by combin-
ing (“co-opting”) proteins from other, simpler structures. This
purports to explain why it wouldn’t be too difficult to evolve a
complex flagellum.5 Co-opting is a common evolutionary ar-
gument for various biological structures or systems. Theists
ask, How do we know that proteins were co-opted to help make
a flagellum? What are the data to demonstrate this process?
This is how scientists who rule out the supernatural reach this
conclusion: There are similar proteins in flagella and in some
other structures (data). Their evolutionary worldview requires
that flagella evolved, rather than being created (assumption,
worldview). So a naturalistic explanation for the evolution of
flagella is needed. Part of the explanation includes the idea that
proteins were co-opted (interpretation). 
This is just a hypothesis, a story suggesting one way for the

process to occur. There is no hard evidence that such a com-
plicated co-option process actually occurred, but the theory re-
quires something like this; and consequently, the idea has be-
come widely accepted. It is simply an untested hypothesis, but
is often described as if it were a fact. The logic was—commit-
ment to a worldview generates a problem; since data are lacking,
an unsupported hypothesis suggests a solution to the problem.
Creationists also look for hypotheses to explain some puz-

zles that they lack adequate evidence to solve. The point is that
it is important to recognize the relationship between world-
views, assumptions, and interpretations, and to investigate the
process used to analyze the relationships between the elements. 
There are actually many serious lines of evidence with which

secular, evolutionary science has great trouble.6 You will not
normally read about those areas in publications written by sci-
entists who reject biblical creation. That isn’t because they are
consciously trying to hide something. However, if a well-en-
trenched scientific theory claims something cannot exist, it will
be difficult for many to see it, even if it does, or could, exist. 
Every area of study, be it science or theology, involves evi-

dence and assumptions, and all produce questions that are dif-
ficult to answer. We will be in a much better position to un -
derstand how to seek truth if we are aware of how data,
interpretations, and worldviews influence us and others.

Worldviews and the Search for Confidence
A reader may challenge the previous statement by saying

that I am making too strong a statement about interpretations
being dependent on worldview. However, a scientist who ac-
cepts naturalism would likely respond, “No, you are the one
who doesn’t understand. Science cannot accept miracles. An
evolutionary explanation is the only valid intellectual one if
you want to be a scientist.” I have heard and read this strong
sentiment many times from scientists in my discipline.7 The
primary origin of the confidence that evolution can explain
everything in biological origins arises from this commitment
to a secular, naturalistic worldview. It will only allow an evolu-
tionary explanation. But if one cannot, by definition, consider
any other possible explanations for the evidence, can this still
be an objective search for truth? 
To look at both sides of this argument, we can ask if a Chris-

tian worldview can also close minds, preventing an open, ob-
jective examination of alternative ideas. Yes, it can. I know
Christians who don’t believe dinosaurs ever existed, and they
think their view is based on the Bible. But what are the data to
support that interpretation? Either of these worldviews can
limit the possible explanations that will be considered. 
Then how can we resolve this dilemma? In reality, I don’t

find it to be a dilemma at all. I am an unembarrassed believer
in a trustworthy Bible, with its description of a literal, recent
creation week, global flood catastrophe, and Jesus as our Re-
deemer. I am also active as a publishing research paleontologist.
I will not give up my biblical worldview, but to be effective in
science, I must know and understand what my naturalist col-
leagues believe and publish. In other words, while a worldview
can limit one’s ability to evaluate all the options, we don’t have
to let it do that. Since I hold a minority worldview, I am con-

19http:// jae.adventist.org                                                                                  The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011



tinuously pondering the options for interpreting the data, and
for resolving the seeming contradictions that creationists face
in explaining some geological data in a short Earth history. At
times, I ask myself how the few of us could be right and the
majority could be wrong in their conclusions. 
However, one observation in particular helps me know how

to relate to this. Most anti-creationist lectures and books reveal
that the authors and speakers are totally unaware of how sci-
entifically educated creationists think. They seem to have no
interest in seeking to understand the thinking of persons who
hold a creationist worldview, or to comprehend the basic ques-
tions that divide the two groups. Unfortunately, some creation-
ists are like that, also. However, I know a number of creationists
whose confidence in Scripture makes them unafraid to study
the contrasting opinions and worldviews, and seek out the
most challenging questions to answer. My faith does not de-

pend on resolving in this lifetime the difficult questions raised
by science, but it is fascinating to look for answers, and my con-
fidence in God’s Word leads me to predict that we will eventu-
ally find the answers. We don’t need to be afraid of following
the evidence wherever it may lead. 
Most advocates of the naturalistic worldview, on the other

hand, have little incentive to seek a deep understanding of the
Christian worldview, to know why creationists think differently
from scientists who reject the supernatural. Although the evi-
dence also raises many questions that are unanswered in a nat-
uralistic worldview, those who accept that philosophy are gen-
erally unaware that those questions exist. 
The real issue is not whether a particular worldview can nar-

row a person’s perspective. All worldviews can do that. The
issue is whether people cling to their worldviews due to habit,
or because they understand what they believe and why. How
strong is their understanding of the important questions and
issues that separate creationist and evolutionary worldviews?
Do students (and teachers) know the God behind the Christian
perspective? Or do they hold that view because their parents
transmitted it to them? 
I teach a class on philosophy of science and origins to grad-

uate-level biology and geology students at Loma Linda Univer-
sity in Loma Linda, California. In this class, I assign the best
anti-creation books I can find—that is, the ones that raise the

most difficult questions and challenges. I also have my students
read the book that I think best presents a biblically faithful cre-
ationist perspective. We discuss the issues presented in these
books, seeking to understand the strengths and difficulties of
each viewpoint, from both a scientific and a theological per-
spective. My students know what I believe, and I hope they will
develop the same confidence in Scripture that I have. But I
don’t want them to believe something just because I say it. My
goal is for them to know why they believe what they do, to be-
come “thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other men’s
thoughts,”8 who are well prepared to deal constructively with
the issues they will face in the future, when they may not have
a mentor available to encourage them.

Current Trends Among Christians
In this article, I have described two worldviews, one based

on the belief that the Bible gives
trustworthy facts, even about Earth
history, and one that rejects any su-
pernatural intervention in history. 
An increasingly popular trend in

Christendom is the mixing of Chris-
tianity with the theory that all life has
evolved. In order to blend these
philosophies, some things in each
worldview have to be given up. The
result is theistic evolution or evolu-
tionary creation.9 According to this
worldview, God created life forms
through the process of evolution
over millions of years. 
In its attempt to meld scientific

research and biblical statements about the creation of the
world, theistic evolution actually establishes a dichotomy be-
tween science and religion by relegating each to a separate
sphere. While theistic evolutionists believe that religion can
provide spiritual guidance, they hold that only through science
can human beings produce reliable explanations of the natural
world. That is, religion gives subjective, prejudiced views, while
a secular approach provides theories and explanations that are
unbiased and neutral, unaffected by religious assumptions. In
other words, secular science has factswhile religion has assump-
tions. This has led to a two-level understanding of “truth”: 

Religion—personal, subjective values, emotions (heart)
Science—public, objective, reliable facts (mind)

But there is no such thing as a neutral search for truth. Both
secular science and religious views are based on a worldview, a
set of assumptions that influences everything. A Christian
worldview regards the Bible as a trustworthy basis for an inte-
grated view of the world, a “biblically informed perspective on
all reality”10 that does not divorce religion from the rest of ex-
perience and knowledge. In contrast, a naturalistic worldview
requires that separation. 
Secularism introduces its own biases into the search for un-

derstanding, and is no more neutral than religion. A worldview
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assign the best anti-creation books I can find—
that is, the ones that raise the most difficult

questions and challenges. I also have my students
read the book that I think best presents a biblically
faithful creationist perspective.

I



based on either philosophy can
provide a foundation for the
search for truth, but they will lead
in very different directions. The
traditional Christian worldview
starts with a belief in the truth of
the central events of biblical his-
tory: Creation, Fall, Redemption,
and Restoration (the Great Con-
troversy between Christ and
Satan). Commitment to this set of
truths forms the foundation for an
integration of all knowledge, not
just religious knowledge.
In reality, theistic evolution has

essentially abandoned any attempt
to make this integration. It inter-
jects a few “religious” concepts
into a secular view of the universe.
This worldview accepts as fact the
interpretation that all life resulted
from evolution. But does the evi-
dence warrant this? Have the ad-
vocates of theistic evolution care-
fully considered which Christian concepts must be rejected in
order to accept their worldview? Do they recognize that the
evolutionary theory they accept as fact is based on the assump-
tion that, throughout history, no supernatural intervention
could ever have occurred? Is it good epistemology to try to
blend two worldviews based on directly contradictory assump-
tions and incompatible epistemological principles? 
Advocates of theistic evolution or evolutionary creation who

candidly address the topic recognize that their worldview leads
to a god who created by the process of mutation, death, and sur-
vival of the fittest through ages of pain and suffering. This “cre-
ation” process requires death and natural evil (hurricanes, vol-
canoes, floods, earthquakes). Their deity must not interfere with
all these destructive processes, so that the creation will not be un-
duly forced, but will be “free.”11 Is such a god worthy of our wor-
ship? Is this evil-ridden world really free, or merely dysfunctional? 

