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R
obert Meade spent decades studying rivers for the
U.S. Geological Survey, and he calls them “the
greatest hydrologic spectacle on the planet.”1 The
birthing of the Amazon River at the Meeting of the

Waters (Encontro das Aguas) is where he estimates that “Six
Mississippis’ worth of cafe-au-lait-colored water are con-
verging . . . with two Mississippis’ worth of black-tea-col-
ored water . . . a volume of water at least a dozen times
greater than the total of the water falling over the Niagara,
Iguassu, and Victoria Falls combined.”2

The warmer, slower Rio Negro is nearly sed-
iment-free. The faster, denser Rio Solimões car-
ries sediment harvested during its more-than-
18,000-foot descent from the Andes. When they
meet east of Manaus, Brazil, they remain dis-
tinct, running side-by-side within the same
channel for miles. The difference in tempera-
ture, density, and speed eventually churn the
two into one river—the greatest on earth, dis-
charging some seven million cubic feet of water
per second into the Atlantic Ocean. On a recent
visit to Brazil, I saw for myself how the two
rivers run side-by-side. I also saw an unexpected
and fanciful surprise: a pink river dolphin! 

After almost 43 years with THE JOURNAL OF

ADVENTIST EDUCATION, Beverly Robinson-Rum-
ble will turn over the helm of the English edi-
tion to Faith-Ann McGarrell. During these
years, Beverly has worked with authors to infuse
the JOURNAL with pedagogical wealth from the
peaks and tributaries of the world. She has garnered 13
awards and finalist designations for the publication from
what is now the Association of American Publishers. More
importantly, she has managed a flow of ideas that contin-
ues to nourish the length and breadth of Adventist educa-
tion. Educators, schools, and students have been blessed
through her work with the JOURNAL.

During her tenure, we have also learned about her love
of butterflies and her photographic skills, which are every
bit as good as her editing (see her prize-winning article
“Creating a Butterfly Garden at Your School”3). Alongside
the articles on teaching and learning and classroom man-
agement that one might expect for the JOURNAL, such an

article was as delightful as seeing a pink dolphin.
It’s hard to imagine the JOURNAL without Beverly—or

prepublication manuscripts without her well-placed ed-
iting marks. Fortunately, she has agreed to work side-by-
side with Faith-Ann through the summer and even do
some editing thereafter. We salute Beverly for her unstint-
ing efforts that have made THE JOURNAL OF ADVENTIST ED-
UCATION the great professional publication that it is. She
leaves with our heartfelt gratitude and best wishes for a

much-deserved retirement. We also thank her
husband, Lynn, who has tirelessly supported
the work of the JOURNAL all these years. 

You will come to know the new editor, but
a brief introduction is in order. Dr. Faith-Ann
McGarrell has taught at the primary, second-
ary, and tertiary level. Her doctorate is in cur-
riculum and instruction, and she has experi-
ence with traditional and online education
modalities. As a faculty member in the School
of Education at Andrews University in Berrien
Springs, Michigan, she supervises student
teachers and has served on doctoral disserta-
tion committees. Dr. McGarrell has under-
graduate and graduate degrees in English, and
hails from the “land of many waters,” Guyana,
South America. She has published and pre-
sented in the areas of academic service-learn-
ing, reflective practices in teaching writing,
and approaches to teaching writing. 

For me and my colleagues in the Depart-
ment of Education, it’s a bittersweet moment. The JOUR-
NAL is losing a dear and trusted friend, but her legacy con-
tinues in what the JOURNAL has become because of her.
We look for good things to come. Please join us in saying
farewell to Beverly and welcome to Faith-Ann!
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an you be a scientist and a
Bible-believing Christian at
the same time?

Many people say you
cannot. Those who deny

God’s presence in the material world
say that scientific evidence points to
evolution, not supernatural creation.

The Biology Department at South-
ern Adventist University in College dale,
Tennessee, on the other hand, is con-
vinced that Bible-believers make better
scientists, and they created the Origins
Exhibit to spark intelligent debate, re-
flection, and prayer about the topic.
The permanent display, located

throughout the halls on the second
floor of Hickman Science Center on
campus, offers visitors the opportunity
to consider the intricacy of the cell, the
relationship between the geologic col-
umn and the biblical flood, and the sig-
nificance of beauty in nature.

“Sometimes people say, ‘Evolution is
stupid—don’t believe it.’ But this does
not prepare our children to deal with
highly educated, respected scientists
who believe that evolution is true,” says
Keith Snyder, Ph.D., chair of the Biol-
ogy Department. “We say, ‘Short-term
biblical creation is one of the Seventh-
day Adventist fundamental beliefs,’ but
we don’t tell our children why, and we
expect that just saying that will be

enough. It’s not. Children need to
know that we must have both faith in
the Bible and an understanding that
scientific evidence is remarkably con-
sistent with the biblical account of cre-
ation. Christians are not compelled by
religious or philosophical beliefs to in-
voke complex stories explaining away
design in nature. The Bible liberates us
to be better scientists.”

An Idea Is Born
When leaders of the Biology De-

partment at Southern decided they
wanted to strengthen its emphasis on
biblical origins in 2004, they began by
hiring paleontologist Lee Spencer,
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Ph.D., and biologist Earl Aagaard,
Ph.D., both of whom had expertise in
that area. They hoped these professors
would help them achieve one of the
university’s strategic goals: to enable
students to live and learn their Advent-
ist heritage by helping them grow their
faith and beliefs through coursework
and investigation. Once Spencer and
Aagaard became established and
helped fortify the department’s origins
curriculum, it was time to move on to
the second phase of the project: doing
something to help enrich the university
as a whole.

After much brainstorming, the staff
decided to build a museum-quality ori-
gins exhibit in the hallways of the Biol-
ogy Department. Their first step was to
figure out what they wanted the exhibit
to say. There were so many theories

that they didn’t have space to feature
them all. To settle the debate, Snyder
wrote to professors throughout the
Seventh-day Adventist system of higher
education, asking what they thought
were the strongest evidences of a recent
biblical creation.

He received many responses, and so
the department decided to feature the
topics that were mentioned most fre-
quently. Spencer’s thoughts on the geo-
logic column and biome succession
(the orderly growth of communities in
nature from simple to complex) were
also indispensible.

“We weren’t trying to be compre-
hensive,” Snyder said. “We just chose
some theories that we felt were the
most defensible scientifically.”

After deciding which theories to dis-
play, the team had to approach donors
who might be willing to sponsor the
project. The origins team prayerfully
contacted various people whom they
knew to be passionate about helping
others understand how scientific evi-
dence meshes with biblical creation.
God blessed their efforts, and soon
they had several enthusiastic donors
willing to get the ball rolling.

From Dream to Reality
Devising a plan and finding initial

funding had been huge challenges, but
the most difficult part was yet to come.
Now it was time to figure out how to
actually display the concepts. The staff
brainstormed together, and in 2006
Spencer began developing a storyboard
and preliminary graphics for the dis-
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plays. Then the team stumbled upon
Ron Hight, a talented and experienced
artist who had designed displays for
The Institute for Creation Research
(ICR) museum near San Diego. Hight
helped with concept development and
storyboarding, created illustrations,
and later assembled a team of artists—
many of them either current Southern
students or alumni—to provide origi-
nal artwork for the project.

“We made plans, then we changed
our plans literally hundreds of times,”
recalled Snyder. “Many times we almost
had our arrangement completely fin-
ished, but it didn’t feel right. After
much prayer, a thoughtful observation
from the president of our university
sparked the inspiration that helped us
finally piece it all together in the right
sequence.”

Spencer designed the displays in the
science building hallways based on
conclusions he had drawn from 30
years of studying the fossil record and
thinking outside the box to interpret
the data from a biblical perspective.
Hight took the displays to the next
level, giving them an artistic, thought-
provoking, and professional appear-
ance. After creating the first exhibit,
which exemplified the quality of work
that would be featured in this exhibit,
the origins team returned to its donors.
The representative model helped sup-
porters envision the overall direction of
the project and motivated them to con-
tinue sponsoring it.

The exhibit ended up costing nearly
$500,000—a figure that would have

and Associate Professor Lucinda Hill Spencer select a child to wear
a pair of glasses that has one blue lens and one red lens. They ask
the child to share with the class what he or she sees through each
lens, jumpstarting a discussion about different worldviews and the
distinction between data and interpretation.

The group examines how each of the 100 trillion microscopic
cells in the human body is like a factory with thousands of different
jobs and complex machines. This topic opens the door to a discus-
sion about intelligent design versus evolution through unguided,
chance events and natural selection.

The children see fossils of trilobites, dinosaurs, a pterosaur, tiny
horses, and a saber-toothed tiger, and they use a tape to measure

Tour at a Glance
The Origins Exhibit is located in the hallways on the second floor

of Hickman Science Center at Southern Adventist University, so the
displays are available for self-guided tours whenever the building is
open. Brochures help visitors navigate the spaces and digest the in-
formation presented. But an hour-long guided tour (which must be
scheduled in advance) provides additional layers of meaning. Below
are some of the things 22 3rd- and 4th-grade students from Ooltewah
Adventist Kindergarten and School experienced on a recent tour:

After starting with prayer, Origins Exhibit educator Carol Raney

Clockwise from top: Attendees of
the Origins Exhibit grand opening
event make their way inside after
the dedication ceremony.

A parent and children explore the
inner workings of a cell.

A child reaches out to feel the tex-
ture of the Allosaurus, which is an
imposing feature of the Geologic
Column portion of the exhibit.
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how long a 33-foot fish called a Dunkleosteus would have been.
They talk about some of the other huge fossils that have been un-
earthed, such as 2-foot-wide spiders, 7-foot-tall beavers, dragon-
flies with 3-foot wingspans, and sloths the size of elephants. They
also explore how the biblical flood could have caused fossils to be
deposited in the order in which we find them.

Hands-on manipulatives, such as a crank that tosses around
crushed-up smart phone pieces to see if they can randomly recon-
nect into a working device, demonstrate the likelihood of intelligent
design. In another station, children select a sequence of amino

acids on a computer screen, and the computer calculates how long
it might take to produce that same sequence randomly.

As they wrap up their tour, guides point out how discovering the
complexity of our world is like finding an amazing painting in the for-
est. It is evidence that someone with talent was there before.

In 2008, Raney and Hill Spencer took some classes on origins at
Southern Adventist University from Lee Spencer. “The two of us would
stay after class and talk with him about the need to share origins infor-
mation with kids so that their faith would not falter when they encoun-
tered evolutionary ideas,” Raney remembers. “We often prayed to-
gether about the need, asking God to open the doors for us to be able
to do something about it. . . . God has answered that prayer!”

Clockwise from top: A large model
of a cell nucleus.

The Mesozoic Era display features
colorful artist depictions and
fossils, including a replica of an
Allosaurus skull.

Visitors fill the exhibit hallways at
the grand opening event.

Artwork depicting the Golgi appa-
ratus in The Cell portion of the ex-
hibit.
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been considerably higher if it were not
for the generous donation of priceless
fossils by friends of the university. In
addition, faculty, staff, and exhibit de-
signers made many museum-quality
materials instead of purchasing them.

Still, unexpected expenses cropped
up (including changes necessary to en-
sure that everything in the hallways re-
ceived the approval of the fire mar-
shal). Fortunately, funding from
individual donors, the General Confer-
ence Faith and Science Council, and
the university helped make the exhibit
a reality in time for its grand opening
in April 2012.

Planning for a Broader Impact
Now that the exhibit is complete, it

is time for the third and final phase of
the project: sharing the information
with as many people as possible. The
display is used as an instructional tool
for classes at Southern Adventist Uni-
versity, such as the K-6 Science Meth-
ods class taught by Faith Laughlin, as-
sociate professor in the School of
Education and Psychology. She uses the
exhibit to help instill in teachers-in-
training the importance of addressing
science from a biblical worldview in
their future classrooms. The origins
displays are also integrated into the
classwork for Issues in Natural Science
and Religion, a course for biology ma-
jors on the science, theology, and phi-
losophy of evolution and creation, now
taught by Lucinda Hill Spencer, M.D.
(Her husband, Lee Spencer, retired in
2011.)

Not only is the exhibit useful for in-
spiring educators, it also has several
hands-on manipulatives for children,
making it an ideal educational field trip
opportunity (see sidebar “Tour at a
Glance”). So far, the Biology Depart-
ment has hosted tours for church
groups, homeschoolers, and a group of
3rd- and 4th-graders from nearby
Ooltewah Adventist Kindergarten and
School. The university is making this
field trip opportunity available to all
Christian schools and looks forward to
hosting many more tours.

Moreover, Southern Adventist Uni-
versity has taken the first step toward

Clockwise from top left: Visi-
tors explore the artwork and
fossils in the Paleozoic Era
display.

A three-dimensional model
shows the tightly packed
structures inside a cell wall.

The vigilant eye of the life-
sized Allosaurus keeps watch
over the Geologic Column ex-
hibit.

The impressive skull of a
Dunkleosteus, a large prehis-
toric fish.