Wisdom
I recommend one more step in the search for truth, as de-

scribed by King Solomon: “The fear of the Lord is the begin-
ning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is under-
standing” (Proverbs 9:10, NIV).12 Knowledge is important,
especially when it is combined with wisdom. God and His
Word are the ultimate source of wisdom, no matter what area
we teach. In many fields of scholarly study, the Bible doesn’t
provide a lot of specific information. It does give the most im-
portant basic concepts, and it is a reliable source of wisdom. 
Solomon does not write only about the wisdom of salvation.

He develops the theme of wisdom throughout the first nine
chapters of Proverbs, applying it to morals and ethics in real-
life situations. As a paleontologist, I especially noted that it even
brings in the subject of origins: “By wisdom the Lord laid the
earth’s foundations, by understanding he set the heavens in

place; by his knowledge the deeps
were divided, and the clouds let
drip the dew” (Proverbs 3:19, 20).
Although Solomon is using poetic
language, he clearly regards God
as the Earth’s designer and creator. 
How should we decide which

epistemology to use, which world-
view to adopt? There is much evi-
dence to consider, but above all is
the need for wisdom. When God
responded to Job, He didn’t pro-
vide answers to the difficult ques-
tions. Instead, He challenged
Job—and us—to remember how
little human beings know in com-
parison to the God who created all
and is Master and Redeemer of all.
Were we here when the Earth was
created? Where were we when the
rocks and fossils were formed? 
In the end, we should choose a

worldview to evaluate purported
knowledge on the basis of wis-

dom. “Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it
cost you all you have, get understanding. Esteem her, and she
will exult you; embrace her, and she will honor you” (Proverbs
4:7, 8).
Solomon revealed elsewhere in Proverbs where wisdom

comes from—“the fear of the Lord.” Do we know the divine
mind and supreme being behind the Bible? Does our relation-
ship with Jesus give us assurance that we can have confidence
in His communication to us? These may seem like rather sub-
jective questions, not relevant to a scholarly discussion of epis-
temology. However, I believe they are the most important ques-
tions. What is the primary difference between the worldviews
we have discussed? The difference is in the nature of God and
how He interfaces with us and with nature. How could we, with
our human limitations, know what God is like unless He tells
us? Does God obey the humanly invented rule that He cannot
involve Himself in the physical processes in the universe? Only
a deep personal knowledge of God can give us the wisdom to
make a truly informed choice of what standard we will use to
recognize true and trustworthy knowledge—the Word of God
or contemporary scientific interpretations. If the Bible is what
it claims to be, it is not just a book, but the revelation and re-
flection of the divine Being behind the Bible. This will give us
confidence in choosing a worldview.

Biblically Motivated Scientific Discovery
This article has discussed some factors that must be consid-

ered in seeking and evaluating knowledge. Is there a way that a
biblically based worldview can directly make scholarly contri-
butions? Many critics of the Bible claim this is not possible. By
contrast, I predict that if the Bible presents a true history of the
Earth and of biological origins, scientists who are informed by
Bible history gain an advantage in generating successful scien-
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tific hypotheses. That will sound preposterous to many, but
some of us have been doing just that for many years, and pub-
lishing the results in highly esteemed, peer-reviewed scientific
journals.13 Other scholars use their worldview to suggest re-
search ideas, so a theist can do likewise! 
I do not go to a scientific conference and state that I think

a certain scientific theory is true because the Bible says so. How-
ever, the Bible presents the basic elements of a worldview that
includes a literal creation, global flood, and short time for life
on Earth. That framework has implications for processes in
both geology and paleontology. Based on these implications,
we can propose hypotheses that can be tested with the same re-
search protocols that any earth scientist uses. 
Several factors are needed to implement such a research

process. First of all, it requires independent thought, recogniz-
ing that some accepted scientific concepts must be wrong, if
my biblical worldview is right. Second, it requires solid knowl-
edge of the scientific literature on the topic and high-quality
research. Third, it is essential to remember that the Bible
doesn’t give many details, and we may have to reject several hy-
potheses before finding one that not only fits the Bible but also
explains the evidence. There is a danger, illustrated in the work
of some believers, of thinking that because they believe the
Bible, any scientific idea they come up with must be correct.
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A number of research projects have been done by creation-
ists, based on a biblical worldview, and published in peer-
reviewed scientific research journals. I will briefly describe just
one example. The Coconino Sandstone in northern Arizona is
generally believed to be an accumulation of desert sand dunes,
cemented into sandstone. The only fossils are trackways of an-
imals on the dune surfaces. These trackways are commonly
cited as evidence of a desert origin of the sand deposit. I won-
dered if the Coconino Sandstone could be windblown sand, if
it formed during the global flood. Of course, the Flood was
complex, and we can’t be sure there weren’t some episodes of
high winds during that event. However, it is worth suggesting
the hypothesis (resulting from my worldview) that the track-
ways were made under water. Research over a number of years
(data and interpretations) has resulted in papers presented at
national geology meetings and publications in quality earth sci-
ence journals.14 There are features, not recognized by other re-
searchers, that seem impossible to explain unless the trackways
were made completely under water. 
My worldview opened my eyes to see things not noticed by

others. The evidence was there all the time, but worldview in-
fluences what questions are asked, and what researchers notice.
A naturalistic worldview does not rule out the possibility of
underwater tracks, but it also did not suggest such a hypothesis.
My biblical viewpoint provided an advantage in research. This
has happened in many cases, for me and for other researchers.
There is a vast potential for this type of Bible-inspired advance
in a variety of disciplines. 

Conclusion 
To understand how human beings acquire and evaluate

knowledge, and how to determine what is true involves con-
sideration of the relationships between data, interpretations,
assumptions, and worldviews. All of these contribute to the
scholarly search for truth, and none can be safely ignored. A
very important element of wisdom is to begin with the “fear of
the Lord.” There will always be challenges in our search for
truth, but if we put a biblical worldview to practical use in sug-
gesting concepts for study and research, this may even help to
advance the scholarly understanding of our disciplines. �
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T
his is the firsthand story of
two former principals
from different faith tradi-
tions who became friends
because of their common

interest in Christian education. We first
met some 15 years ago at the annual
meeting of the American Educational
Research Association. At the time, we
were both professors of educational ad-
ministration: Lyndon G. Furst (Jerry)
at Andrews University, and Stephen J.
Denig (Steve) at Niagara University.
Our paths crossed at several meetings
related to private schools and also a
special-interest group related to reli-
gion and education. Over the years, we
developed both a personal and profes-
sional friendship and decided, about 10
years ago, to conduct some research to-
gether comparing ways that Adventist
and Catholic schools transmit their re-
ligious culture to the young people

under their care. Our research focused
on a small part of that broad topic—
the use of physical symbols to transmit
religious heritage and values.
This article is a report on what we

found as a result of our joint research
project. We present this in story form
rather than in the traditional format of
a research report since it has already
been published in that format.1 Readers
who are interested in the technical de-
tails can read the original research re-
port. Also, we must add that the con-
clusions of this study would apply
primarily to North America and may
translate imperfectly across cultures.
It is not our intention to suggest

that Adventist schools should be more
like Catholic schools, although both
types of schools have a similar purpose:
to transmit their religious heritage to
the younger generation. We do believe,
however, that each tradition can learn
from the other. While Adventist schools
should not try to be like Catholic

schools, they might discover some
methods of becoming more effective at
grounding their young people in the
Adventist faith. 

Jerry: Some years ago, I was principal
of an Adventist boarding school located
on the outskirts of a small Midwestern
town. One day, some people driving by
on the highway stopped at the school to
get directions. As I chatted with them,
they asked what kind of institution was
housed in these buildings. When I told
them it was a religious school, they were
very surprised because they could not
see any of the trappings normally found
in such schools. 
After they left, I thought about the

experience. As I looked around the
lobby of the administration building, I
had to admit that nothing marked it as
a distinctly Adventist school. When my
friend Steve heard this story, he ex-
pressed great surprise because Catholic
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schools are filled with much symbolism
that identifies the religious heritage of
the school.
It might be surprising to some that

Adventist tradition is quite devoid of
symbolism since our doctrine of the
sanctuary, which is rich in symbols, is
one of the church’s distinctive beliefs.
Thus, it may be that it is more of a tra-
dition than a theological belief that Ad-
ventists have shunned physical symbols
in church-owned structures. 
The first Adventist church, in Wash-

ington, New Hampshire, was described
as a plain wooden structure.2 This
seemed to set the standard for church
buildings for many years. Some years
later, Ellen White counseled, “God would
not have His people expend means ex-
travagantly for show or ornament.”
Rather, she suggested, they should “ob-
serve neatness, order, taste, and plain
beauty”3 as they built their structures.

Steve: I do not know a great deal
about the Adventist tradition, but I do
understand the Catholic tradition. I had

20 years of education in Catholic insti-
tutions and have grown very comfort-
able and familiar with the use of sym-
bols. In my tradition, symbols are
sacramentals. Sacramentals are not
sacraments, but rather physical objects
that people use both to come to a deeper
understanding of their faith and to re-
mind them throughout the day of that
faith. For example, I often carry a rosary
in my pocket. When I reach for my spare
change, I also feel the rosary, which re-
minds me to pray more often than I do. 

Jerry: Since both of us are interested
in the administration of schools, we
decided to survey principals of both
Catholic and Adventist schools regard-
ing the use of physical symbols to
transmit each denomination’s religious
beliefs. As a working definition, we
used the following: Something that rep-
resents something else; a material object
used to represent something invisible.
We developed a questionnaire pro-

tocol so that we could ask similar ques-
tions of the principals of the two types
of schools. I conducted telephone in-
terviews with principals in 20 Adventist
schools, 10 elementary and 10 second-
ary, all in the United States. While I did
not conduct a random sample, I did get
a cross-section of schools throughout
the country—large and small elemen-
tary schools, and boarding and day sec-
ondary schools. In every case, the prin-
cipals were cooperative and happy to
talk with me about their schools.
For analytical purposes, we did not

use the standard interpretive tech-
niques that are typical of qualitative re-
search. Rather, we provided a docu-
mentary listing of what respondents
told us and reported the results in
summary format. 
It was not our intention to have the

final word on the subject but to stimu-
late discussion and further research.

Steve: I had the same experience
when I spoke with 10 elementary and 10
secondary principals from Catholic
schools in the United States. Although
none of the schools were boarding
schools, I deliberately chose a represen-
tative sample of Catholic schools
throughout the country. The principals
all were willing to give me a few minutes
to talk about their schools. Most of the
time, the few minutes turned into a con-
versation that lasted about 45 minutes. 

Jerry: In my telephone interviews, I
first identified myself as a professor at
Andrews University and explained the
kind of research that I was doing. I also
mentioned that my friend Steve was
studying Catholic schools and asking
the same questions. Each interview
took about 20 minutes, although some
went much longer. I asked what types
of religious symbols were visible in
their school, if there were subtle ele-
ments of the structure that might have
symbolic meaning, and how these sym-
bols might be used to teach Adventist
beliefs. I also asked what it was about
the physical aspects of the building that
marked it as an Adventist school. A fur-
ther question asked principals what
physical symbols they had introduced
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since they had become principals and
what additional symbols they would
like to have. Finally, I asked principals
to make a general statement regarding
their feelings about religious symbols
in the school and how they could en-
hance or interfere with transmitting
the Adventist culture to the students.

Steve: I asked the same basic ques-
tions of the Catholic participants. I sur-
mised that most of them were a bit sur-
prised that someone would call to
speak with them about symbols. We
just take symbols for granted, like the
air we breathe. It is what philosophers
might call an existential. What I found
interesting is that my first question, like
Jerry’s, was about the physical symbols
found in the school. As I moved to the
later questions, they would return to
their first answer and add more and
more symbols to the discussion. I think
that the conversation was a good expe-
rience for them because they became
more and more conscious of some-
thing that they took for granted.

Jerry: The response to the telephone
survey was generally quite positive.
Most of the Adventist principals told
me they had never really thought about
the use of symbols in their school to
teach our Adventist beliefs. In fact, sev-
eral when first queried said, “We don’t
have any symbols.” However, as I
probed, they became aware of what
they did have in their school. For the
exterior of the school, the most com-
mon symbol was a sign that included
the word Christian or Adventist. Inside
the school, both in the public areas
such as hallways and lobby and in the
classrooms, the most common symbol
was a picture of Christ. Other symbols
mentioned by several principals were
signs or posters, and bulletin boards
with religious displays.
In addition to asking what symbols

were present, I probed to find out the
general feeling of the principal toward
the use of symbols in his or her school.
While most principals generally had a

positive attitude about the subject,  a few
thought we should be careful not to have
too much symbolism. This was more ev-
ident in the smaller elementary schools
than in the larger ones or in the second-
ary schools. A majority of the principals
had actually added physical symbols to
their schools during their tenure as prin-
cipals. However, it was very evident,
when I reviewed the survey of all the
schools, that Adventists, at least in the
United States, do not give much thought
to this subject as part of our overall edu-
cational strategy. In other words, there is
not much intentionality to the use of
symbols in Adventist schools. It seemed
to be only an afterthought.

Steve: Although the use of symbols
in Catholic schools is taken for
granted, I would not say that they are
an afterthought. They are there very
deliberately. We could not imagine a
Catholic school without them. Almost
every principal said there was a crucifix
in every room of the school. In one
school, a large crucifix was painted on
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the wall of the gymnasium. The cruci-
fix is the most predominant physical
symbol in Catholic schools. Every
Catholic school principal mentioned a
statue or picture of the Blessed Mother,
which serves as a reminder of the In-
carnation, that God became Man. In
most of the classrooms, Bibles were on
display, which remind us that we
Christians, like Jews and Moslems, are
people of the book. 
Several principals mentioned that

there was symbolic value in the school
being next to the church, which re-
minds people that children are the fu-
ture of the church. It is taken for
granted that Catholic school children
wear uniforms, which the principals in-
terpreted differently, some believing
that the uniforms symbolized that we
are all equal in the eyes of God, while
others seeing them as a symbol of the
dignity of each child. A prevalence of
physical symbols, especially the cruci-
fix, the Blessed Mother, and the saints
of the church, makes the school easily
identified as a Catholic school to any-
one who might be visiting the facility.
The richness of the iconography estab-
lishes the identity of the school.

Jerry: So, what do we make of all
this as far as Adventist schools are con-
cerned? The contrast we found be-
tween the Adventist and the Catholic
schools is quite significant. In the
Catholic schools, physical symbols play
an important role in transmitting their
religious heritage. The symbols are
closely tied to the doctrinal beliefs of
the church. It is obvious that Catholic
school leaders give a great deal of
thought to the use of symbols as they
design the curriculum and the instruc-
tional process. 
Adventists, by contrast, use symbols

in more of a decorative mode than as a
teaching strategy. The principals I
talked to had not given much thought
to the subject—at least not until I in-
terviewed them. Many saw only a ca-
sual connection between our spiritual
mission and the use of symbolism in
carrying out that mission.

Steve: What I heard in my conversa-
tions with the Catholic school princi-
pals is that some schools used symbols
more than others, but all the schools
used symbols. My reflection in this is
that symbols are not necessarily a
Catholic thing, but are a human thing.
Human beings are by nature symbolic.
When both of us visited two Adventist
schools, I noticed that some of the chil-
dren wore T-shirts with commercial
symbols like Pepsi Cola and their fa-
vorite music groups. In one classroom,
there was a statue of Francis of Assisi
surrounded by animals, which I am
sure was not just a decoration, but a re-
minder to children that God gave us

humans dominion over the earth and
all animals, and that we have an obliga-
tion to care for both. 

Jerry: I was heartened to find that the
predominant symbol in Adventist
schools is a picture of Jesus. This is cer-
tainly consistent with our Christ-cen -
tered approach to education. However, I
would suggest that we be much more in-
tentional about the use of symbols in
our schools, including them in our les-
son plans on a daily basis. Our mission
is to bring Adventist young people to a
closer relationship with the Lord Jesus
Christ, and we should not be casual
about it. In this, we have much to learn

27http:// jae.adventist.org                                                                                 The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011

Statue of Simon carrying 
Christ’s cross at 
Oakwood University, 
Huntsville, Alabama.

Quotation in the hallway 
of the School of Education at 
La Sierra University, 
Riverside, California.



from Catholic educators who have an
intentional approach to the use of their
major symbols in carrying out their
mission in Catholic schools. 

Conclusion
So here is a call for much more in-

tentionality on the part of our Advent-
ist school leaders and teachers in giving
attention to the matter of physical
symbols in our schools. They can be a
vital part of our educational program.
This needs to take place not only at the
local school level, but also as educa-
tional leaders at all levels of the church
structure should study ways we can be-
come more effective in carrying out
our vital mission for the church.

Steve: I could not agree with you
more. There is what we call the hidden
or the covert curriculum in schools.
That is what children learn in schools
above and beyond what we teach. If
children go through the school day
without any explicit mention of God
and the role that God plays in their
lives, then implicitly the children learn
that they can exist in their lives without
God. We do not intend to teach this,

but it happens. By surrounding chil-
dren with symbols, we can teach them
that God is a part of their lives and
wants to be a part of their lives. We as
adults, who create the structure of
schools, should show children that God
is meaningful in our lives. We can do
this through the symbols that we incor-
porate in our schools. In both faith
communities, symbols also convey to
parents, constituents, and the commu-
nity what the school’s values and its re-
ligious heritage are all about. 

Some Specific Suggestions 
We offer the following suggestions

for Adventist educational leaders to
consider:
1. Since using symbols to further the

instructional goals of Adventist schools
is not a part of our recent tradition, we
suggest that Adventist educators at the
regional and national levels give serious
thought as to which symbols might be
appropriate in Adventist schools and
how they might enhance student, par-
ent, and community understanding of
unique Adventist doctrines. Teachers

and lay board members may need
guidance in this area. Thus, leaders at
either the union or the North Ameri-
can Division level should offer some
guidance and advice. Because curricu-
lum is determined at the higher levels
of church organization, that is the ap-
propriate place for symbols to be inte-
grated into the curriculum in ways that
support and enhance the teaching of
our doctrinal beliefs.
2. School principals can survey their

facilities to identify what symbols al-
ready exist. The results of the survey will
help identify the appropriateness of ex-
isting symbols and indicate what might
be missing that would clearly identify
the institution as an Adventist school.
3. School principals can, as a result

of the survey recommended above, de-
velop a master plan for the inclusion of
appropriate symbols throughout the
school campus. Thus, there would be
some degree of intentionality in the
placement of these symbols rather than
merely a decorative approach to their
use. It is most important to keep in
mind the purpose of symbols—teach-
ing the doctrines of the Bible from a
unique Adventist perspective. 
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A word of warning is appropriate
here: Symbols can have multiple mean-
ings. Great care must be taken to en-
sure that the symbols chosen do not
carry a negative meaning that may not
be apparent to the adults but is widely
known by youth. Certainly, the picture
of Jesus or the symbol for the three an-
gels of Revelation 14 are appropriate
and have an historical as well as philo-
sophical connection to Adventism.
However, some symbols, such as the
three angels, are unique to Adventism

and are not understood by the general
population. Other symbols might need
more thought before they are displayed
in the school. Care must be taken that
symbols are not offensive to other cul-
tural or church groups and national or
local organizations.