A display describing the parts
of a simple cell.



starting an Origins Center on campus,
one part of which will disseminate user-
friendly information about biblical cre-
ation to schools. Carol Raney, origins
educator for the university, is working
with Lucinda Hill Spencer to develop
curriculum maps, write short scripts for
educational DVDs, create quick Power-
Point presentations for busy teachers,
contribute to the North American Divi-
sion’s new By Design science textbooks,
and summarize scholarly articles to
make valuable scientific and theological
information readily available to people
with lots of interest but little time. Even-
tually, they will have a Website where
their resources will be available not only
to teachers in Seventh-day Adventist
schools, but also to parents of students
in other private and public schools, and
to homeschooling parents, pastors, and
lay people.

After all the origin team’s hard
work, Snyder still marvels to see how
the exhibit touches those who visit, ex-
panding their understanding and help-
ing them open their hearts to Christ.
One tour he led reflects the impact the
exhibit has had, and will continue to
have, on the many people who are
searching to find God’s truths mirrored
in science. When Snyder told one
woman about the theory of intelligent
design and the biblical explanation of
creation, she looked shocked. “I have
never heard this before,” she said, shak-
ing her head in amazement. “This has
just completely changed my life.”

For more information about the ex-
hibit, visit http://southern.edu/ faith 
andscience. 

Angela Baerg, a
2006 graduate of
Southern Adventist
University in Col-
legedale, Tennessee,
is a preschool
teacher at the Mon t -
essori School of

Chattanooga and a regular freelance
writer for multiple Adventist publications.

�
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This article has been peer reviewed.Where Do I Start?
For schools that would like to attempt a project similar to the Origins Exhibit

but don’t know where to begin, Keith Snyder, Ph.D., chair of the Biology Depart-
ment at Southern Adventist University, offers this advice:

• Make a plan. Be prepared to change it many times.
• Get advice from people with experience.
• Start two-dimensionally; a drawing isn’t as good as a 3-D model, but it’s

better than nothing at all.
• Get initial funding, then approach your donors again when you have a qual-

ity representation of your work.
• Not everything has to be expensive. Economical ideas can work just as well,

or better.
• Never forget: God has the wisdom we lack.

Top: Artwork depicting the
beauty of creation at every
scale, from microscopic or-
ganisms to the vastness of
space.

Left: Exhibit designer and
artist Ron Hight.



T
he reading and study of fiction are not new topics
for Seventh-day Adventists, especially Adventist
teachers and librarians. Some might think that we
have dealt with the fiction issue long enough, and
we should just put up a grave marker that says

“Buried: Done and Gone.”
But the question of whether Adventists should read—and

teach—fiction continues to be raised. In 1972, after consider-
able input, the General Conference Department of Education
tried to settle the issue by preparing a set of criteria that would
guide teachers in assigning selections from any of the major lit-
erary forms—poetry, drama, and prose fiction.1 However, in
many Adventist schools, the teaching of literature, including
fiction, is still a controversial and contentious issue.2 We hear
of students who refuse to attend church schools or colleges
where literature courses include the study of fiction. 

The controversy stems from the writings of Ellen G. White,
who lived through most of the 19th century and into the early
20th century. Seventh-day Adventists believe that this remark-
able woman was divinely guided to instruct their church. An
educational reformer in the truest sense, she did much to shape
and guide the development of a system of holistic education
whose philosophy and ideals differed markedly from the

schooling patterns and practices of her time. She gave practical
counsel regarding the choice of literature and reading matter
for both home and school. Some of her strongest statements
attacked the prevailing storybook fiction of her time.

Extreme Views
It is not surprising that Adventists sometimes hold opposite

and extreme views on this topic. Those who believe fiction is
consistently evil quote some of Ellen White’s statements such
as these:

“All [novels] are pernicious in their influence.”3

“Novel readers are mental inebriates.”4

“Novel and story-book reading are the greatest evils that
youth can indulge in.”5

At the opposite extreme, some take the view that Ellen
White’s counsels about fiction are outdated and unduly restric-
tive and thus should be ignored. Proponents of this position
emphasize that she came from a very conservative religious
background and had little literary training. 

This article will explore the nature of American fiction in
the second half of the 19th century, comparing what Ellen
White and secular thinkers of that time said about it. Then it
will draw some conclusions from this analysis. 
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Fiction in 19th-Century America
Several Adventist scholars6 have written about 19th-century

American literature. During this period, several authors
achieved fame for their literary art and became respected
names in American literature. But it was also a period that pro-
duced some of the worst examples of popular literature—
specifically, cheap and sensational novels. What influenced this
genre of literary output, and what did it look like? 

Until the 1840s, education in America occurred mostly in
private schools. Rapid expansion of free public schools, which
began about this time, created a new literate and reading-
hungry class of young people. This hunger was soon fed with
a new class of reading matter: sentimental and dime novels.
Both made their appearance in the 1850s and monopolized the
American fiction market until the end of the century. 

Starting in the late 1850s, publishers produced an ever-
increasing number of “sentimental” or “domestic” novels. The
plots featured unfaithful or drunken husbands and struggling
wives trapped in a “loveless marriage.” The writers were
women—at least a hundred of them. Perhaps the best known
and most prolific author of this type of fiction was Mrs.
E.D.E.N. Southworth, who wrote more than 50 novels, most of
which sold more than six figures. Appearing in cheap paper
editions, some popular titles sold as many as two million
copies.7

The “dime novel” originated in the early 1860s and quickly
became popular. Often issued as a series, these novels began
with Indian themes and soon expanded to “Wild West” stories,
popularizing American heroes such as Billy the Kid and Buffalo
Bill. Sometimes referred to as “sensational stories,” most dime
novels contained stories of crime, intrigue, immorality, blood-
shed, and violence. They thrived on excitement, suspense, and
hairbreadth escapes. A contemporary author believed that “in
the department of murder, the instruction given by the dime-
novel writers is all that could be desired. There is not a possible
method of murder that is not fully described. . . . Our boys are
taught how to kill.”8

Religious Fiction
It should come as no surprise that these sentimental and

sensational novels stimulated a negative response from reli-
gious and thought leaders. In fact, fiction of any caliber had
been widely condemned since the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury. A 1797 magazine article entitled “Novel Reading a Cause
of Female Depravity” was republished several times, and in
1803, the commencement address at Harvard discussed “the
dangers of fiction.”9

A writer in the Methodist Quarterly Review of 1846 com-
plained that “many young persons of both sexes have been to-
tally spoiled by the novel-reading mania! How many students
in our boarding schools and colleges have, through this mis-
chievous agency, lost all relish for study, and finally become to-
tally disqualified for severe mental toil of any kind.”10

Ellen White voiced the same concerns. She wrote in 1860:
“It is love for storybooks, tales, and other reading which does
not have an influence for good upon the mind. . . . It produces
a false, unhealthy excitement, fevers the imagination, unfits the

mind for usefulness, and disqualifies it for any spiritual exer-
cise.”11

By the late 1880s, moral respectability began to be empha-
sized in American literature. Popular fiction began to embrace
a rigid “code of morality,” which caused a new type of popular
religious fiction to flourish. Churches and Sunday schools
began setting up circulating libraries, and Sunday school pa-
pers serialized a variety of novels. In the 1890s, the Youth’s
Companion developed into an illustrated family paper, filled
with religious fiction. Its circulation quickly rose to 500,000.
Meanwhile, the Sunday school papers catered to youthful de-
sires for excitement and adventure. According to a source
quoted by Wood, “Sunday school libraries were filled with sto-
ries of dedicated girls who found and converted atheists with
the same zeal that boys in the dime novels shot and skinned
buffaloes.”12

Ellen White perceived the dangers inherent in this religious
fiction. “Love stories and frivolous, exciting tales constitute an-
other class of books that is a curse to every reader. The author
may attach a good moral and all through his work may weave
religious sentiments, yet in most cases, Satan is but clothed in
angel robes, the more effectively to deceive and allure.”13

Genuine Literature Held Hostage
The best 19th-century American writers (Hawthorne, Mel -

ville, Poe, Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman) had limited success
selling their works in the mid-century because of the influence
of popular culture and competition from cheap novels. In 1855,
Nathaniel Hawthorne complained to his publisher and friend,
William Tichnor, “America is now given over to a damned mob
of scribbling women.”14

According to Davis, American tastes in literature and read-
ing were largely uninformed and unschooled during this pe-
riod. Critical approaches to literature were almost never taught
in schools and universities during the 19th century. Serious
study of literature was restricted to the ancient classics of
Greece and Rome, and even then, the instruction often failed
to emphasize anything but linguistic competence.15 Not until
1876 did Harvard appoint its first full-time professor of Eng-
lish. Most American universities did not treat English and
American literature seriously until the early 20th century, and
it took much longer for the study of modern literature to per-
colate down to the grade schools. 

What 19th-Century Librarians Said
The Boston Public Library, which opened in 1836, came to

be regarded as one of the largest and finest libraries in the
United States. Serious concern about the type of fiction avail-
able to the American public is expressed in its 1875 report:
“There is a vast range of ephemeral literature, exciting and fas-
cinating, apologetic of vice or confusing distinctions between
plain right and wrong, fostering discontent with the peaceful,
homely duties which constitute a large portion of average men
and women’s lives, responsible for an immense amount of
mental disease and moral irregularities which are so trouble-
some an element in modern society.”16

One year later, The Library Journal was founded by Melvil
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Dewey. Among other topics, its first issues dealt with the prob-
lem of fiction in American society. Librarians and societal lead-
ers were deeply concerned about the influence of contemporary
fiction. It is interesting to compare some of their forthright
statements with the counsels given by Ellen White. 

First, some quotations from the librarians and the director
of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) of New
York:

• William F. Poole, head librarian of Chicago Public Library,
wrote in 1876, “The librarian who should allow an immoral
novel in his library for circulation would be as culpable as the
manager of a picture gallery who should hang an indecent pic-
ture on his walls.”17

• The director of the YMCA of New York said, “Our Associ-
ation aims to reject not only the immoral, but the sensational
and the trivial—such works as fill the mind with false, wild
ideas of life. I believe the influence of this class of books is de-
cidedly injurious.”18

• William Kite, a respected librarian at the Carnegie Library
of Germantown, Pennsylvania, expressed concern about ro-
mantic novels. In 1876, he asked: “Do novels teach them [young
women] contentment with their lowly but honest occupations?
The factory girl, as she tends the loom or her spinning jenny,
turns over in her thoughts the fortunes of the heroine of the
last novel she has read, raised by impossible suppositious inci-
dents from humble life to princely fortune, and she pines for a
lover to so lift her into notoriety.”19

It is interesting to place that quote alongside an 1871 state-
ment from Ellen White’s pen: “I am acquainted with a number
of women who have thought their marriage a misfortune. They
have read novels until their imaginations have become diseased,
and they live in a world of their own creating. . . .   From what the

Lord has shown me, the women of this class have had their imag-
inations perverted by novel reading, daydreaming, and castle-
building, living in an imaginary world. They do not bring their
own ideas down to the common, useful duties of life.”20

Librarians of the 1870s also had much to say about the sen-
sational dime novels for boys: “The boy reads of equally false
deeds of daring—fortunes made by unjust dealings, glossed
over as to half conceal their iniquity—and his bewildered mind
is unfitted for the hard duties of life.”21

On the same topic, William M. Stevenson, librarian of the
Carnegie Free Library of Allegheny, Pennsylvania, wrote: “It is
evident that as long as the vulgarizing books for the young are
within their reach, they will prefer them to those which enno-
ble. There is still a good deal of the barbarian in the average
boy, and the novel of blood and destruction is just what he
takes to naturally.”22

Stevenson described the effects of novel reading on his li-
brary clientele: “I may say that I have taken pains to follow the
reading of certain devotees of this kind of literature, fiction-
fiends as they might be called, and I have never yet discovered
a case of improvement among adult readers. Once the habit is
formed it seems as difficult to throw off as the opium habit. . . .
The most inveterate fiction readers are among the idlest class
in the community. . . .The fiction question remains the vital
question for librarians.”23

Stevenson’s observations square very well with Ellen White’s
experience: “I have known persons of well-balanced minds,
whom God had endowed with mental powers of no ordinary
character, to take up the reading of romance; and the more they
indulged the appetite for this kind of mental food, the greater
was the demand. The imagination constantly craved its accus-
tomed stimulus, as the inebriate longs for his wine or tobacco.”24
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An Annotated Bibliography:
Adventists and Literature
(Entries listed chronologically)

• H. M. Tippett, English teacher, writer,
and publishing house editor: “A Review of
Some Principles in Dealing with Fiction and
Imaginative Forms of Literature in Our
Schools.” 6 pp. This paper, read at a Council
of College English Teachers, Takoma Park,
Maryland, August 23-30, 1949, focused on
where truth is found in literature.*

• Richard B. Lewis, English teacher and
book editor: “Creative Literature.” 11 pp.
This essay, presented to the faculty of Pacific
Union College, Angwin, California, 1951, dis-
cussed fiction and drama.*

• Paul T. Gibbs, English teacher at An-
drews University: “Literature in Adventist
Schools.” 18 pp. Presented to an English

Teachers’ Conference at Southern Mission-
ary College, Collegedale, Tennessee, August
1961, this paper focused on how Ellen White
used and quoted from literature in her writ-
ings.*

• John O. Waller, professor of English at
Andrews University: “A Contextual Study of
Ellen G. White’s Counsel Concerning Fiction.”
24 pp. A paper read to a meeting of Sev-
enth-day Adventist college English teachers
at the Quadrennial Session on Higher Educa-
tion, La Sierra College, Riverside, California,
August 1965. (Reprinted, with slight revi-
sions, in Seventh-day Adventists on Litera-
ture, Robert Dunn, ed., 1974.)