4. As we have mentioned above, in-
tentionality is very important in the
placement of symbols throughout the
Adventist school campus. Thus, teach-
ers should be encouraged to include
within their daily lesson plans religious
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symbols as a focal point in their teach-
ing. Both art and Bible classes lend
themselves well to the use of symbols
in teaching. In the study of science with
its multitude of symbols, the creative
teacher can find many parallels to the
use of symbols to communicate ideas
about the “science of salvation.” The
same holds true for math classes.
Teachers should be intentional when
choosing themes for display on bulletin
boards.

5. We strongly recommend that Ad-

ventist schools periodically conduct re-
search to assess children’s understand-
ing of the symbols that are present
within the classroom and throughout
the campus to determine their effec-
tiveness as teaching tools. It is not
enough just to add symbols to the bar-
ren walls of the school. They must have
some purpose, and administrators
must determine whether that purpose
is being achieved. This must be an on-
going process.

6. We also might suggest that stu-
dents in our schools be involved in
identifying the symbols that would re-

mind them of the Adventist faith and
in suggesting ways that symbols can be
integrated into the daily program of
the school.  �

Stained-glass window at Union College Adventist church, Lincoln, Nebraska.
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The Latest North American Division Profile Survey Results

B Y  L A RRY  D .  BURTON  AND  E LV E THA  D E RR I CK  T E L EMAQUE

A round the world, schools and school systems seem to
galvanize the populations they serve. People tend to align
with one of two camps: supporters and critics. Some
proclaim the achievements of the schools, others lament
their shortcomings. The same is true for Adventist insti-

tutions. In such an environment, it is important for school systems to
assure their constituents that they maintain reasonable standards that
support excellence in education. 
One generally accepted standard for teacher quality in the United

States and Canada is the completion of a formal teacher-education pro-
gram, which qualifies the candidate for a teaching certificate. For exam-
ple, research indicates that graduates from programs accredited by the
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) score
better on measures of teacher content knowledge than do graduates of
unaccredited programs.1 Perhaps more importantly, the students of
teachers who have completed a formal teacher-certification program tend
to outperform the students of instructors who are not certified, even
when those uncertified teachers come from “selective” universities. Only
after completing a certification program do these teachers from “selec-
tive” universities begin to have the same impact on student learning as
do already certified teachers.2 Research also shows that qualification levels
affect teacher commitment to the profession. Teachers who have not
completed teacher-education programs are much more likely to leave the

Quality and 
Commitment

of Adventist Educators



profession than those who have done so.3

As with all professions, teaching requires continual upgrad-
ing through continuing education, graduate study, and other
forms of professional development. When a teacher enters the
profession, he or she is awarded a “probationary” certificate,
generally valid for three years, during which time the teacher
must have completed additional education and satisfactorily
completed a trial period in a K-12 classroom. Thus, research
on teachers’ educational levels and their teaching certificates
can provide a view of the quality of the teachers in an educa-
tional system.
A second generally ac-

cepted school quality indi-
cator is the relative stability
of its faculty. Teachers do
not want to remain in
schools that are in trouble
or failing. Conversely, edu-
cators are more committed
to schools that are success-
ful. Some public school
teachers even take pay cuts
to work at a school that
is functioning well and
achieving its mission. What
about Seventh-day Advent-
ist teachers in the North
American Division (U.S.,
Canada, and Bermuda)?
What do the indicators tell
us about their quality and
commitment to the system?

The Study
In an effort to answer

these questions, the North
American Division Curricu-
lum Committee (NADCC)
commissioned a research
team coordinated by the
Andrews International Cen-
ter for Educational Research
(AICER) to conduct the
most recent of the Profile
studies. Profile 2007 sur-
veyed teachers at every level
of the K-12 education sys-
tem in NAD (elementary,
junior academy, and acad-
emy), conference-level ad-
ministrators, and teacher
educators in NAD colleges
and universities. The study
pooled information on
three measures of teacher
quality and four indicators
of commitment. Quality in-

dicators included the teachers’ highest earned degree, current
certifica tion(s), and continuing education. Commitment in di -
cators included the number of years he or she had taught in the
Seventh-day Adventist school system and at the current school,
the teacher’s likelihood of continuing to work at his or her pres-
ent school, and of continuing to work in the Adventist system. 

A Profile of the Respondents
Of the Profile 2007’s 945 respondents, 547 provided ade-

quate demographic information to facilitate organizing them
into job categories. Of these,
320 were elementary or jun-
ior academy teachers, 152
were academy teachers, 44
were administrators, and 31
were teacher educators. Ap-
proximately one-third of all
respondents reported that
they had worked in the Ad-
ventist system for 10 years or
less, while just over one-
fourth had worked in the
system for more than 25
years (see Table 1). Almost
one-fifth of the respondents
had worked in the system for
five years or less (n=111, 19.6
percent). 

Educator Quality
Degrees Held
Data analysis revealed a

relationship between degrees
held and the respondents’
job type. More than half of
the junior academy, academy
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Percent
2004

Frequency 
2007
n=566

Frequency 
2004
n=535

Percent
2007

Degree Type Elementary
n=240

Junior
Academy

n=80

Academy
n=152

Admin- 
istrator
n=32

Teacher
Educator

n=25

Table 1 Respondents by Years in Adventist System

1-5 years 111 19.6 88 16.4

6-10 years 83 14.7 102 19.1

11-15 years 95 16.8 73 13.6

16-20 years 61 10.8 74 13.8

21-25 years 62 11.0 80 15.0

26-30 years 76 13.4 54 10.1

31-35 years 48 8.5 35 6.5

36-40 years 22 3.9 24 4.5

41-45 years 5 0.9 4 0.7

46 or more 3 0.5 1 0.2

Table 2 Highest Degree Earned by Job Type: n (%)

High School 3 (1.3) 2 (2.5) 1 (0.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Associate’s 1 (0.4) 1 (1.3) 2 (1.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Bachelor’s 113 (47.1) 34 (42.5) 63 (41.4) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Master’s 110 (45.8) 41 (51.3) 79 (52.0) 23 (71.9) 3 (12.0)

Specialist 7 (2.9) 1 (1.3) 1 (0.7) 5 (15.6) 0 (0.0)

Doctoral 2 (0.8) 0 (0.0) 4 (2.6) 4 (12.5) 22 (88.0)

Other 4 (1.7) 1 (1.3) 2 (1.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)



teachers, and conference administrators indicated their highest
degree held was at the Master’s level (see Table 2 on page 31).
Slightly more elementary teachers held Bachelor’s degrees than
Master’s degrees (45.8 percent). Conference-level administra-
tors and principals were much more likely to hold specialist or
Doctoral degrees than K-12 teachers, and almost all teacher ed-
ucators held Doctoral degrees. Thus, the level of education
tended to rise as the job description moved from teaching
younger children to instructing adolescents and adults, or into
full-time administration.

Teacher Certification
North American Division issues four

levels of certification to its teachers: Basic,
Conditional, Standard, and Professional.
The Basic certificate is issued to teachers
who completed their Bachelor’s degree
but lack the required teacher-training
components. The Conditional certificate
is issued to new/first-time teachers who
have completed an approved teacher-
training program and are in the first three
years of their teaching career. The Stan-
dard certificate is issued to teachers who
have satisfactorily completed three years
in the classroom and additional certifica-
tion components. The Professional cer-
tificate is the highest level of certification
given to NAD teachers, and is reserved for
teachers who have attained advanced de-
grees and documented success in the
classroom. Approximately 50 percent of
the respondents in the K-12 schools indi-
cated they held Professional certificates
(see Table 3). All conference administra-
tors and teacher educators who re-
sponded to the Profile study, 100 percent
and 80 percent, respectively, held Profes-
sional certificates. While very few survey
participants said they held no type of de-
nominational certification, this response
was more likely at the academy level. Per-
haps this is due to schools hiring persons
with subject-specific training, who have
not completed teacher-certification requirements. 
In addition to denominational certificates, some states and

provinces require private school teachers to hold government-
issued teaching certificates. Profile 2007 researchers discovered
that 43.4 percent of the respondents did not hold state certifi-
cation (see Table 4). Teacher educators were the group most
likely to hold state/provincial teaching certificates (80 percent).
More than half of the responding K-12 teachers held state or
provincial teaching certificates. Conference administrators were
less likely to hold state or provincial certificates: more than half
surveyed (53.1 percent) lacked any type of government-issued
certificate. As some states or provinces in the United States and
Canada do not require teachers in private school systems to

meet state certification requirement, this pattern of responses
was not surprising.

Continuing Education
The final measure of teacher quality in Profile 2007 was con-

tinuing education. Analysis of the data revealed that approxi-
mately 80 percent of K-12 teachers surveyed were pursuing
continuing education and professional development to either
gain or renew their denominational teaching certificate (see

Table 5). Half of all K-12 teachers who responded to the survey
indicated they were working on obtaining, renewing, or up-
grading to a higher level of state or provincial certification.
Conference-level administrators and teacher educators were
the least likely of all educators surveyed to be receiving profes-
sional development. This could be due to a combination of sev-
eral factors. First, administrators and teacher educators often
fill roles as providers of training and professional development
to teachers. Second, administrators and teacher educators are
more likely to possess tertiary degrees, and thus be less inclined
to engage in further education. Third, since administrators and
teacher educators tend to be older than the general classroom
teacher, their current certificates may not expire before they re-
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Certificate
Type

Elementary
n=240

Junior
Academy

n=80

Academy
n=152

Admin- 
istrator
n=32

Teacher
Educator

n=25

Certificate
Type

Elementary
n=240

Junior
Academy

n=80

Academy
n=152

Admin- 
istrator
n=32

Teacher
Educator

n=25

Table 3 Adventist Certifications Held by Job Type: n (%)

None 7 (2.9) 1 (1.3) 12 (7.9) 1 (3.1) 5 (20.0)

Conditional 20 (8.3) 9 (11.3) 11 (7.2) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Basic 14 (5.8) 5 (6.3) 13 (8.6) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Standard 72 (30.0) 24 (30.0) 36 (23.7) 31 (96.9) 0 (0.0)

Professional 127 (52.9) 41 (51.3) 80 (52.6) 0 (0.0) 20 (80.0)

Table 4 State/Provincial Certifications Held by Job Type: n (%)

None 102 (42.5) 33 (41.3) 72 (47.4) 17 (53.1) 5 (20.0)

Conditional 4 (1.7) 4 (5.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Basic 23 (9.6) 7 (8.8) 13 (8.6) 0 (0.0) 2 (8.0)

Standard 53 (22.1) 12 (15.0) 27 (17.8) 4 (12.5) 4 (16.0)

Professional 58 (24.2) 24 (30.0) 40 (26.3) 11 (34.4) 14 (56.0)



tire. Finally, there are no requirements for certification of
teacher educators, and therefore no external motivation for
them to engage in professional development. 

Teacher Commitment
Survey respondents’ commitment to the Adventist educa-

tional system was measured by the following questions: (1)
How many years have you worked at your current school? (2)

How likely are you to remain working at
your current school for the next three
years? (3) How many years have you
worked in the Adventist system? (4) How
likely are you to remain in the Adventist
system for the next three years?
In 2007, the average elementary

teacher said he or she had worked 16.34
years in the denominational schools,
slightly up from 15.25 years reported in
the Profile study in 2004. Academy teach-
ers had worked an average of 17.24 years,
also slightly up from 16.74 years in 2004.4

The standard deviations for these figures
were around 10 to 11 years, which indi-
cates a fairly balanced distribution of
both less-experienced and more-experi-
enced teachers working in the system (see
Table 1). The median for the reported
years working in the Adventist system was
15 for elementary and academy teachers,
and 13 for junior academy teachers. Most
of the teachers had been working in the
Adventist system between 3 and 25 years.
The similarity in the data for 2007 and
2004 suggest that staffing in the Adventist
school system is stable, and that these ed-
ucators are committed to working for the
denomination.
When asked about the likelihood of

their remaining in their current school
during the next three years, almost half of
elementary teachers surveyed (48.3 per-
cent) selected “very likely” as their re-
sponse (see Table 6). When the top two
levels of possible responses were com-
bined, almost three-fourths of elemen-
tary teachers indicated that they were ei-
ther “quite likely” or “very likely” to
remain at their current school. More than
half of all other types of respondents in-
dicated they were “very likely” to remain
in their current school or position. Just
over three-fourths of junior academy
teachers (77.5 percent), academy teachers
(77.7 percent), and conference adminis-
trators (78.2 percent) checked “quite
likely” or “very likely” as their response.
Teacher educators were the most likely to

say that they planned to stay in their current position for three
more years.
The teachers surveyed seemed slightly more committed to

working in the Adventist system than in their current school.
Between 72 percent and 79 percent of elementary and junior
academy teachers said they would “very likely” continue to
work in the church school system for three more years. Only a
small percentage (less than 8 percent) of the K-12 teachers in-

33http:// jae.adventist.org                                                                                  The Journal of Adventist Education • December 2010/January 2011

Certificate
Type

Elementary
n=240

Junior
Academy

n=80

Academy
n=152

Admin- 
istrator
n=32

Teacher
Educator

n=25

Table 5 Level of Denominational Certification Working Toward [n (%)]

None 46 (19.2) 16 (20.0) 34 (22.4) 10 (31.3) 15 (60.0)

Conditional 1 (0.4) 1 (1.3) 2 (1.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Basic 9 (3.8) 2 (2.5) 6 (3.9) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Standard 27 (11.3) 7 (8.8) 8 (5.3) 0 (0.0) 1 (4.0)

Professional 55 (22.9) 14 (17.5) 35 (23.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (4.0)

Cert Renewal 102 (42.5) 40 (50.0) 67 (44.1) 22 (68.8) 8 (32.0)

Table 6 K-12 Teachers’ Likelihood of Remaining in Their Current School for
Three More Years (%)

Not likely Less likely Quite likely Very likely

Elementary 16.3 10.0 25.4 48.3

Junior Academy 12.5 10.0 17.5 60.0

Academy 13.8 8.6 22.4 55.3

Administrators 18.8 3.1 24.0 64.0
(current position)

Not likely Less likely Quite likely Very likely

Elementary 5.4 5.8 15.8 72.9

Junior Academy 7.5 5.0 8.8 78.8

Academy 7.9 7.2 15.8 69.1

Administrators 11.4 27.2 9.1 52.3

Table 7 Educators’ Likelihood of Remaining in the Adventist System for Three
More Years (%)



dicated they were “not likely” to remain in the system for an-
other three years.
Analysis of the measures of teacher quality and indicators of

commitment reveal that educators in NAD are experienced, well
trained, and display a high level of commitment to serving the
church.

Conclusions
The overall patterns shown by these quality indicators—ed-

ucation, certifications, and continuing education—suggest that
North American Division Adventist educators at the elemen-
tary and secondary levels prepare themselves for excellence in
service through formal education and by meeting current cer-
tification standards. These findings continue to document a
pattern of stable, committed educators in the division’s educa-
tional system.5 Maintaining a high quality, committed, and sta-
ble work force is important to ensuring high standards and
quality in any school system. In order to retain well-prepared
and committed teachers in the Adventist system and to ensure
that constituents are aware of the high-quality teachers em-
ployed by the church’s schools, we recommend that Adventist
leaders consider the following actions:
• Give further study to reasons for teacher commitment or

lack of commitment to their current schools and the Adventist
system.
• Explore approaches to encourage K-12 educators to seek and

maintain government-issued teaching certificates in addition to
maintaining their denominational certificates. Increasing the
number of teachers in the Adventist system who possess govern-
ment credentials will help teachers, schools, and the system re-
spond to critics who allege that Adventist educators are not as
well prepared as teachers in public or other school systems.
• Explore approaches to encourage system-level administra-

tors and teacher educators to pursue continuing education.
This will ensure that they stay on the cutting edge of adminis-
trative and professional trends. �

To access the entire Profile 2007 report, go to the following
Website: http://circle.adventist.org/download/Profile07report.pdf.
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T he year 2009 marked the
40th anniversary of the
Internet. Technology is a
part of almost every stu-
dent’s life today. In some

countries, access to computers is a
right, not just a privilege. For instance,
France has made access to the Internet
a “human right.” As of July 2010, it is
also a legal right in Finland. And, in
2009, Uruguay became the first Latin-
American country to provide every
student in public elementary school
with a computer through The One
Laptop per Child program.1 The new
Web-based culture has resulted in ex-
citing new ways to communicate, so-
cialize, learn, and be entertained. How-
ever, online technology shares certain
negative characteristics:
• It can be difficult to escape as well

as invasive—it can occur anywhere,
anytime; 
• It can involve harmful material

being widely and rapidly disseminated
to a large audience. For example, ru-
mors and images can be posted on
public forums or sent to many people
at once; and
• It can provide the bully with a sense

of relative anonymity and distance from
the victim, so there is a lack of immedi-
ate feedback or consequences.2

These characteristics increase the
likelihood that the Internet will be ex-
ploited for malicious purposes, such as
recruiting people for all manner of
cults and hate groups, distributing
pornography (including sexually ex-
plicit photos of children), giving pe-
dophiles access to vast numbers of
young victims, and facilitating hate
speech and bullying.
Unfortunately, the growth of the In-

ternet has given rise to endless new
ways to threaten, harass, abuse, insult,
and bully others through “cyberbully-
ing,” defined as “the willful and re-
peated harm inflicted through the use
of computers, cell phones, and other
electronic devices.”3 High-tech bully-
ing, which ranges from barrages of
teasing texts to sexually harassing
group Websites, is a growing issue. 
While cyberbullying may occur sep-

arate from real-life interaction between
bully and victim, it often only extends
and exacerbates harassment that occurs
on playgrounds and in school hallways.
Cyberbullying allows perpetrators to
threaten victims both face to face and

electronically. (“When I see you at
school tomorrow, my friends and I am
going to beat you up.”) Even if cyber-
bullying does not produce acting-out
behavior that results in bruises and lac-
erations, it is just as harmful to the psy-
che of the victim as traditional types of
bullying—it still creates fear and emo-
tional distress. Cyberbullying:

• Can take place 24/7—not just dur-
ing school hours; 
• Invades the victim’s home and per-

sonal space as well as the school envi-
ronment; 

• Often occurs with some expectation
of anonymity, since perpetrators can use
temporary e-mail accounts, pseudonyms
in chat rooms, and disposable cell
phones to mask their identity; 

• Makes it easy for bystanders to be-
come perpetrators by forwarding e-
mails, text messages, and photos, and
participating in online discussions; 

• Can last longer and can reach
much farther than face-to-face bully-
ing, sometimes building over weeks
and months, with the messages being
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OF THE 
TRADITIONAL 
CLASSROOM

CYBER
BULLYING

Facts About Cyberbullying

• According to the National Crime Prevention Council, cyber-
bullying affects almost half of all American teens.4

• Eighty-five percent of middle school children report being
cyberbullied at least once.5

• Thirty-two percent of American teens who use the Internet
report some form of online harassment.6

• Online harassment can begin as early as second grade. Most
cyberbullying involving elementary students and teens is done
by their peers.7

• In one recent study, when students were asked why their
peers engage in cyberbullying, an astonishing 81 percent said
it was “because they found it funny.”8



stored indefinitely in multiple online
locations;

• Makes it more difficult to identify
perpetrators, as they and their targets
often do not fit the profile of those who
engage in face-to-face bullying; 

• Allows perpetrators to intimidate
and humiliate through the sharing of
e-mails, texts, photos, or videos with
many people simultaneously in a way
that other forms of bullying cannot ac-
complish;

• May be invisible to parents and ed-
ucators who do not visit social net-
working sites or know how to track
computer use.9

Harmful Effects of Cyberbullying
Too often, bullying is dismissed as

an expected childhood rite of passage.10

Children who are teased are often told
to “ignore it.” However, the experience
of being bullied can cause long-term
damage. Victims need not be physically
harmed in order to suffer lasting psy-
chological trauma. Bullying is an at-
tempt to instill fear and self-loathing.
Being the repetitive target of bullying
damages a person’s ability to view him-
self or herself as a desirable, capable,
and effective individual. This can result
in loss of productivity in school, as well
as psychological and psychosomatic
distress and dysfunctional social and
emotional responses.11 For, example,
eating disorders and chronic illnesses
have affected many young people tor-
mented by cyberbullies.12 Cyberbully-
ing has even resulted in suicide.13

In fact, youth who are the targets of
cyberbullying at school are at greater
risk for depression than either the per-
petrators or the victims of traditional
bullying, according to a recent survey of
sixth- to 10th-grade students conducted
by researchers at the National Institutes
of Health.14 Previous studies showed
that the highest depression scores oc-
curred in adolescents who were both
bullies and victims. The study authors
wrote in the Journal of Adolescent Health
that “unlike traditional bullying which
usually involves a face-to-face con-
frontation, cyber victims may not see or
identify their harasser; as such, cyber

victims may be more likely to feel iso-
lated, dehumanized or helpless at the
time of the attack.” 
It is possible that the damage caused

by cyberbullying may be greater than
the harm caused by traditional bully-
ing. Online communication can be ex-
tremely vicious. Once it is distributed
worldwide, it is often irretrievable. Fur-
thermore, electronic media empower
“group bullies” because other people
can pile on additional hateful messages.
There is no escape for those who are
electronically bullied because the vic-
timization is constant and repetitive.15

Finally, students may be reluctant to
report either being bullied themselves,
or their awareness of bullying by oth-
ers, because they fear retaliation or
having their Internet and cell phone
privileges withdrawn.16

The damage inflicted by hate speech
and cyberbullying makes it clear that
teachers and parents need to become
more aware of this phenomena and ef-
fective ways to prevent and stop it.
Thus, administrators need to create
and enforce comprehensive school
policies, as well as education programs,
to deal with this troubling problem.
Because Adventist schools are com-

mitted to providing a wholistic educa-
tion that combines academic and social
skills, they cannot assume that since cy-
berbullying occurs outside of school
hours or using non-school-owned de-
vices, that it is none of their business
(see sidebar). They have both the legal
and moral responsibility to teach chil-
dren how God wants us to treat one
another, and to provide a safe environ-
ment for learning. Preventing emo-
tional and physical harm to children,
who are the object of God’s special re-
gard “‘Whoever welcomes one such

child in my name welcomes me’” (see
Matthew 18:1-5, NRSV)17 should be a
priority in Adventist schools. There-
fore, knowledge of cyberethics is vital
for teachers and students. 
Administrators should make sure

that teachers receive training in pre-
venting and dealing with cyberbully-
ing, and adopt appropriate policies that
combine clear definitions with appro-
priate penalties. 

Prevention Programs
One of the most widely researched

programs to combat bullying in school
is the Olweus Bullying Prevention Pro-
gram, which was first developed in the
early 1980s in Norway and Sweden by
psychologist Dan Olweus.18 This pro-
gram was originally designed to work
with interventions at three levels:
schoolwide, classroom, and individual.
The components of this program,
which are applicable in both face-to-
face and cyberbullying, are as follows:

• Choose a coordinating committee;
• Do a needs assessment;
• Provide professional development

for teachers and other school employ-
ees;

• Create and enforce policies that in-
clude appropriate consequences;

• Ensure increased supervision of
problem areas;

• Involve parents;
• Combine classroom education

with the opportunity for participants
to discuss concerns; and

• Perform individual interventions
that address the needs of the victims,
bullies, and both sets of parents.19

Adults must model ethical and virtu-
ous conduct on the Internet, teach stu-
dents about dangers online, and moni-
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dministrators should make sure that
teachers receive training in preventing

and dealing with cyberbullying, and adopt 
appropriate policies that combine clear defini-
tions with appropriate penalties.
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tor use of school computers so that stu-
dents understand what it means to be-
have ethically, and to protect themselves
against electronic bullying.20

Dealing with the many avenues of
cyberbullying and cyberthreats will re-
quire significant revisions in most
schools’ policies, which may not even
include clear prohibitions of tradi-
tional bullying. A team should be
formed that includes a member of the
school administration, the school
counselor, one or more teachers, the
technology coordinator, librarian or
media specialist, and school resource
officers. After receiving training and
studying the policies of other schools,
the team should establish specific
guidelines for the use of school com-
puters as well as student-owned devices
on campus. Because of the rapid devel-
opment of technology, school policies
need to be reviewed frequently and up-
dated as necessary. The policies relating
to bullying must be comprehensive
enough to cover both face-to-face and
electronic harassment. 
The Computer Crime and Intellec-

tual Property Section of the United
States Department of Justice provides a
model Acceptable Use Policy (AUP),
which schools can adapt for their
needs. This policy includes detailed in-
formation about the safe and responsi-
ble use of computers and the Internet;
and provides suggestions for discipline,
supervision, and monitoring.21

The school’s AUP should be specific
about the following areas: appropriate
use of school- and student-owned
computers on campus, where and
when cameras and electronic devices
are allowed, and what will happen if a
student is caught using a device at a
prohibited time or place.22

Effective supervision and monitoring
is essential for deterrence, detection, in-
vestigation, and response to incidents of
cyberbullying. An effective approach for
teachers can use is to frequently and
randomly review the browser history file
of individual students whenever they
use the Internet in class, computer labs,
or in the school library.23 

The Federal Children’s Internet Pro-
tection Act (CIPA), passed by the U.S.
Congress in 2000 and upheld by the
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The U.S. Constitution guarantees specific rights: The Fourth Amendment pro-
hibits “unreasonable” searches and seizures, and the Fifth Amendment es-
tablishes the requirement of due process.1 However, in the educational set-

ting, these rights apply only to students in the nation’s public schools. Private K-12
institutions have far more leeway to conduct investigations, withhold findings if
they choose, and suspend or expel a student. In the U.S., private school relation-
ships fall under the purview of tuition and employment contracts. When a student
enrolls in a private school, his or her parents (or the student, if an adult) and the
school are bound by the provisions of a contract that makes certain demands and
provides certain guarantees to the participants.2 Thus, contract law allows schools
to hold students accountable for their actions.

Taking disciplinary action against a student who does something illegal outside
of school hours and off school grounds may exceed a school’s normal authority
and potentially lead to lawsuits. American courts have reviewed several of the
cases where the school has taken disciplinary action with regard to cyberbullying
that occurred outside of school. In the past, in most cases U.S. judges have ruled
against the school, but some are now ruling in the school’s favor on the basis that
these matters affect the safety of the school’s program.

Adopting an acceptable-use policy (AUP) enables administrators to spell out ex-
actly what constitutes permissible use of the school’s technology and computer sys-
tems. AUPs constitute legal documents when they are signed by both parents and
students, and are thereby binding on both the parents and the school (and the stu-
dents themselves once they are of age). By adding a provision that prohibits students
from engaging in dangerous or abusive actions that directly affect another student,
the institution, or its staff, the school is empowered to deal appropriately with dan-
gerous or abusive conduct. Thus, the behavior’s impact on the school, its safety, and
the well-being of its staff and students is what triggers the school’s authority, not
whether the actions took place on a school computer during school hours.