• Leon W. Cobb, college English profes-
sor: Give Attendance to Reading: Guidelines
in the Field of Books and Reading; Studies
Based on the Writings of Ellen G. White.
1966. 111 pp. Privately published. Contains
a systematic and exhaustive collection of
Ellen G. White statements about fiction and
reading, with comments by the author. 

• George W. Target, British Adventist au-
thor: “The Novel as Christian Witness,” The
Claremont Dialogue (Summer 1968):1-11. In
this article, Target, who wrote and published
several novels such as The Evangelists, The
Teachers, and The Shop Stewards, defended
the earthy language of many of his stories.

• Max Philips: “Fiction, E. G. White, and
the Bible,” Insight 2 (June 15, 1971):6-11.
Writing for young readers, Philips concluded
that Ellen White did not consider all non-
factual material as fiction. 

• W. P. Bradley, chair of the Ellen G.
White Estate: “Ellen G. White and Literature.”
Presented on June 15, 1971, to the Commit-
tee on the Teaching of Literature, this paper
was accompanied by an extensive list of
“exhibit materials.”*

• John O. Waller: “Fiction, Critical The-
ory, and a Graduate Criticism Course.” 9 pp.
Paper read to the North American Division



The so-called “classical fiction” of the time also received cen-
sure from public librarians. William Kite reported being told that
“such and such works of fiction are classical and may be safely
read by educated minds as recreation. As the world contains so
much that is better, I can readily dispense with such books.”25

Ellen White’s strongest statements about fiction were re -
corded during the 1870s and 1880s, the very time when many
men and women in American secular society were disturbed
about the novels young people were reading. Here are sample
quotes from Ellen White written around the same time: 

“The world is flooded with novels of every description. . . .
Some are immoral, low, and vulgar; others are clothed with more
refinement; but all are pernicious in their influence” [1869].26

“The course pursued by the base and vile, is kept before
them [young men] in the periodicals of the day, and everything
which can excite curiosity and arouse the animal passions is
brought before them in thrilling and exciting stories. . . . Novel
and storybook readings are the greatest evils in which youth
can indulge” [1875].27

“Our youth and children, and even those of mature age,
should firmly pledge themselves to abstain from indulgence in
reading the fascinating novels and sensational literature of the
day” [1886].28

“If the intellectual and moral taste has been perverted by
the over-wrought and exciting tales of fiction, so that you are
disinclined to apply yourself to the diligent study of God’s
Word, then you have a battle to fight with yourself to overcome
this depraved habit. A love for fictitious reading should be bro-
ken up at once” [1883].29

“What Shall Our Children Read?”
In 1874, when Seventh-day Adventists opened their first

college near the church’s headquarters in Battle Creek, Michi-
gan, Bible courses were not included in the curriculum, and
the literature courses emphasized the Latin and Greek classics.
The college followed a curriculum similar to that of other
American institutions of higher learning, which relegated
Bible study to the Sunday schools.

With the establishing of other Adventist colleges and
schools throughout North America (starting around 1885),
Ellen White became increasingly vocal about the nature and
content of the curricula. She wanted these schools to avoid
the mistakes made at Battle Creek College. In 1891, at the first
Adventist educational convention, in Harbor Springs, Michi-
gan, she reiterated her 1872 testimony on “Proper Education”
as the foundation for a divinely guided, innovative approach
for Seventh-day Adventist education. She called for drastic re-
form: discarding the traditional courses in the ancient classics,
and emphasizing instead the Bible as the foundation of all true
education. Shortly afterward, she moved to Australia, where
these reforms were implemented at the Avondale School for
Christian Workers.30

It is interesting to follow the chronology of Ellen White’s
writings about literature and reading during her lifetime. Prior
to 1891, when she moved to Australia, her writings about fic-
tion were almost entirely directed at the trashy fiction and sen-
timental novels of the time. Later, her counsels regarding books
and reading addressed mainly the educational setting. She con-
tinued to warn about storybook fiction and serialized stories
in magazines because they encouraged hasty and superficial
reading. “Even fiction which contains no suggestion of impu-
rity, and which may be intended to teach excellent principles,
is harmful. It encourages the habit of hasty and superficial read-
ing merely for the story.”31
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Committee on the Teaching of Literature,
June 1971.*

• “Guide to the Teaching of Literature in
Seventh-day Adventist Schools.” 12 pp. This
booklet, prepared by the North American Di-
vision Committee on the Teaching of Litera-
ture for the General Conference Department
of Education in 1972, contained specific cri-
teria for the selection of literature for Sev-
enth-day Adventist schools. 

• Robert Dunn, ed., “Seventh-day Ad  -
ventists on Literature” (Loma Linda Uni -
versity Department of English, 1974). A
com  pilation of a selection of previously
unpublished papers on the topics of litera-
ture and fiction.

• John Wood: “The Trashy Novel Revis-
ited: Popular Fiction in the Age of Ellen
White.” Spectrum 7 (April 1976):16-24. A
scholarly study of creative writing in America
during the second half of the 19th century.
Wood’s article helps to explain the context
out of which Ellen White’s statements about

fiction and novels arose. 
• Delmer Davis: “Literature for the Na-

tion” (Chapter 12 in The World of Ellen
White, Gary Land, ed., published by Review
and Herald Publishing Association in 1987.)
A useful summary of American literature in
the 19th century, showing how the signifi-
cant literary figures of the time were over-
shadowed by the explosion of the popular
novel.

• Scott Moncrieff: “Adventists and Fic-
tion: Another Look,” College and University
Dialogue 8:3 (1996):9-12. A concise re-
examination of the issues such as under-
standing Ellen White’s legacy on the subject
of fiction and suggestions for some new
ways of approaching fiction.

• David James Duncan: “On the Neces-
sity of Fiction in the Life of Faith,” Spectrum
27:4 (1999):65-68. In this article, Duncan ar-
gued that imaginary experience can open us

to truth and that fiction can be a form of
truth-telling. 

• Shirley A. McGarrell: “Should Adventist
Academies Teach Literature?” The Journal of
Adventist Education 58:1 (October/November
2002):22-27: http://circle.adventist.org//
 files/jae/en/jae200265012206.pdf. This arti-
cle reported on a survey of English teachers
in Seventh-day Adventist secondary schools
in the Caribbean and concluded that “In
many regions, the teaching of literature, in-
cluding fiction, is still a controversial and
contentious topic in Adventist schools.”

• Charles H. Tidwell Jr.: “Literature and
Reading,” The Ellen G. White Encyclopedia,
Denis Fortin and Jerry Moon, eds. (Hagers -
town, Md.: Review and Herald Publishing As-
sociation, 2013), pp. 943-946.

* Reprinted in Seventh-day Advent ists on Literature,
Robert Dunn, ed. (Riverside, Calif.: Department of Eng-
lish, Loma Linda University, 1974).



including Ghana, Kenya, Lebanon, and the Philippines. He is the
author of several books and articles in professional journals.
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On more than one occasion Ellen White asked, “What shall
our children read?” What indeed? It would be easy to conclude
that she restricted children’s reading to the Bible and a handful
of approved authors. But we must contextualize her counsels.
When we grasp the reality that courses in modern literature
were completely absent in most grade school curricula, her
concerns about hasty and superficial reading make sense. And
because the Bible was neglected in the schools of her time, she
emphasized and re-emphasized its prominence as the founda-
tion for all true education.32

Concluding Observations
Clearly, Ellen White’s early statements about fiction were

specifically directed toward the trashy novels that were popular
among the youth of her day. Her strongly worded counsels
seem hardly more severe than the published comments by her
secular contemporaries. Public librarians of the time were also
deeply concerned about the reading habits of young people. 

Ellen White did not consistently judge literary works by
their factuality or non-factuality. Her primary concern was
with influence and content rather than form. She read and
quoted from Milton’s Paradise Lost,33 and advocated John Bun-
yan’s Pilgrim’s Progress,which is allegorical.34 She compiled Sab-
bath Readings for the Home Circle from several scrapbooks con-
taining stories she clipped from a variety of religious and
secular magazines over a period of 10 years. John Waller made
a study of many of the stories and the magazines from which
they were taken, and concluded that a significant percentage of
them were fictional in nature.35 Ellen White may not have been
aware that some of her clippings were fictitious. Evidently,
though, she selected material based upon its moral and spiri-
tual influence and application, not its genre.36

Yesterday’s “sensational” stories and “dime novels” have
metamorphosed into today’s myriad forms of entertainment:
movies, TV, video and role-playing games, social media (Face-
book, YouTube, Twitter, etc.), and myriad types of material
posted on the Internet. These powerful media hook children
and youth in the same way that trashy novels did a century ago.
Thinking people today condemn the influence of crime, vio-
lence, sex, and the occult on the children and youth of our time.
While being careful not to take Ellen White’s counsels out of
their context, we may look for and apply her warnings and
principles to our own time and place. 

This article has been peer reviewed and reviewed 
by the Ellen G. White Estate.

Keith Clouten, M.L.S., has had a 42-year
career as a librarian, most of it spent as li-
brary director at Avondale College in Aus-
tralia, Canadian University College in Al-
berta, and Andrews University in Berrien
Springs, Michigan. Since retirement, Mr.
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at Adventist institutions in several countries
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leven years ago, an emer-
gency-room physician
pitched a bold, twice re-
jected proposal to his
alma mater. Within eight

months, it took shape as the Interna-
tional Rescue and Relief Program
(IRR), a curriculum offered nowhere
else and so unique that prospective stu-
dents still learn of it through Google.1

In its first eight years, this program at
Union College in Lincoln, Nebraska,
graduated 63 students, of whom 13
were pursuing graduate degrees and 48
worked in a related field.2

Creating the IRR program meant,

and still means, overcoming inertia, fi-
nancial risks, and the preference to play
things safe. The analysis below describes
these and other critical challenges, and
concludes with observations that may be
applicable to schools facing a variety of
unexpected academic opportunities
with the potential to either enhance or
weaken the institution. 

How the Concept Originated
IRR originated in the physical and

spiritual journeys of Michael Dueh r -
ssen, the emergency-room physician
mentioned above. During a medical
mission trip to the Brazilian Amazon in
2000,3 he witnessed the dire material
needs yet peaceful contentedness of

local Christians. The contrast with his
own lavish lifestyle discontented him,
and he turned to the Bible for mean-
ing. Soon, he became extensively in-
volved with his local church. An
avid participant in extreme sports,
Duehrssen organized social activities
for its youth, including action-based
outings that appealed to the younger
generation. 

Motivated by his study of Ellen
White’s predictions of future turmoil
and catastrophes, Duehrssen eventually
visualized a mission: to create a cur-
riculum to funnel the restless energy of
the young into reaching out to sur-
vivors of natural calamities using res-

BY MALCOLM RUSSELL AND JOELLYN SHEEHY WITH RICK YOUNG
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cue and sustenance skills. “We know
that Christ is coming soon. . . . With
this there will be increasing disasters.
What an awesome way to witness—
sharing the gospel with those whose
lives have just been saved!”4 With sev-
eral colleagues, Duehrssen drafted a
program that included flight school,
paramedic and firefighter training, sur-
vival skills, and numerous rescue certi-
fications. 

Michael Duehrssen clearly had a
mission, and Union College’s new Vice
President for Academic Administration
Malcolm Russell was impressed by his
personal testimony and intrigued by
the curriculum.5 He decided the pro-
posal merited further study, and
presented its basic concepts to then-
President David Smith and other  ad -
minis trators. Jeff Joiner, chair of the
Division of Health Sciences, had previ-
ously sought a program centered on
emergency management; he also be-
came a crucial participant in designing
courses and structuring the new major.

Simplifying the Proposal
The original proposal, including

paramedic certification and fixed-wing
pilot licensing, could have required
seven years to complete, beyond the
time limits of denominational subsi-
dies and federal financial assistance.6

The first major concern of Duehrssen,
Joiner, and Russell was therefore to
pare the proposal to fit into a four-year
bachelor’s degree. They removed the
flying component, reduced the para-
medic certification proposed for all
IRR students to the lesser requirements
for Emergency Medical Technician
(EMT) certification, adjusted the num-
ber of mandatory rescue courses, and
moved the religion and science require-
ments into separate elective emphases. 

As these planners tweaked the cur-
ricular proposals, three foundational
elements emerged for the program: 

• Rescue and survival training; 
• Humanitarian relief, including an

international semester devoted to
health clinics and public-health proj-
ects, as well as responding to disasters
within the U.S.; and

• Clinical emergency training incor-
porated throughout the program.7

To prepare students for job place-
ment or graduate/professional schools,
the proposal included the choice of sev-
eral specific emphases in areas as diverse
as pre-dentistry and firefighting, the lat-
ter only taught elsewhere. In these ways,
the planners successfully reduced the
curriculum to four years plus part of
one summer. However, they had no
guarantee the college would adopt it.

Six Challenges to Institutional
Acceptance

Founded in 1891, Union College

1. A great idea—for a technical col-
lege: Many faculty members saw Union
as a liberal-arts college, but rescue-and-
relief courses clearly did not look like a
liberal-arts program. Critics suspected
that it did not resemble any particular
discipline, but rather provided training
in a variety of technical skills. However,
despite the widespread perception that
it was a liberal-arts institution, the col-
lege no longer fulfilled the formal defi-
nition, i.e., having 50 percent of gradu-
ates in the arts and sciences. Moreover,
the Carnegie designation of a compre-
hensive college provided greater free-
dom for innovative programs.9

had long proclaimed itself as the “Col-
lege of the Golden Cords” for its em-
phasis on international service. Some
accomplishments were unique. A his-
tory professor, Everett Dick, founded
the Medical Cadet Corps to prepare
men for military service as noncombat-
ants during World War II.8 Union pio-
neered Adventist education in social
work; and its annual community-ser-
vice day, Project Impact, has involved
nearly the entire campus since 1981, a
national record. To its advocates, the
IRR proposal fit Union’s broad institu-
tional commitment to care for others
and address contemporary problems.

However, significant challenges rap-
idly emerged, ranging from philosophi-
cal to financial:

Neither the mission nor vision state-
ment of the college excluded such a
program. Indeed, neither defined the
academic mission closely enough to
guide such a specific policy choice, al-
though phrases such as promoting
“joyful service” and a “creative, pro-
gressive” environment suggested that
IRR would be a good fit.

Open campus communication pro-
vided useful feedback. Two months after
the initial discussion, even before aca-
demic committees dissected the pro-
posal, Russell e-mailed it to faculty and
staff, requesting comment. Other an-
nouncements followed. Although not
unanimous, support eventually became
widespread. Several division chairs

nion College pioneered Adventist
education in social work; and its

annual community-service day, Project
Impact, has involved nearly the entire
campus since 1981, a national record.
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Above: IRR students
helping survivors after
Hurricane Sandy.

Left: Morning worship
during the five-week
technical rescue train-
ing in Colorado.
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saw the curriculum’s emphases as op-
portunities to increase enrollment in
their own upper-division courses. Cru-
cially, the most experienced pre-med-
ical advisor and chair of the Division of
Science and Mathematics, Don Abbey,
supported the concept and worked to
strengthen its requirements, though he
recognized that IRR might attract pre-
medical students away from biology or
chemistry. The administration also
proposed enrollment targets to ensure
that the new program did not simply
steal students from existing programs.
For some or all of these reasons, even-
tually IRR came to be seen as poten-
tially valuable for the college as a
whole and able to be judged on those
grounds, rather than on its impact on
an individual program.

2. No need for another small major:
As a small college then enrolling about
800 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) under-
graduates and 75 graduate students,
Union offered courses in many disci-

Students 
preparing sand 
for a bio-XX water 
filter.

IRR alumni treating patients at an improvised street clinic in Tacloban.
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plines (nearly 30) and majors (nearly
50). Adding yet another small program
would worsen what David S. Cunning-
ham calls “the marginalization of many
small programs.”10 Similarly, Robert
Dickeson and others have criticized the
tendency of academic institutions to
negate their specific missions and to try
unrealistically “to be all things to all
people.”11

However, IRR was never likely to be-
come just another major. Beyond its
uniqueness, the program’s complexity
and expense negated the possibility that
it could operate for just a few students.
Bringing the proposal to the Board of
Trustees, Russell proposed minimum
enrollment expectations, and the board
approved IRR with the understanding
that it “would be closed if enrollment
fell to 15 students in each class.”12

3. Too few potential Adventist fac-
ulty: Finding qualified Adventist fac-
ulty posed significant challenges. While
Duehrssen pledged to direct it for sev-

Advanced Technical Rope Rescue training during a summer session.

Advanced Swift Water Rescue training in
Durango, Colorado.



eral years, additional faculty members
would be needed in emergency medical
services, survival training, and disaster
management, all of them specialties
where graduate training was uncom-
mon. Moreover, by their very personal-
ities, IRR students valued extensive
real-world experience over classroom
learning. Retooling an existing profes-
sor with a few wilderness courses
hardly seemed appropriate—or feasi-
ble.

Initially, the local community col-
lege provided a temporary solution. At
Union’s request, it scheduled an addi-
tional Emergency Medical Technician
(EMT) section without the typical Sat-
urday labs for Union students. Even -
tually, qualified Adventist faculty
members were found, and the college
received state certification as an EMT

training center. Adjunct faculty also
provided expert instruction, while
physicians and other personnel
strengthened the semester abroad. Nev-
ertheless, faculty turnover in the pro-
gram has substantially exceeded the
college average.
4. Fears of accreditation difficulties:

The initial proposal coincided with
news that one regional accreditor had
forced an Adventist university to close
several overseas programs in short
order, raising fears about accreditation
for an overseas program. However,
these concerns proved groundless:
Though Union would offer college
courses in distant locations, most fac-
ulty and all students would come from
the main campus. In 2009, the reac-
creditation visiting team from the
Higher Learning Commission praised
the innovative program. 

5. It’s a fun major that will produce
unemployable graduates: Another
strong concern, voiced particularly by
parents, alumni, and even trustees, was
the employability of graduates of a cur-
riculum that, outside the pre-profes-
sional track, might be dismissed as too
recreational and insufficiently aca-
demic. Practical Midwestern values
about placement demanded attention
even at the planning stage. Once again,
the proposed emphases seemed helpful
as preparation for employment or for
entry into graduate programs. 
6. Concerns about finances: Almost

always, small colleges must consider
both the financial and academic im-
pacts of a prospective program. With
pricey equipment, well-compensated
adjuncts for rescue and survival train-
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IRR students learning jungle survivor skills in Nicaragua.
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ing, myriad unknown expenses during
the semester abroad, and the costs of
responding to unpredictable disasters,
IRR promised to generate substantial
financial head aches. Retention was also
a concern, for the program might at-
tract a high proportion of “adrenaline
junkies” uninterested in serious study.13

Complicating matters further, there is a
paucity of literature about evaluating
prospective programs, in comparison
to recognized guides on appraising ex-
isting programs.14

The planners addressed financial
objections as best they could. The pro-
gram’s required enrollment would keep
its student-faculty ratio above the col-
lege average. Supplemental charges
were added for survival and rescue
training as well as for the international
semester. 

To limit expenditures, the planners

kept the curriculum fairly slim, with a
core of 38 semester hours plus substan-
tial cognates for a bachelor of science
major. Moreover, they deliberately de-
signed it so that 75 percent of the first
two years’ courses were taught in other
academic departments.15

The planners felt they had won a
critical victory when Gary Bollinger,
Union’s vice president for financial ad-
ministration, granted his support
despite his conviction that the new
program would require uncounted
hours of personal time in budgeting
and other tasks. 
7. Risks to students and Union: IRR

planned to put students high up on
ropes and down in churning rivers.
They would live off the land, alone, for
multi-day survival training. During the
semester abroad, students would risk
exposure to malaria, digestive parasites,
snake-infested rainforests, and other
hazards of the tropics. Clearly the IRR
program would greatly increase expo-
sure to risk by students, faculty, and the
college. The challenge was to reject
unreasonable risks and then insure
against accidents.

As an experienced emergency-room
physician sensitive to safety concerns,
Duehrssen addressed some issues dur-
ing the approval process.16 The most
important decision was to adopt pro-
fessional standards for high-risk activi-
ties. The rescue program therefore uti-
lizes certified instructors and teaches to
the specifications of Rescue 3 Interna-
tional, a world leader in rope and
water-rescue training.17 This approach
requires numerous safety features:
standardized equipment and proce-
dures, teamwork, and cooperation. It
entails using a safety officer to check
and double check all rescue rigging.
Similar care is taken during solo sur-
vival training, when daily updates and
urine samples are monitored to avoid
severe dehydration and ketone produc-
tion. 

Such attention to detail creates an
experience far different than recre-
ational climbing and boating. It aims to
instill professionalism in students

through proper communication, and
to enable them to judge if they have the
appropriate skills to tackle a rescue.
Consequently, students recognize the
risk, but the words of one summarize
their response: “We waive away liability
for the experienced gained.”

In addition to liability waivers, of
course, the college annually arranges
supplemental high-risk insurance
through Adventist Risk Management
for all participants in the rescue and
survival training.

Lessons Learned
The experiences creating and grow-

ing IRR suggest the following lessons
when creating new programs:

1. Out-of-the box programs are
“outside” for good reason. Establishing
IRR required immense assistance from
its founder, Dr. Michael Duehrssen—
inspiration, knowledge, analysis, hard
work, and financial contributions. Few
institutions have the capacity to dedi-
cate such resources to an idea; only
rarely is this assistance volunteered.

2. Innovation within a program will
succeed more easily if proponents
demonstrate that new ideas work
within the broader culture as well as
satisfy narrower definitions of institu-
tional purpose. By this measure, IRR
has proved a success, with local media
often contacting Union College after a
disaster.

3. Communicate extensively, both
officially and informally, especially
soon after an initial description of the
basic concepts has been distributed. If
the title of the bestseller by Thomas
Friedman is correct, the world is “flat”
in the 21st century,18 and it is prefer-
able to face objections early on, when
they may serve as constructive criti-
cism, rather than wait for a complete
proposal carefully developed by a small
group but flawed by lack of input. 

4. Flexibility is essential, particularly
by major administrators. Mutual re-
spect between the chief financial and
academic officers often yields unex-
pected benefits. 

5. Even in times of financial auster-
ity, many benefits transcend a narrow
monetary focus. 



Postscript: IRR in Action
Because it was created on a campus

with minimal bureaucracy, the IRR
program received conceptual approval
by the Union College board of trustees
just seven months after the initial dis-
cussions. Its successful implementation
was bolstered by the image and person-
ality of its first director. Duehrssen’s
char is ma, vibrant Christianity, and per-
sonal history excited the imaginations
of prospective students and greatly
contri buted to the initial enrollment of
35 students.19

A decade later, the International
Rescue and Relief program has proven
popular, durable, and ever-changing. It
is directed by Rick Young, an Eagle
Scout, former camp director, and 28-
year law-enforcement veteran. One of
the four largest programs at the college,
it attracts students from across the U.S.
Although its net financial contribution
to the college may be marginal (though
usually positive), its students liven the
campus, enhance diversity, and provide
a significant portion of the critical

mass necessary for academic accom-
plishment. Although difficult to prove,
the presence of IRR has apparently in-
fused the campus culture with a greater
flexibility and willingness to innovate.
It has also constantly refocused the in-
stitution’s emphasis on service.20

The overseas semester has changed
more than any other component of the
program. The initial destination in
Venezuela was abandoned because of
political challenges from a government
suspicious of North Americans roaming
border regions to offer medical services
that competed with government pro-
grams. After a difficult crisis, the pro-
gram relocated to Central America,
where students and faculty have worked
closely with local churches and mission
groups in Honduras and Nicaragua. The
overseas semester remains highly popu-
lar and an invaluable experience for stu-
dents; indeed, many of them determine
their professional goals during rigorous
weeks in the tropics. 

Another highly innovative element,
the IRR Disaster Response Team, has en-
abled students and faculty to respond
immediately to disasters. Most recently,

late in 2013 a group of alumni and fac-
ulty provided medical and relief assis-
tance to survivors of Typhoon Haiyan
with Team Rubicon in Tacloban, the
most devastated region of the Philip-
pines.21 IRR teams have also assisted in
Haiti, Texas, Alabama, the Gulf Coast,
and the East Coast of the U.S. Locally,
the program partners with the American
Red Cross chapter in responding to local
fire emergencies and disasters such as
tornados and floods, and in 2014. the
college’s Red Cross Club led by Young
received the chapter’s Tribute to Heroes
Disaster Relief Award. However, because
faculty and students alike have limited
ability to assemble during the summer,
the challenge remains to keep a team
prepared to deploy during much of the
Midwest’s tornado season.

Despite recent concern about the
scarcity of jobs for U.S. college gradu-
ates, the placement of IRR graduates has
exceeded national averages, though chal-
lenges remain in some highly technical
niches. The program’s uniqueness has
benefitted many of its graduates, en-
abling them to combine unusual accom-
plishments with regular learning. Thus,
IRR students have earned a distinctive
reputation in medical-school applica-
tions, with the program’s emphasis on
Christ-centeredness, stamina, rigor, al-
truistic service, and fortitude being par-
ticularly strong recommendations. 

Thanks to IRR, Union College is
better known to the wider world. As
connections with emergency manage-
ment and relief organizations and
church groups have multiplied, recog-
nition of the school within local, pro-
fessional, and Adventist communities
has increased substantially.22 IRR began
with a concept of mission deeply
rooted in Adventism. That vision will
continue to drive the program. 

Malcolm Russell,
Ph.D., has been
Vice President for
Academic Adminis-
tration at Union
College in Lincoln,
Nebraska, since
2003. He previously

�
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IRR students performing triage at a medical clinic for the Miskito people in Nicaragua.



was a professor of economics and his- 
tory at Andrews University in Berrien
Springs, Michigan.