The fact that an incident occurs, no matter how tragic, does not automatically
make the school liable. The law imposes a legal duty on teachers and schools to
ensure the safety and well-being of students in their care. Unfortunately, there is
no clear-cut formula to establish when a duty of care is owed. However, there are
two important factors relating to reasonable foreseeability and proximity. For ex-
ample, the school has a duty to take positive steps to keep students safe from rea-
sonably foreseeable risks, and a court may find it negligent if it fails to do so. The
school is not, however, required to ensure that injury does not occur.3 Professional
educators have the responsibility of supervising students and using their knowl-
edge and wisdom to anticipate and prevent problems from occurring. Thus, more
care is expected from teachers than from, say, teachers’ aides or school secre-
taries (unless they are the sole supervisor of a group of children).

Laws in other countries may differ from those in the United States. For more in-
formation, please consult local statutes or seek legal counsel from someone who
specializes in school and contract law.
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United States Supreme Court in 2003,
requires that American public schools
and libraries install filtering software
on computers with Internet access in
order to remain eligible for federal
funding.24 This software blocks Inter-
net content that is deemed inappropri-
ate for students by either site blocking
or content monitoring. Private institu-
tions should also install these filters on
school computers. However, adult
oversight is still necessary since techno-
logically sophisticated students can
find ways around and through the fil-
tering software.25

A comprehensive approach to man-
aging student Internet use is needed. It
should focus strongly on protecting
younger students by only allowing
them access to sites that have been re-
viewed for appropriateness, adult over-
sight and training, and open and trans-
parent communication. At the high
school level, the strategy must focus on
standards and effective technical moni-
toring to ensure accountability. The key
components of a comprehensive ap-
proach must include: incorporating the
use of the Internet in the curriculum,
clear and well-communicated policy,
and supervision and monitoring by
both adults and peers.26

The school can also help facilitate
parent and community outreach and
education programs through newslet-
ters and workshops.27 Information
should include an overview of the con-
cerns; how to prevent and detect cyber-
bullying, and intervene if children are
victims; current case law regarding cy-
berbullying; legal consequences of elec-
tronic harassment within and outside
school grounds; and strategies to em-
power and activate bystanders. Having

resources available in the school office
and online can be helpful to parents
who otherwise may not know where to
turn for information and assistance.

Peer Mentoring
Much e-safety advice for young peo-

ple revolves around the need to tell
someone about what is happening to
them. However, for many young people,
telling an adult, whether it be a parent,
guardian, or teacher, is a daunting and
embarrassing prospect. Peer mentor
programs provide a way for young peo-
ple to seek the help they need by talking
to peers who understand the issues and
are able to support them in a non-
threatening, safe environment. 
Peer mentoring has been fruitful in

reducing traditional bullying and inter-
personal conflict within schools and
should be considered in a comprehen-
sive approach to preventing all types of
bullying.28 Through peer mentoring,
older students can help change the way
elementary students think about the
harassment or mistreatment of others,
while encouraging them to participate
in developing solutions that foster re-
spect and acceptance of others.
Mentors will need training before

they can work with younger children.
Mentor training should focus on ac-
quainting participants with the varied
issues relating to bullying, including cy-
berbullying, such as an understanding of
how mobile phones, social networking
sites, instant messaging and other tools
can all be a vehicle for the bullying of
young people. By using role-play exer-
cises, trainers can help the student men-
tor develop empathy with those who
have been victimized. The peer mentors
develop a clear but flexible scripted
process they can go through with young
people needing support to ensure they

receive a consistent, appropriate experi-
ence when seeking help.
Peer mentoring can be accomplished

in a number of ways, depending on cur-
rent needs. For example, during one-on-
one sessions, a high school mentor
would meet with a middle school victim
to offer support and help. Or high
school students could regularly talk in-
formally with groups of middle school-
ers in the cafeteria during lunch. A few
high school students could also organize
a formal presentation for small groups
of middle school students. Finally, high
school students can present skits for
younger students in auditoriums or
cafeterias. Peer mentors can work one
on one with students or with small
groups using role playing to discuss In-
ternet safety and responsibility. 
Peer mentors can also maintain a

“drop in center,” a comfortable and re-
laxed place where students can talk
about a problem and ask for help to
work out a solution. It is easier for stu-
dents to talk to a peer mentor in this
type of environment because it pro-
vides a higher level of privacy.
Newsletters or school newspapers

can serve as valuable tools for peer
mentors to use in helping curb cyber-
bullying. The center would be assigned
to write a “Dear Abby”-type column
that provides useful advice to students
who have anonymously submitted
questions about their concerns.

Conclusion
Adventist schools must be places

where students can learn about Christ
and prepare for life in a safe, academi-
cally stimulating place. Schools can use
the Web to help students expand their
world and learn in fun ways. But it is
also a place where students are vulnera-
ble to cyberbullying and other types of
victimization. Because cellular phones
go everywhere with their owners, this
makes students potentially a continu-
ous target for victimization. 
As with other forms of physical or

emotional intimidation, schools must
combine awareness and regularly up-
dated school policy with education,
moral training, and teaching and mod-
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eer mentors can . . . maintain a “drop
in center,” a comfortable and relaxed

place where students can talk about a prob-
lem and ask for help to work out a solution.

P



eling the Golden Rule to prevent harm
to students due to all types of bullying,
including cyberbullying. �
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The 
Learning
Factory:

Making Your 
Classroom Run 

Like a

Well-Oiled
Machine



B Y  J O Y  B R U N T  V E V E R K A

T
he black-and-white cer  a mic plaque (illustrated below)1

caught my eye as I waited in the checkout line at the dis -
count store. Chuckling, I picked it up, adding it to the stack
of classroom supplies. If given the opportunity, how would

the parents at your school fill in those blanks? 
Marzano’s words came back to me, “We live in an era when

research tells us that the teacher is probably the single most im-
portant factor affecting student achievement—at least the single
most important factor that we can do much about.”2 What can
teachers do to provide the best possible school year or term? 
At the beginning of each term, bulletin boards sport fresh

ideas, desks glisten from cleaning during the semester break,
but will students entering the classroom have their enthusiastic
expectations met? Will they be engaged in the learning? Will it
be a time of soaring or of just enduring? What needs to be in
place before the semester begins? What makes a positive impact
on the learning experience? As
a teacher, how can you utilize
resources and enlist others to
provide an even stronger and
more effective learning envi-
ronment?
Each day, through dozens of

interactions with students, we
make a difference in the expe-
riences of children. How does
everything come together to
produce first-rate Adventist ed-
ucation? First, well-thought-
out practices, habits, and traits
ensure effective classroom man -
agement. Second, the teaching-
learning experience is en-
hanced through the integration of curricular planning and
brain-compatible learning techniques. Thirdly, by enlisting the
help of others, the teacher creates a richer and more successful
learning environment.

Practices and Procedures
Harry and Rosemary Wong’s tremendously popular book,

The First Days of School,3 a must-read for every teacher, offers
tips for organizing the classroom during those very important
beginnings. Spanning the spectrum from teacher responsibili-
ties to captivating students to dealing with parents, his tips on
organizational methods leave no stone unturned. Any teacher
with questions on how to begin the school year in a positive
way can find suggestions and ideas here. 
The school term begins long before students arrive. Proce-

dures, set in place and displayed on the wall so students can see
them, prevent many problems from occurring. Practicing those
procedures during the first few days of a new year or semester
helps students learn acceptable methods of dealing with daily
routines, from entering the classroom, to forming lines, turning
in assignments, dealing with materials, and getting ready for
dismissal. Many cultures have a variety of adages that describe

the advantages of preparing early. Never is this more true, or
more important, than in the classroom.

Physical Surroundings
If the classroom reflects the character of the learning that

occurs within its walls, what message does yours send to stu-
dents, parents, and visitors? You can design the décor so that
students entering on the first day of school will get a glimpse
of what they will be learning throughout the year. 
As the year progresses, give regular attention to the am-

biance of the classroom. Is it tidy and clean or disorganized and
cluttered? Is it filled with interesting artifacts, posters, bulletin
boards, science projects, children’s artwork, learning centers,
computer work stations, and tables for group work? Does it in-
dicate that thought has gone into classroom management and
organization? As you walk into the classroom, look around and

consider how other people will
react when they enter the
room. The classroom can be
both a showcase of the learning
going on there as well as a way
to reinforce the concepts being
taught, as students see what
they are studying. 
Nine Bodybrain-Compati-

ble Elements described by
Susan Kovalik explain basic
fundamentals for the class-
room. Among those is “a learn-
ing environment that reflects
what is being taught.”4 After
adding plants, framed art, re-
alia, and adequate lighting to

create a pleasant environment in which students can learn and
have fun, it is time to select curricular elements that help ensure
that they achieve higher levels of learning such as interpretation

Resources for Organizing and 
Managing Classrooms

Nine Bodybrain-Compatible Elements of the HET Model
are the primary ways of translating the research of neuroscience
into action within the classroom. These nine elements are:

• Absence of Threat / Nurturing Reflective Thinking
• Meaningful Content
• Enriched Environment
• Movement to Enhance Learning
• Choices
• Adequate Time
• Collaboration
• Immediate Feedback
• Mastery (Application)
http://www.thecenter4learning.com/html/resources/9ele-

ments.htm
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Dear ______________, 
You are the ______ teacher
_____________________ 

has ever had. 
You have made such a 

________ in the life of our
_______________.



and synthesis, and that the con-
cepts being taught are rein-
forced to ensure retention.