Joellyn Sheehy will
graduate in 2014
from Union College
with a major in In-
ternational Rescue
and Relief with a
pre-medical em-
phasis. She has ed-

ited manuscripts and contributed nu-
merous articles for college publications
and the Mid-America Union Outlook.

Rick Young,
M.Ed., became the
Director of the In-
ternational Rescue
and Relief Program
at Union College in
2011. During 25
years with the

Glendale, California, police department,
he received numerous awards for hu-
manitarian service and leadership in
school safety. He has also managed
camps for the Boy Scouts and the South-
ern California Conference.
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hat does integration of faith and learning mean
in operational terms? How can teachers help
students integrate faith and learning?1

The development of integration skills is
confounded at times by different interpreta-

tions that often lack operational specificity. For instance, one
definition suggests that integration must result in bringing con-
cepts “together into a larger whole.”2 Another argues that “The
integration of faith and values is a deliberate and systematic
process of approaching the entire educational enter-
prise—both curricular and co-curricular—
from a Christian perspective.”3 Yet an-
other definition claims that IFL is “a
scholarly project whose goal is to
ascertain and develop integral
relationships which exist be-
tween the Christian faith
and human knowledge,
particularly as expressed
in the various academic
disciplines.”4

In spite of these
variations in defini-
tion, we can be sure of
one thing: Faith-learn-
ing integration occurs
when biblical concerns
and academic content
are interconnected, par-
ticularly as they are incor-
porated into student learn-
ing outcome statements. This
perspective keeps the focus on
the purpose of the lesson rather
than on a rigid alignment with varying
definitions. However, any lesson-plan align-
ment must honor the foundational perspective
that God’s Word contains ultimate truth. 

The faith-learning integration skills presented in this article
constitute the Semantic Connections Biblical Integration
Heuristic. Heuristicmeans “to guide,” “discover,” or “to reveal.”
Thus, the proposed integration approach is a guideline for cre-
ating processes, not a rigid or mechanical methodology. It ac-
commodates variations in teacher preferences, learner styles,
content types, learning outcomes, and worldviews/religious
orientations. This heuristic approach incorporates four clearly
defined steps that teachers and students alike can readily learn

and use (see Figure 1).5 These steps connect to the Bible via se-
mantic properties or features in the academic text. The term
“semantic properties” refers specifically to the content of words,
phrases, values, facts, principles, issues, assumptions, and im-
plications contained within the textbook or other curriculum
material. Simply stated, this heuristic approach uses exemplars
of one or more of the eight semantic categories to make con-
nections between the curriculum and biblical content, and to
apply these connections in classroom teaching. 

The four steps of the heuristic are sequential: (1) Iden-
tify a relevant semantic property (e.g., a word,

phrase, etc.) in the instructional material
that might connect to the Bible; (2) use

biblical resources (Figure 2) to iden-
tify potentially relevant biblical
passages exemplifying the se-
mantic property; (3) select
the actual biblical content
to integrate with the aca-
demic content; and (4)
connect the selected bib-
lical and schol astic con-
tent in a meaningful way
to both the in tended
learning process and
learning out come (Fig-
ure 3). These four steps
constitute the structural
proc ess; the semantic prop -
erties constitute eight po -

tential ways to conduct the
process. 
Below is an example for each of

the eight semantic con nection possi-
bilities. In-service teachers and I jointly

developed the first example. Students devel-
oped the rest of the seven as part of their assignment

for the integration lesson. 
To facilitate easy connection with the Bible for the first ex-

ample, we used a textbook by a Christian publisher. The four
steps of the process are identified in the example below for the
semantic property word. The four integration steps for the re-
maining seven categories are more naturally incorporated into
the respective example descriptions. Use of secular as well as
Christian content reveals the broad applicability of the heuris-
tically guided process. A graphic representation of all the ex-
amples is shown in Figure 4 on page 28. 

B Y  W I L L I A M  F .  C O X ,  J R .

W

Figure 1.

Semantic

Connections

Biblical

Integration

Heuristic
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Semantic Property: WORD 
STEP ONE involves identifying a “word” in the academic

content and connecting it to biblical content. The academic text
for this example is Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. The word lib-
erty is the exemplar for the semantic property. “Four score and
seven years ago, our fathers brought forth on this continent, a
new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the propo-
sition that all men are created equal.”6 The selection of the ac-
tual semantic property (i.e., word, phrase, etc.) and its partic-
ular exemplar(s) for integration are important for at least two
reasons: (1) For the integration product to be meaningful, the
exemplar should have some intuitive connection to Bible con-
tent; (2) exemplars should have high potential for providing
biblically based clarification of the academic content. These
two considerations point to the importance of good biblical
understanding, which will help facilitate selection of appropri-
ate semantic properties and corresponding exemplars. 

Back to the word liberty.An easy way to locate it in the Bible
is to consult a concordance, either the one at the back of many
Bible versions or a more comprehensive one like Strong’s Ex-
haustive Concordance of the Bible (KJV). The direction the
teacher wants to take in a discussion of liberty and how he or
she links this to the Bible depends on the biblical content cho-
sen and the goal of the integration. In addition, the expected
learning outcome and the teaching approach will influence the
teacher’s decision. 

STEP TWO involves connecting the chosen exemplar (e.g.,
liberty) to the Bible. If the teaching focus is to compare civil
liberty with spiritual liberty, the teacher may select 2 Corinthi-
ans 3:17 for integration. Or, if the focus relates to liberty from
sin versus liberty (so-called) that justifies evildoing, 1 Peter 2:16
could be used. 

STEP THREE involves selecting the relevant Scripture
verse(s) to integrate. Suppose we choose 1 Peter 2:16: “As free,
and not using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as
the servants of God” (KJV). Defined in Strong as freedom from
restraint [Strong’s Greek Concordance #1657], the word liberty
works well in facilitating the integration endeavor.

STEP FOUR involves integrating the selected biblical ma-
terial with the academic text. Lincoln’s statement about the
United States being conceived in liberty could be biblically en-
hanced (verbally, practically, or both) and discussed across a
wide range of applications. For example, the following com-
ments could be used to biblically enhance the academic text:
“America’s founders were intent on not using their God-given
authority to maliciously deprive citizens of their liberties as oc-
curred in their European homeland. They instead desired to
develop a governmental system compatible with biblical prin-
ciples that would promote the equality of all citizens.” By link-
ing the concept of liberty to biblical illustrations, these com-
ments amplify the targeted sentence in Lincoln’s address, and
can lead to additional discussions about American society’s
successes and failures in embracing and implementing the
principle of equality. 

Given the potential biblical relevance of the Gettysburg Ad-
dress, it could be used to illustrate many other semantic proper-
ties. This in fact is what would occur in a typical classroom lesson. 

Semantic Property: PHRASE 
The text for this next example reads: “Isn’t it a wonder that a

little seed like this acorn [shows picture] can grow to be a mighty
tree like this oak [picture]? An acorn will always grow into an oak
tree. It could never be anything else.”7 Strong’s Concordance iden-
tifies a number of verses relevant to promoting the concept that
a seed invariably produces the same species as itself.

Great skill is required to discern the focus of the academic
text and to enhance it with biblical elaboration. Typically, much
of Christian education material does not specify student learn-
ing objectives involving integration; as a result, teachers have
trouble recognizing what would be appropriate for students to
know biblically about any particular lesson. In this example,
the relevant topic is not that a tiny seed can produce such a
huge tree (although that is also a topic that could be used for
IFL). Instead, the focus is on whether seeds (particularly human
seed) produce only after their own kind. A biblical perspec-
tive—in fact, a biblical principle—is addressed: a seed produces
only its own kind.

Other biblical verses based on key words like grow and seed
in the selected phrase include, but are not limited to, Genesis
2:9 (grow, Strong’s Hebrew #6779—to sprout, bear, bring forth)
and Genesis 1:11, 12 (seed, Strong’s Hebrew #2233—seed, fruit).
On the other hand, the KJV import of “seed” in Romans 9:7, 8
(Strong’s Greek #4690—spermah) is not the same as in Genesis
1:11, 12. Romans refers to Abraham’s children as “offspring”
(NRSV). Thus, as accurate as the seed explanation may be in
Genesis 1 and 2 referring to the world of plants, the same
meaning cannot be read into Romans 9:7, 8. What can be

1. Bible Cross-Reference Systems – [w, t]

2. Concordances – [w] Strong’s (Bible matched)

3. Study Bibles – Spirit-Filled Life Bible; NIV Study Bible; 
Thompson Chain Reference Bible [w, bb]

4. Dictionaries – Webster’s 1828 Dictionary [w]

5. Web Bible Programs [w, bb, t]

a. www.blueletterbible.com

b. www.crosswalk.com

c. www.biblegateway.com

d. www.unboundbible.org

e. www.biblestudytools.com

6. Electronic Search Engines – www.Google.com [w, bb, t]

7. Education resources – Haycock’s Encyclopedia of 
Bible Truths [t]

KEY: w = Bible entry by word; bb = Bible entry by Bible
book; t = Bible entry by topic

Figure 2. Bible Search Resources
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pointed out is the nature of reproduction: A seed can reproduce
only after its own kind (a powerful principle in the creation vs.
evolution debate). In 2 Corinthians 9:10, 11, Paul uses the word
seed (Strong’s Greek #4690—spermah) in the generic sense of
farming, and from this he draws the lesson that one seed in the
hands of a good farmer can bring about a good harvest. Like-
wise, if the gospel seed sown by God is allowed to grow well
under His care and direction, this “will enlarge the harvest of
your righteousness” and “you will be enriched, . . . [and] gen-
erous,” and “your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God.”
Note how in this passage Paul draws the principle of integration
between seed, sowing, righteousness, thanksgiving, and God. 

The point is that the person doing the integration should
be careful to ensure that the integration is faithful to the scrip-
tural meaning. It is insufficient to merely select words and
phrases that seem to promote integration; rather, careful re-
search is needed regarding the exact meaning and application

of those words and phrases, particularly as used in Scripture. 

Semantic Property: VALUE 
The academic text for this semantic property “value” is: “The

1950s produced a national concern over juvenile delinquency.
Many parents no longer followed the biblical admonition to
raise their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.
They instead reasoned that it was better to follow human wis-
dom as promoted by the progressive movement.”8

This statement suggests the following issue: The area of con-
cern relates to human wisdom, which some people regard as
more credible than God’s revelation. How would one relate this
to what the Bible says? We looked up “human wisdom” in the
paraphrase Message Bible (available at http://www.biblestudy
tools.com).

The Message Bible speaks of “human wisdom” as so “tinny,
so impotent, next to the seeming absurdity of God. Human

Identify words of substance that may have
biblical relevance.

Identify commonly spoken phrases that
may have biblical relevance.

Identify values – wording that evaluates
something as good/bad, right/wrong,
evil/holy, pleasing/displeasing, etc.

Identify facts – truth statements in the form
of words or numerical data.

Discern principles – relationships among
concepts that signify regularity, cause-
effect, dependable rules of behavior, etc.

Discern issues – problems, dilemmas, un-
certainties, hypothetical questions, etc.

Discern assumptions that are hidden or ex-
plicit that support other statements.

Derive reasonable implications for other
time periods, circumstances, peoples, etc.

1. Identify Semantic Feature 
to Connect to the Bible

Figure 3. Integration Heuristic Process

4. Integrate Bible
Content

3. Select Bible 
Content

2. Use Resources 
to Identify Relevant 
Biblical Content

Consult references
such as the following
to link academic text
to the Bible:

1. Memory

2. Concordances

3. Indexes

4. Bible commen-
taries

5. Bible dictionaries

6. Study Bibles

7. Bible encyclope-
dias

8. Theological texts

9. Webster’s 1828 
Dictionary

10. Web Bible pro-
grams

11. Haycock’s Ency-
clopedia of Bible 
Truths

12. Resources from 
the Institute in 
Basic Life     
Principles

13. Etc.

Compare Bible con-
tent and academic
content to either en-
rich the academic
content (direct appli-
cation) or to enhance
biblical literacy (indi-
rect application).

Use the biblically
related information to
modify the existing
lesson plan, lecture
notes, curriculum, etc.
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Semantic Resource, Definition, and Selected Biblical Integrated 
Feature Potential Biblical Selections Passage(s) Text

Word – liberty

Phrase – “seed…can
grow to be”

Value – “it was better to
follow human wisdom
than God’s wisdom.”

Fact – Music lyrics can
be judged by biblical
standards to determine if
they are pleasing to God.

Principle: Retained bitter-
ness leads to dysfunc-
tional behavior

Issue: Does frequent
viewing of TV violence
lead children to engage
in that behavior them-
selves?

Assumption: Adoption of
the U.S. Constitution will
result in a good society

Implication: Various im-
plications of using fly
fishing as a metaphor for
attracting non-believers
to the gospel

1. Strong’s Concordance (KJV) – Liberty
a. 2 Corinthians 3:17 [#1657 – free-

dom] “Now the Lord is that Spirit: 
and where the Spirit of the Lord 
is, there is liberty.”

b. 1 Peter 2:16 [#1657] “As free, and
not using your liberty for a cloke 
of maliciousness, but as the ser-
vants of God.”

1. Strong’s Concordance
a. Grow – Genesis 2:9 [#6779, to 

sprout, bear, bring forth]
b. Seed – Genesis 1:11, 12 [#2233 –

seed, fruit]; Romans 9:7, 8 
[#4690, offspring, children of 
promise]

c. Multiply the seed sown – 2 Cor. 
9:10, 11, NIV [#4690] resulting in 
thanksgiving to God.

www.biblestudytools.com using The
Message Bible. 1 Corinthians 1:25; 2
Timothy 3:16, 17; and Isaiah 55:8, 9, all
of which declare God’s wisdom greater
than that of humankind.

Bible concordance search for:
1. Evidence that there are good and bad

angels
2. Qualities drawn from

a. Fruits of the Spirit
b. Sermon on the Mount
c. Love chapter (1 Corinthians 13)
d. Christian virtues

www.google.com: “bitterness + Bible”

Memory of Bible and critical thinking on
the words imitation, character, and evil
in NIV Study Bible gives Romans 16:19;
1 Corinthians 11:1, 15:33; Ephesians
6:4; 2 Thessalonians 3:9

Christian Constitutional scholars and
historical accounts; NIV Concordance –
Psalm 33:12

Concordance search for fishers –
Matthew 4:19. Memory – John 4:7-42; 1
Corinthians 3:6-9

1 Peter 2:16 – “As free,
and not using your liberty
for a cloke of malicious-
ness, but as the servants
of God” (KJV).

1 Corinthians 9:10, 11 –
God gives the seed that
leads to a large harvest
of righteousness, spiri-
tual growth.

1 Corinthians 1:25 –
“Human wisdom is tinny…
next to …God’s….” (The
Message: The Bible in Con-
temporary Language).

All verses located are
relevant.

Acts 8:23
Ephesians 4:31

1 Corinthians 11:1
2 Thessalonians 3:9
1 Corinthians 15:33
Romans 16:19
Ephesians 6:4

Psalm 33:12 – “Blessed
is the nation whose God
is the Lord” (NIV).

Matthew 4:19
John 4:7-42
1 Corinthians 3:6-9

“America’s forefathers were intent on not
using their God-given authority to mali-
ciously deprive citizens of their liberties
as occurred in their European homeland.
They instead desired to develop a gov-
ernmental system compatible with bibli-
cal principles that would promote the
equality of all citizens.”

The acorn cannot produce any other
plant since God has created each type
of seed to reproduce only after its own
type.

Last sentence of text to read “But, to the
contrary, the Bible states that God’s wis-
dom is much better than human wis-
dom.”

Moral absolutes as found in the Bible do
apply to music selections.

“Burr’s highly problematic and even im-
moral behavior is symptomatic of some-
one who harbors bitterness.”

While the Bible does not address the ef-
fects on children of viewing media vio-
lence, it advises believers not to endorse
violence and to teach children how to
avoid and resist it.

Success of the nation as envisioned in
the Preamble is primarily contingent on
the self-governance of the citizenry,
consistent with God’s Word.

Students to creatively think and brain-
storm on many implications of the fish-
ing picture for evangelizing. 

Figure 4. Graphic Representation
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“[Aaron Burr] was the grandson of Jonathan Edwards, and
his father was a Presbyterian pastor and president of Princeton.
He was orphaned at the age of two, a fact that embittered him
and blunted the impact of his godly family. Thomas Jefferson’s
vice president in 1800, he was dropped from the ticket in 1804
because Jefferson no longer trusted him. Looking for a new
outlet for his talents, he ran for governor of New York in 1804
but lost—due at least in part to the opposition of Alexander
Hamilton. Angered by Hamilton’s interference, Burr challenged
him to a duel. Burr’s aim was sure and Hamilton fell, mortally
wounded. Wanted for murder in New York and New Jersey, des-
peration perhaps drove Burr to his most daring scheme. His
plan for some type of national conspiracy was foiled when a
conspirator revealed the plot. 

“He was arrested and tried for treason. Though acquitted
due to lack of evidence, the scandal dealt the final blow to
Burr’s career. His last days were spent practicing law in New
York in near obscurity.”11 

This passage can be used to study several principles. One re-
lates to harboring bitterness. What does the Bible say about
this? The answer can help the teacher to formulate an integra-
tion principle on the topic. A concordance can assist with lo-
cating appropriate Bible references, but the students in this case
tried a new strategy. A Google search for “bitterness + Bible”
yielded a large number of sites on bitterness from a scriptural
perspective. A careful study yielded the biblical principle that
when one cherishes bitterness, this leads to dysfunctional be-
havior. Google-supplied references include Acts 8:23 and Eph-
esians 4:31. An application of this principle to the passage on
Burr makes us understand that Aaron Burr’s highly problem-
atic and even immoral behavior is symptomatic of someone
who harbors bitterness. 

Semantic Property: ISSUE 
An “issue” is characterized by the presence of one or more

value- or content-related conflicts in a particular text passage.
The academic text below can be used to study the property of
“issue”: “By the time a child is eighteen years old, he or she will
witness on television (with average viewing time) 200,000 acts
of violence including 40,000 murders.”12 By engaging in critical
thinking, we find a number of issues in this short passage:
“Does frequent viewing of violence on TV (as well as on the
Internet, and in movies and video games) lead children to
mimic what they have seen?” “Should children be allowed to
watch large amounts of violent behavior on TV and other
forms of media?” “Should media violence be regulated?” “If
being exposed to media violence breeds violence in youth, is
the effect reversible?” Many more issues may be mentioned, but
the point is this: The teacher is empowered to pursue any of
these issues, given the choices available in the heuristic process. 

Regardless of the issue chosen, the first task is to seek biblical
connections to that issue. Focusing on the first issue, we look
for biblical passages relevant to viewing violence, particularly
by children. Here critical thinking may lead to important Bible
references. For instance, reviewing what the Bible says about
“imitation” and related synonyms would seem a relevant strat-
egy. The concordance for the NIV Study Bible lists such verses

strength can’t begin to compete with God’s weakness” (1 Cor -
inthians 1:25).9 Likewise, 2 Timothy 3:16, 17 speaks of the
Scriptures as being profitable for right living. Isaiah speaks of
God’s ways as being much better than the best of human wis-
dom (55:8, 9). Combining these concepts, the academic text
can be expanded by inserting an additional sentence: “But, to
the contrary, the Bible states that God’s wisdom is much better
than human wisdom.” 

Semantic Property: FACT 
Since much of academic content deals with facts, this property

offers rich integration potential. Here is how one music teacher
addressed the factual aspects of music theory.10 This teacher
began by presenting music-related facts the students could easily
understand, such as the way verses, choruses, and refrains follow
a pattern in a music score and in certain types of music. The
teacher also covered additional factual dimensions involving
theme, authorship, and relationship to other works (e.g., operas,
plays) to substantiate that music, like other content areas, has nu-
merous factual dimensions. Further, the teacher assigned biblical
research that showed how music was used in Bible times for dif-
ferent purposes (e.g., ceremony, mourning, praise). 

The primary intent of the integration activity in this exam-
ple related to whether certain selected musical pieces were in
agreement with biblical teaching. Specifically, students were
asked: “Does this piece of music align with biblical principles?” 

The teacher used a twofold integration strategy: first, com-
paring the music’s theme to Bible statements, and then com-
paring the lyrics to edifying biblical qualities. Regarding the
first strategy, one student thought that because a piece of music
spoke favorably about angels, that music surely must be bibli-
cally aligned. The students were asked to use a concordance to
find out what the Bible says about angels. The search revealed
two types of angels: good (Psalm 34:7; Matthew 2:13; Luke 1:26;
Hebrews 1:6) and evil (Matthew 25:41; 2 Peter 2:4; Jude 1:6; 2
Corinthians 11:14), rather than only one type, as some students
had assumed. 

The second strategy was determining whether a song’s lyrics
were biblically edifying. The teacher selected certain lyrics and
asked the students to investigate whether they exemplified bib-
lical qualities such as the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22), the
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), the “love chapter” (1
Corinthians 13:1-7), or Christian virtues (2 Peter 1:5-7). Again,
the integration strategy used was to search the concordance for
Bible passages related to the texts listed above. For a supple-
mental project, students were asked to study the notes for these
passages in study Bibles such as the Andrews Study Bible, the
Life Application Bible, the NIV Study Bible, the Spirit-Filled Life
Bible, and the English Standard Version Study Bible. 

After analyzing their music selections, students were re-
quired to defend their findings either in writing or orally. This
activity helped students to recognize that the moral absolutes
contained in the Bible do apply to music selections.

Semantic Property: PRINCIPLE 
To illustrate the integration of the semantic property of

“principle,” the following material was selected: 
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as 1 Corinthians 11:1 and 2 Thessalonians 3:9 as containing the
word imitation.Or we could search for the word character, inas-
much as corruption of character is a main concern when view-
ing large amounts of violence. The NIV concordance lists this
verse: “Bad company corrupts good character” (1 Corinthians
15:33).13 Searches for synonyms of corruption may also yield
helpful biblical references. Conversely, a search could be initi-
ated that focuses on prohibitions against wrong behavioral pat-
terns that appear in conjunction with the term evil (i.e., Ro-
mans 16:19) or to focus on the positive theme of keeping youth
in the right path through following the admonition of the Lord
(i.e., Ephesians 6:4).

The teacher combined several of the above findings to arrive
at a biblical view on the issue: “While the Bible does not address
the effects on children of viewing media violence, the Scriptures
advise not to endorse violence and to teach children how to
avoid and resist it.”

Semantic Property: ASSUMPTION 
The “assumption” examined is this: Adoption of the U.S.

Constitution (which occurred in 1789) would produce a good
society. This belief is foundational in the Constitution’s Pre-
amble:14 “We the People of the United States, in Order to form
a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tran-
quility, provide for the common defence, promote the general
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and
our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the
United States of America.”

Several methods can be used to study this “assumption” that
will enable a teacher and his or her students to examine the var-
ious claimed outcomes of the Constitution (e.g., liberty). The
central postulate examined here is that an external creed will pro-
duce the internal personal character qualities necessary to achieve
all of the positive outcomes listed in the Preamble. Those with
deep biblical understanding will likely assert that ultimately, the
only way these outcomes will become a reality is by following
God’s will. Matthew 6:33 makes it plain: Seeking after God’s king-
dom and His righteousness is the key to right living and thus to
national well-being. Another “assumption” in the Preamble is
that outcomes like “justice” are actually achievable in a world that
is inhabited by sin-stained individuals.

As mentioned earlier, one of the keys to successful integra-

tion is identification of the intended learning outcomes. In this
case, an important goal is for students to understand that the
development of a just and orderly society is more a function
of the embrace of biblical principles within the heart of every
citizen than it is about an articulation of a creed. While it may
be difficult to search for Bible words that link the theme of
relationship of the heart attitude of citizens to national pros-
perity, critical thinking will lead to a search for words such as
nation, and bless, and their synonyms and variations. A concor-
dance search for these words will take us to verses such as Psalm
33:12: “Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord” (NIV). 

Another approach for similarly specific and global topics is
to consult authoritative writings on the subject. For instance,
Ruth Haycock15 has a relevant chapter on biblical principles re-
lating to civil government; organizations such as WallBuilders16

and the Plymouth Rock Foundation17 address this matter; and
works by Christian authorities on the Bible and the U.S. Con-

stitution can also be very helpful.18

In brief, we might say that the achievement
of the U.S. Constitution’s Preamble’s vision of
a successful nation is contingent on its citizens’
self-governance in a manner consistent with
God’s Word so that His favor rests upon it, as
revealed in Scriptures like Psalm 33:12.

Semantic Property: IMPLICATION
Thus far, we have used a range of academic

texts to show the diverse possibilities of the
heuristic process. For this last semantic fea-
ture, we shall use a picture instead of textual
material. For a block printing assignment, stu-
dents were asked to replicate a watercolor
painting by Winslow Homer entitled “A Good

Pool,”19 which depicts three men in a canoe catching a large
fish, a subject that has many implications relating to the biblical
topic of fishers of men. A reasonable learning objective that can
be achieved via classroom discussion is for students to derive
implications analogously from the metaphor of fly fishing to
“hook” many non-believers who live in a pool of unbelief. Ob-
viously, as with earlier examples, the lesson can go in several
directions, some more fruitful than others. 

One productive approach would be to draw implications
from the title of the picture by seeing unbelievers in a society
as being “a good pool” to fish in for salvation. The analogy
might easily conjure up Jesus’ statement that His disciples will
be fishers of men (Matthew 4:19). Other implications might
draw analogies between the skill of fly-fishing to make the bait
(or message) attractive to the fish (unbelievers). Another ap-
proach would be to discuss how the lure has to be appropriate
to the species of fish. Analogously, the way to attract non-be-
lievers is to connect in some way to what is attractive to them
based on their culture, personal preferences, etc. Yet another
application could be drawn from the fact that sometimes it
takes more than one person to fish successfully as depicted by
the presence in the picture of several people sharing the fish-
ing tasks (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:6-9). Certainly, other implica-
tions could be drawn, but the ones listed above should provide

n important goal is for students to
understand that the development of

a just and orderly society is more a function
of the embrace of biblical principles within
the heart of every citizen than it is about an
articulation of a creed.