Organizing the Curriculum
Effective educators know the

scope of the curriculum and
teach in a manner that is contin-
ually moving forward because it
has been planned with a vision
of the spectrum to be covered.
Assignments and textbooks are
not the foundation of learning.
For teachers in the North Amer-
ican Division (NAD), curricular
overviews, or Key Learnings can
be found on the NAD Website
(http://www.journeytoexce l-
lence.org/ product/keys.phtml).
This concise list, available in sev-
eral different formats—a pam-
phlet, a few pages, or a grid—

dates for major assignments, test week)
• Daily schedule
• List of life skills or Christian virtues 
• Science fair information
• Memory verses for the year
• Spelling words
• An outline or curriculum map for main topics 
• Answers to frequently asked questions 
• Information about homework policies
• Procedures for celebrating birthdays
Sharing classroom information with parents at the begin-

ning of the school year or semester helps to assure those who
have entrusted the school to provide a strong educational ex-
perience that they have made the best decision for their chil-
dren. Additionally, parents will appreciate having the informa-
tion available when they need it.

Setting the Stage
What happens in the classroom immediately prior to the

lesson can have a tremendous impact on the amount of learn-
ing that takes place. In a study with ramifications for the class-
room, Malcolm Gladwell describes the disparity in perform-
ance when students began a task with two different mindsets.
In his book Blink, Gladwell tells about a priming experiment
in which two Dutch researchers asked students to answer ques-
tions from the board game Trivial Pursuit. Half of the students
were primed by being asked to write down what came to mind
when they thought of professors. The others were asked to
write what came to mind when they thought of soccer hooli-
gans. These two groups of equal-ability students were answer-
ing questions of equal difficulty. The first group answered 55.6
percent of the questions correctly, while the second group
scored only 42.6 percent.5 

How does this relate to classroom organization and man-
agement? Students who have been primed for learning perform
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Students learn the scientific process while performing experiments such as this one about The Bernoulli Principle.

provides an overview of what learning should occur at each grade
level. By utilizing these resources, which state learning targets,
teachers can evaluate the available materials and make the best
use of them. 
A plethora of learning theories and techniques are available.

One simple, but extremely helpful tool provides a brief explana-
tion and how-to ideas for a number of philosophies and strate-
gies. Smart Cards, produced by Kagan Publishing and Profes-
sional Development (http://www.kaganonline.com) are folders
detailing structures to involve students, using cooperative
learning techniques, and a variety of topics. They provide
s    uccinct ideas that the teacher can use to select instructional
activities for a variety of intelligences and learning modalities.
One might look at the Key Learnings as the what and the Smart
Cards as the how of planning curriculum.
Curriculum is not just facts and tasks. Teachers must allow

time for students to process and to relate. Engaged students feel
safe and have the opportunity to give input and to value one
another. As mentioned before, parents, too, need opportunities
to be involved. Keeping them informed about what is happen-
ing, and how the semester is going to progress, enables them to
plan ahead and to help their children review the study mate-
rial.

Getting the Word Out
After planning is complete, organization and management

techniques are in place, and the curriculum is outlined, how
do you organize learning materials in a manner that will benefit
students and parents? Useful information can be bundled to-
gether into Internet folders accessible to parents on the class-
room Website or bound as hardcopy to form a parent hand-
book. Included in this booklet could be: 

• A welcome/introductory letter
• Contact information
• School calendar (including vacations and field trips, due

l



better, are more motivated, and are quite possibly more coop-
erative in the classroom. Priming, or beginning the lesson with
something that piques students’ interest and causes them to
think, makes the difference between their performing well or
at a minimal or substandard level. 
Lessons do not need to begin with great attention-getters.

One may not be able to perform feats such as the “baking soda
and vinegar volcano” experiment to pique student attention
on every topic in the curriculum. What can be done through-
out the day to keep students in an attitude of learning? The
effective teacher can draw students into the lesson, or prime
them by asking ques-
tions that show the rel-
evance or importance
of the material to be
learned. Focusing on
answers to current
problems, looking be-
yond the status quo,
and drawing on past
experiences are effective
methods of capturing
student interest and at-
tention. It is possible,
when the planning has
taken place in advance
and the teacher has
time to focus on details,
to enhance learning.

Proverbs 18:15 says: “Intelligent people are always open to new
ideas. In fact, they look for them” (NLT).6

Building a Team 
When teachers think of recruiting people to assist in the

classroom, their thoughts immediately turn to parents. And
while parents are a tremendous resource, there may be other
people who would like to be involved. By widening your search,
you may find grandparents or even great-grandparents to be
valuable resources. But don’t stop there. Include retired church
or community members who may be willing to donate time in

their area of expertise or
to help in general. 
Marlene Johnson, a

retired nurse who do-
nates at least two hours
per day as a math tutor
at Rogers Adventist
School in Walla Wal la,
Washington, says, “I like
being a volunteer be-
cause it makes me feel
good to see the children
‘get it’ when I help them.
I’m not a grand ma, but
it makes me feel like I’m
a grandma helping the
kids. It gives me some-
thing to do other than
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Top: Marlene Johnson, a long-time volunteer at Rogers Adventist School, explains math concepts to students.
Bottom: Community is built as students share ideas.



sit home and do puzzles or watch TV.
It just makes me feel good.” Johnson
continues, “When we first moved here,
the church announced they needed
volunteers for the church school. My
daughter, who is in a wheelchair,
wanted to volunteer. I took her and
stayed so I wouldn’t have to come back
to pick her up. That was 14 years ago.”
She concludes by saying, “Being a
teacher was at the bottom of my list
growing up. Since I’ve been volunteer-
ing, I’ve realized how much I enjoy it
and how hard teachers work.” 
Students have immediate feedback

on math each day because Mrs. John-
son grades papers as they are turned in.
Students and teachers appreciate her
enthusiasm and friendship. 
Sometimes people just need an invi-

tation to become involved. The teacher
must publicize the opportunities for
people to help. This can be done in the
school newsletter, church bulletins, or
through personal contact with retired
members of the community. 
When you know what is needed

and where the current school term is
going, you are ready to involve others.
Then, no longer are you working
alone. Parents, grandparents, and other volunteers may be will-

ing to bring in learning experiences or artifacts that enhance

the curriculum. This is evidenced by the following comment

made by a parent whose child had been immersed in an inte-

grated curriculum, based around a year-long theme: “If you tell

me what you will be studying next year, I will look for materials

as we travel across the United States this summer.” Planning in

advance and sharing information with parents and students

means that you don’t have to do everything alone.
Innovative curricular opportunities are continually avail-

able to the Adventist educator. Through the Adventist Robot-

ics League,7 teachers can bring technology, problem solving,

planning, writing, and teamwork into the classroom or an

after-school program. Robotics enriches the curriculum and

meets the needs of a variety of intelligences. Rather than look-

ing at the inclusion of robotics as one more item to add to an

already packed schedule, why not look for resource personnel

that might be able to take the program farther than the teacher

can imagine?
Walla Walla University is reaching out to educators and stu-

dents of elementary and secondary schools through involve-

ment in Lego Robotics. Doug Logan, dean of the Edward F.

Cross School of Engineering, articulates this connection: “Walla

Walla University’s rich engineering tradition is rooted in en-

thusiasm for discovery. Our engineers come to us eager to

learn, and leave us eager to share what they’ve learned. We’re

building on this enthusiasm by developing a network of WWU

alumni willing to mentor young people in classrooms and on
projects. For example, WWU alums are helping to prepare
teams for the Adventist Robotics League’s North Pacific Re-
gional Robotics Challenge (http://engr.wallawalla.edu/lego),
offering advice, resources, and problem-solving ideas for the
young participants and their adult leaders. By facilitating these
connections between our engineering graduates and the youth
in their communities, we’re inspiring tomorrow’s engineers to
follow a path of discovery that can be shared for generations
to come.” Today, when technology is such an integral part of
education, their experience is enriched through mentoring with
individuals who are stellar in their field.
Many schools need assistance both inside the classroom and

out. In small schools, volunteers can make repairs, do upkeep,
or perform cleaning tasks. Church members, and even neigh-
bors, may be willing to invest time to help at the school. Once
again, be sure to communicate your needs to the church and
community.
In some instances, the community that provides help may

be miles away. Volunteers do not have to live nearby. If you
need help teaching writing, consider making connections with
the English or communications teacher at your local Adventist
college or academy. Students can send attached files to a writ-
ing men tor who can help them with editing and ideas to im-
prove their writing. This adds 21st century meaning to the
term “pen pal.”
Once volunteers have agreed to become members of your
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The Lego Robotics Challenge helps students learn the principles of physics 
and engineering and enhances their communication skills.



classroom team, conduct criminal background checks, and be
sure to have potential volunteers complete appropriate con-
ference forms8 asking for references and background infor-
mation. Keep these on file in the school office. Ask your con-
ference educational personnel to provide in-service training
to help volunteers understand their roles and obligations, and
the importance of confidentiality.

More Help
When all is in place, when the planning is complete, when the

volunteers are ready, there is still more help for those who teach
God’s children. You can rest assured that you are never alone.
Spending time with your loving heavenly Father each day will
reaffirm your conviction that this classroom, this school, is His.
He will lead. “Our heavenly Father has a thousand ways to pro-
vide for us, of which we know nothing.”9 Pray for guidance and
for each student in the classroom every day. Remember that the
Holy Spirit is working in the hearts and lives of each student. To
become a partner in that endeavor through prayer gives you an
opportunity with eternal implications.  �

This article has been peer reviewed.
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