A
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sufficient clarification regarding the overall technique to be
used. 

Readers may observe that the usual method of finding rele-
vant Scripture verses for this activity was not discussed. This
omission is purposeful since the method used by the teacher
was a student group discussion. That is, the teacher intended
that the students brainstorm potential Scripture verses and bib-
lically related sources, and to learn from discussion with one
another, under her guidance, the ways that they each can con-
nect to the Bible. 

Summary
The Semantic Connections Biblical Integration Heuristic

provides a practical and systematic, yet readily adaptable ap-
proach to integration. It has the advantage of being quick and
easy to use, even for beginners, while still containing immense
potential to become, with practice, a sophisticated skill-set. The
heuristic also helps build critical thinking skills that are impor-
tant for teachers and students.

As demonstrated above, the heuristic process facilitates a
personalized approach for integrating academic and biblical
content. It does not impose any content prerequisites such as
denominational or worldview understandings but functions
within the context of the educational discipline and subject
matter, according to the preferences of the teacher/user. Imple-
mentation of these skills constitutes one of the major differ-
ences between Christian and secular education. Development
of integration competence, while typically focused on the
teacher, is a crucial learning objective for students as well,
though typically it has been underemphasized and underap-
preciated.20 It is the privilege and responsibility of the Christian
teacher to model and stimulate this type of critical thinking in
his or her students. 

An important final point: The quality of integration will be
highly correlated with personal Scriptural literacy. With prac-
tice, integrity of research, and prayerful application, the heuris-
tic has great potential for promoting both Bible literacy and
biblical integration. 

This article is dedicated to Dr. George Akers, who inspired me to become

deeply committed to faith-learning integration. His contributions in this area

developed me professionally, and his infectious zeal for integrating the nature

and word of God into academics has greatly enriched my life.—William Cox.

This article has been peer reviewed.

William F. Cox Jr., Ph.D., is Professor of Ed-
ucation and Director of Christian education
programs at Regent University in Virginia
Beach, Virginia. He is in his 40th year of
university teaching and has been published
extensively in the area of Christian educa-
tion.
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S
eventh-day Adventists operate the
largest Protestant educational sys-
tem in the world—with 7,800
schools (kindergarten through
university level), 93,000 teachers,
and 1,814,000 students1—founded
on the fundamental belief that ed-

ucation “is the harmonious develop-
ment of the physical, the mental, and
the spiritual powers.”2 While all three
dimensions are invaluable in the
achievement of a holistic education,
this article deals with the importance

of ensuring the healthy mental devel-
opment of our students. 

Mental development means more
than offering the very best in the arts
and sciences. It requires attention to
the maintenance of optimum mental
health to ensure excellence and balance
in every area of life—learning, living,
working, and relating.

One important indicator of stu-
dents’ mental health is their ability to
use interpersonal assets and skills to
function effectively under a variety of
conditions. If these skills are poorly de-
veloped or deteriorate, students will

find it difficult to cope with life’s chal-
lenges and responsibilities. Teachers
and administrators who are alert to
how children manage issues relating to
mental health will find ways to develop
the whole child: academically, physi-
cally, spiritually, emotionally, and so-
cially. Highly effective administrators
listen to their staff and spend time
speaking with students about their
lives. Likewise, caring, supportive
school staff will be sensitive to the
emotional and academic needs of their
students. 

Making 

a Priority in 
Adventist Schools

B Y  G R A N T  L E I T M A

   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

             . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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Ensuring that adequate attention is
given to the mental health of students
is not easy. Many factors compete for
the teachers’ time that prevent them
from giving sufficient attention to
mental-health issues, and financial
challenges often prevent schools from
hiring people with expertise in this
area. Consequently, mental-health is-
sues are becoming a more urgent prob-
lem in many schools. More and more
students are exhibiting increased levels
of depression, anxiety, eating disorders,
schizophrenia, drug/alcohol addictions,
personality disorders, and psycho-
pathic behaviors than young people in
past generations.3 This issue is so im-
portant that the American Psychologi-

cal Association (APA) sees an urgent
need for increased access and coordi-
nation of quality mental-health serv-
ices for children and adolescents. 

According to the 2013 APA study,
Strengthening the Child and Adolescent
Mental Health Workforce,4 10 percent of
U.S. children and adolescents have a se-
rious mental-health problem, and an-
other 10 percent have mild to moderate
problems. Worse yet, only one in five
receive treatment from a mental-health
professional. This is an important
issue, since children suffering from
mental-health problems negatively im-

pact communities, schools, and homes
and are at higher risk for poor school
performance, low self-esteem, suicide,
involvement in neighborhood crime,
and failure to complete their educa-
tion.

Parents often assume that Seventh-
day Adventist schools can “fix” their
children’s academic, behavioral, and
mental-health problems. Such an as-
sumption is not justifiable because reg-
ular teachers are under so much pres-
sure to deal with academic issues that
most do not have sufficient time to
care for mental-health issues. Further,
not all teachers have the know-how or
the requisite training to deal with such
issues. Hence the challenge: What steps
should Adventist schools take to deal
with the emotional problems of their
students? This article will describe the
mental-health challenges that occur
among elementary, high school, and
college students, and then recommend
some priorities and solutions for the
school personnel who must deal with
these issues. But first, it is important
to note some symptoms and challenges
of which every school should be aware
as they seek to care for students with
mental-health issues.

Major Symptoms of Mental-
Health Problems

Administrators, teachers, and par-
ents should be aware of major symp-
toms that may indicate possible men-
tal-health challenges among the
students. These symptoms include
the following:5

• drastic change in behavior at
school;

• periods of confusion;
• complaints that classmates are

plotting against them;
• reports of hearing voices;
• experiencing strange tastes and

odors not shared by others;
• complaints of bizarre bodily

changes;
• repetition of certain acts in the

classroom;
• chronic depression; and
• behavior that is dangerous to

themselves and others.
Educators should not be surprised
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that these symptoms occur frequently
in student populations, since the total
amount of mental-health problems in
the U.S. population exceeds that of
cancer, heart disease, and stroke com-
bined. Therefore, the APA encourages
early identification of such problems in
schools.6

Elementary Students and
Mental Health 

Parents, teachers, and administra-
tors should be aware that a healthy self-
concept is an important sign of good
mental health for an elementary-age
child. Children’s social experiences re-
inforce their self-concept. The more
positive interactions children experi-
ence at home and school, the more
they feel supported and valued. Chil-
dren who are loved and approved of by
significant others are more likely to de-

velop a sense of competence and to
outperform other students.7

A healthy sense of self is easier for a
child to achieve when parents and other
adults deal with the child authoritatively
by both showing warmth and setting
appropriate limits. By contrast, authori-
tarian parents and teachers are more
likely to induce children to obey out of
fear rather than respect.8 Authoritative
parents and teachers encourage children
to manage themselves and to reflect
upon their own behavioral choices by
taking responsibility for their actions.
They praise children for their accom-
plishments both in class and out of
class. Young people treated in this way
are more likely to apply themselves to
school and home tasks. Children who
have less-healthy interactions with the
significant adults in their lives begin to
experience inferiority feelings, become
resentful and depressed, and feel they
are worthless, all of which negatively af-

fect their school achievement and inter-
actions with others.

Parents and teachers should, there-
fore, be aware of symptoms in chil-
dren’s behavior that may point toward
the potential for mental-health issues.
Such symptoms include:9

• high absenteeism from school;
• withdrawing from interaction with

other people;
• frequent headaches;
• complaining about frequent bodily

aches and pains;
• frequent periods of crying during

class;
• increased defiance of teachers and

parents;
• loss of interest in school activities;
• large unexplained mood swings; 
• difficulty making friends; and
• trouble organizing their time and

materials in class.

Information tables are set up so that Washington Adventist University undergraduate students may share mental and physical health
information with the community during their biennial Service Day.
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High School Students and
Mental Health 

Adolescence is marked by growth
and development—physical, cognitive,
and social. Normal adolescents handle
the necessary life adjustments and
transition from childhood to adult-
hood without too much difficulty.
They display a positive attitude toward
their friends, family, parents, and
teachers, and are open to taking on
new responsibilities. They have a
healthy perception of reality and en-
gage in positive interpersonal relation-
ships at work, school, and home. 

Research indicates that about 20
percent of adolescents will experience
interpersonal turmoil at a level requir-
ing professional intervention.10 How-
ever, many more teens are involved in
several common but less-serious diffi-
culties, such as occasional conflicts
with parents, mood disruptions, and
risky behaviors. Typically, conflict
emerges over the degree of independ-
ence the child is allowed to experience.
How this issue is resolved largely de-
pends on such factors as cultural back-
ground, and parental attitudes and
personality.11 Moodiness is common
among younger teens as they become
increasingly reflective about their life
and future.12 They may become de-
spondent about their physical appear-
ance and ruminate about it.13 Class-
mates often add to the problem by
making cruel and insensitive remarks
to those who are perceived as unattrac-
tive because of their height, appear-
ance, weight, race/ethnicity, or any
other feature that significantly differs
from peers.14 In some teens, risk-taking
behaviors increase during adolescence
due to their perceived sense of invul-
nerability, agility, and quick reflexes.15

Because peer influence is so signifi-
cant during this time, special attention
should be given to the adolescent’s
choice of friends and activities. Re-
search shows that the stronger the con-
nection to home, church, and school,
the less likely the chance of risky be-
havior occurring.16 The following are
typical warning signs about which par-
ents and teachers need to be aware.17 If
a combination of these signs occurs,
school personnel should strongly en-

courage the parents to seek profes-
sional evaluation and help for the
child:

• radical personality changes;
• alterations in eating or sleeping

habits;
• frequent complaints about being

bored, apathy;
• withdrawal from extracurricular

school activities;
• violent or aggressive bullying be-

havior;
• a sudden decline in schoolwork or

grades;
• incidents of stealing at school;
• chronic absenteeism;

resiliency improves significantly when
adults take a consistent and sincere in-
terest in young people, and that stu-
dents who perceive the school as a
warm and welcoming community are
less likely to engage in high-risk behav-
iors.19

Researchers have also found that
high school students who possess
greater intelligence, competency, re-
silient personality, and who have an
engaging personality, family cohesive-
ness, positive peer relationships, and
parental supervision have greater po-
tential to achieve better mental health
than students who lack these advan-
tages.20 Factors that put high school
students at risk for mental-health dis-
orders are low self-esteem, lack of per-

• disregard of school policies due to
impulsive behavior; or

• poor behavioral control.
Some of these problems can be pre-

vented and/or ameliorated by attention
to how school personnel interact with
students. Blum and his associates18 at
the University of Minnesota found that
the schools that were the most success-
ful in helping students to feel con-
nected experienced fewer behavioral
problems. He found that when school
staff took time to inquire about stu-
dents’ academic progress, reminding
them about homework, and helping
them to be school-focused, the stu-
dents exhibited fewer behavioral prob-
lems. Blum also found that when par-

ents made themselves available to their
children at key times of the day—be-
fore and after school, at dinner time,
and before bedtime—this provided an
important protective mental-health
factor. Perceived parental expectations
for school completion and sexual absti-
nence were also key factors. Communi-
cating clear expectations consistently
and centering on the child’s needs pro-
vide the context for good mental health
both at home and at school. Hopkins
and Gillespie found a large body of re-
search that reinforced the importance
of connectedness and the school as
community, concluding that student

t was found that when school staff
took time to inquire about students’
academic progress, reminding them

about homework, and helping them to
be school-focused, the students exhib-
ited fewer behavioral problems.

I
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sonal control, abuse, domestic violence,
harsh teachers, poverty, community vi-
olence, poor nutrition, and brain in-
juries.21

College Students and Mental
Health

As they experience both the greater
independence and more responsibili-
ties that college thrusts on them, young
adults will face major changes. Fresh-
men and seniors are more at risk of de-
veloping mental-health disorders be-
cause of the significant changes in their
lives. As older students prepare to enter
the adult world, the serious decisions
increase their stress levels. Many stu-
dents carry academic and athletic
scholarships that demand high levels of
achievement. 

Relationships with the opposite sex
often cause stress. Students are increas-
ingly finding it more difficult to deal
with stress in their personal lives and
the academic demands of competing
for high test scores and admission to
postgraduate education. Current re-
search indicates that in recent years,
college counseling centers have en-
countered a significant increase in psy-
chopathology.22 For example, a survey
of 13,000 college counseling center
clients over a 13-year period found an
increase in the severity of psychopath -
ology, including depression and per-
sonality disorders.23 Twenge24 found
that in 2007, there were five times as
many U.S. college students who were
dealing with anxiety, depression, and
psychopathic behavior than those who
were attending higher education dur-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s;
in addition, anxiety levels had in-
creased from five to 31 percent. Panic
disorders, social anxiety, generalized
anxiety disorder, and depression rose
from one to six percent. 

Most troubling is the finding that
psychopathic behaviors increased from
five to 24 percent.25 That finding alone
should cause every college administra-
tor to reflect about the mental-health
status of the young people enrolled in
his or her school. 

An alarmingly high rate of mental
illness is now found among U.S. col-

lege-age populations. The National Al-
liance on Mental Illness26 and Abbott
Laboratories analyzed responses from
1,033 college students (ages 18-31) and
1,028 parents of college students and
found that:

• one in three students reported de-
pression; 

• one in four reported suicidal
thoughts or feelings; 

• one in seven reported engaging in
abnormally reckless behavior; and

• one in seven reported difficulty
functioning at school. 

Such feelings often hinder students
from coping with real-life issues and
lead them to indulge in high-risk be-
haviors such as withdrawing socially,
dropping out of school, substance
abuse, and attempting suicide.27

Exacerbating the problem are the
increasing number of today’s students,
compared to past generations, who
enter school with an attitude of being
entitled, have difficulty delaying gratifi-
cation, and whose prime motivation is
to become wealthy.28 Defining life in
terms of wealth and monetary gratifi-
cation may leave students with feelings
of inadequacy, depression, and anxiety.

The holistic Seventh-day Adventist
worldview embraced by our schools
encourages young people to develop
character traits that are different from
those that are valued by society. How-
ever, we must be intentional about
helping students to embrace the values
of service, compassion, and a commit-
ment to living their faith in society.
Service learning and voluntarism will
help to infuse these traits in our stu-
dents and will have a positive impact
on academics as well.29

Making Mental Health a Priority
Mental-health problems can stem

from a variety of sources. Schools must
address the challenges faced by stu-
dents that result from abuse, depres-
sion, schizophrenia, and bipolar dis -
orders, some of which may be caused
by neuro-chemical imbalances. Med-
ication may be needed to maintain
healthy mental functioning. Problems
arise at schools for those students who
resist taking appropriate medication or
fail to take medication when away from

home, those whose problems have not
been diagnosed and treated, as well as
those who cannot afford their medica-
tions. A strong sense of school connect-
edness can help encourage students to
stay on their treatment regimen.

Untreated mental-health problems
can lead to tragic consequences for
young people. They may become ad-
dicted to harmful substances, act out in
the classroom, attempt suicide, develop
physical and psychological disorders,
drop out of school, and bully others.
Since many teachers and administra-
tors may not know how to identify stu-
dents with mental-health problems, it
may be helpful to review the warning
signals and issue a reminder about the
necessity of making mental health a
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school priority. Below are a few impor-
tant tips for school and college admin-
istrators as they seek to give appropri-
ate attention to mental-health issues:
1. Provide training for staff mem-

bers regarding how to respond to the
mental-health needs of students.
Teachers need to be aware that all stu-
dents go through major transitional
periods in life. The stresses created by
these transitions can trigger significant
mental-health problems. For example,
students who move to a new school are
often plagued by anxiety and feel over-
whelmed at the prospect of making
new adjustments. The freshman year in
college is a major transition for stu-
dents as they learn to be individually

responsible for their own schedules,
jobs, and classwork, learn to live with a
roommate in a dormitory, etc. 

School personnel need to be trained
through attending in-house workshops
run by trained school psychologists
and counselors to recognize and handle
potential adjustment problems when-
ever they appear. Some years ago in the
JOURNAL, Lennard Jorgensen recom-
mended that a roving counselor, em-
ployed by the conference or union, visit
Seventh-day Adventist K-12 schools.30

Both students and teachers should be
made aware of available community re-
sources relating to mental health, and
the school should take a proactive role

in areas such as suicide prevention.31

2. Employ professionals to provide
mental-health services on campus.
Schools should place a high priority on
providing services for prevention and
treatment of mental-health challenges.
While the employment of a school
counselor is the ideal, school adminis-
trators should develop their skills and
investigate community health resources
to which they can refer students.32

A mental-health professional can
make valuable contributions by:

• assisting teachers and principals to
identify students who may need psy-
chological intervention and providing
a list of qualified Christian profession-
als for referrals;

Washington Adventist University graduate students and faculty participate in a mental-health workshop where they become familiar with
recent changes to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM), which provides useful criteria to classify mental disorders.



38 The Journal of Adventist Education • Apri l /May 2014 http:// jae.adventist.org 

• responding to trauma experienced
by students as a result of incidents of
violence at the school or in the com-
munity or nation; 

• implementing helpful school-wide
programs including seminars dealing
with safety and mental-health issues;

• assisting students and parents in
finding ways to cope with the financial
requirements of tuition and school
fees, as well as the academic demands
of classwork, as tensions in these areas
often lead to mental challenges; and

• counseling in career planning.
3. Initiate school-wide mental-

health preventative services. Preven-
tion of physical and psychological

problems should become a priority in
every school. Many schools and col-
leges have found it helpful to establish
on their campuses a chapter of Active
Minds, a student-run organization that
seeks to improve the mental health of
students by directing them to helpful
resources, alerting them to warning
signs of problems, and arranging for
speakers on mental-health topics. The
organization does not provide counsel-
ing, but it does arrange for support
services and other necessary resources. 

Schools can also place hotline access
numbers for mental-health informa-
tion in classroom buildings, residence
halls, restrooms, elevators, and dining
halls. In the U.S., the following num-
bers will be helpful: Alcohol and drug

problems: 800-234-0420; Alcoholics
Anonymous: 800-492-0209; Al-Anon:
800-662-HELP; Suicide Hotline: 800-
784-2433; and Child Abuse: 800-422-
4453. In addition, schools can install
racks with mental-health information
in student lounge facilities, the office of
the school nurse and dean of students,
and various academic and administra-
tive centers.

It is strongly recommended that Ad-
ventist schools operate student health
centers similar to those in many public
school systems. Typically, a school-
based health center will employ a psy-
chologist to provide mental-health
services. Currently, approximately

On their biennial Service Day, Washington Adventist University undergraduate students take time from their classes to offer initial mental-
health screening to the local community.
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These are not complicated or expensive
endeavors, yet they are effective. Some-
thing similar could be adopted in all
Adventist schools.

Conclusion
Schools that make mental health a

priority will be in the best position to
fulfill the church’s mission by imple-
menting a holistic program that helps
students emotionally, academically, and
spiritually. Appropriate attention to
mental-health issues will empower
students to develop to their fullest po-
tential—mentally, physically, and spiri-
tually. Investing time, money, and per-

confused, drop out, perform poorly in
their classwork, suffer depression and
possibly attempt suicide or suffer from
other mental-health problems. 

Adventist education at all levels
must make mental-health services a
high priority as part of its commitment
to holistic education. It is vital that
teachers, staff, and administrators per-
ceive students as Jesus did. “In every
human being He discerned infinite
possibilities. He saw men as they might
be, transfigured by His grace—in ‘the
beauty of the Lord our God.’ Psalm
90:17.  . . . To many a despairing one
there opened the possibility of a new
life.”37 This should be the goal of every
Adventist school.  �

2,000 school-based health centers
across the U.S. provide care for nearly
two million students.33 The most-cited
reason why students seek the services
of these school-based health centers is
for such issues as depression, anxiety,
and suicidal thoughts.34

It will also be helpful for each Ad-
ventist school to establish a Behavioral
Intervention Team (BIT) composed of
a mental-health professional plus
trained teachers and staff who work
with the school administration to iden-
tify problems and find the best ap-
proach to handle urgent mental-health
situations. The BIT performs such
tasks as:

• study of student conduct such as
self-injurious behavior, suicidal
ideation, erratic behavior, and viola-
tions of campus alcohol/drug policy;35

• threat assessments to help a stu-
dent whose behavior is considered
harmful to self or others and determine
who needs to be involved and con-
tacted (i.e., campus security, local law
enforcement, campus administration,
mental-health counselors, judicial offi-
cers, attorneys, student-affairs person-
nel, faculty familiar with the student,
risk management, and/or human re-
sources);

• investigating the circumstances of
specific incidents;

• determining the best way to sup-
port the student; and

• identifying the appropriate re-
sponse to existing hazards and poten-
tially harmful situations.36

4. Schedule regular mental-health
assessment of students. Adventist high
schools and colleges can include in
their psychology and religion courses
the principles of and approaches for
achieving good mental health. School
counselors can speak to students about
issues that students find troubling or
that cause them anxiety. Schools can
also schedule a yearly mental-health
day when professionals make presenta-
tions about mental health and meet
one-on-one to discuss concerns and
make referrals if long-term counseling
is indicated.

Consider, for example, the program
at Washington Adventist University in
Takoma Park, Maryland. Each semes-

ter, the university schedules a special
health day when students can complete
a variety of mental-health surveys deal-
ing with such topics as school stress,
depression, loneliness, and anxiety. The
campus nurse, campus counselor, and
psychology department all participate
in planning and implementing the
event. In addition, WAU’s campus
counselor conducts a yearly Suicide
Prevention Day. Special programs and
mental-health information are pro-
vided to students so that those who are
depressed or discouraged know what
campus resources are available to them.

sonnel to prevent and deal with men-
tal-health issues in our schools will
produce rich dividends for students
and for the institution. Students will be
empowered to overcome feelings of de-
spair and hopelessness and develop in-
creased self-esteem, self-reliance, and
self-efficacy. They will be more likely to
feel optimistic about their ability to
succeed in school and throughout their
lives if mental-health issues are no
longer an impediment. 

Failure to make mental health a pri-
ority will be costly. Increasing numbers
of students will become frustrated and

dventist education at all levels must
make mental-health services a high
priority as part of its commitment

to holistic education. It is vital that
teachers, staff, and administrators
perceive students as Jesus did.

A
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Resources on the Web 
• Office of Safe and Drug Free

Schools: Materials for school leaders:
http://www.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/
edpicks.jhtml?scr=qc

• Helping America’s YOUTH: Spe-
cific Program Recommendations:
http://www.helpingamericasyouth.gov/
programtool-ap.cfm

• Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA) Child and Adolescent
Mental Health Information: http://
 www.mentalhealth.sa,hsa.gov/child/
childhealth.asp

• The Center for Health and Health
Care in Schools: http://www.healthin
schools.org

• Center for School Mental Health
Assistance: http://cecp.air.org/vc/vf/
 orgs/  csmha.asp
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B Y  S U S A N  M .  T A Y L O R

CAN PEER REVIEW HELP JOHNNY

BETTER?
R

esponding to and commenting on student writing
consumes a major portion of our time as educators.
Most teachers estimate that it takes 20 to 40 minutes
to comment on an individual student’s paper. Mul-
tiply those 20 to 40 minutes by 20 or more students

per class, times one or more papers in a semester, and it adds
up to, well . . . an enormous amount of time!1 With so much
time and energy devoted to a single activity, why doesn’t Johnny
write better?

The answer to this question may lay with the way teachers
handle writing assignments.2 Historically, teachers gave a writ-
ing assignment with some parameters. They would require a
draft so they could comment and return it to the student for
revision. As far back as we can trace student papers, we see
teachers attempting to squeeze their reactions into a few pithy
phrases, to roll all the paper’s strengths and weaknesses into
one tidy ball for the student’s edification.3 Almost every teacher
who has ever assigned a paper has struggled to get students to
write better.

As teachers, we comment on our students’ writing because
we want to help them successfully communicate their ideas. We
want to raise questions, from a reader’s point of view, that may
not have occurred to the writer.4 We want to tell the student
whether the intended meaning has been adequately commu-
nicated and, if not, what questions or discrepancies a perceptive
reader will observe. In essence, we want to help our students
become better readers of their own work, and hence, better
writers.

Yet despite the importance of teacher commentary, students
apparently aren’t becoming better writers.5 They rarely make
good use of comments as they revise. It seems that little real re-
vision is going on.

Developing writers must learn to revise their writing be-
cause it is an important component of the composing process.
In order to revise, students must improve their writing skills,
which will enable them to reflect on their ideas and develop
and evaluate criteria.6 This is where peer review can be help-
ful.

Peer review is a process in which students read and com-
ment on each other’s work as a way to improve their own writ-
ing, as well as that of their peers. Critiquing their classmates’
work can help students better diagnose their own writing prob-
lems.

Writing is a key factor in students’ academic development;
it is the primary means by which students transform from pas-
sive recipients of knowledge to active participants in their own
education.7 Instructors who teach writing (in any discipline)
should create opportunities for students to read and to respond
to one another’s writing. Such opportunities for peer review
can help students improve their reading and writing, as well as
learn how to collaborate effectively. However, conducting ef-
fective peer reviews requires careful planning by teachers.

Tackling the Problem of Vague Comments
“I liked your story about the horse, but I think you should

add a little more detail and maybe change the last two sen-
tences.” Sound familiar? This student response to a peer’s draft
is all too typical of the way untrained students offer feedback.
Many teachers cringe when they hear the words “peer review”
because they find it difficult getting students to respond ef-
fectively to one another’s writing.8 The quality of students’
comments about their classmates’ essays—usually vague at
best—is often misleading, even incorrect. Even students com-
plain that the comments are not helpful. Vague suggestions

WRITE



44 The Journal of Adventist Education • Apri l /May 2014 http:// jae.adventist.org

rarely translate into effective revi sions.9

There are several possible explanations for
vague comments. First, many students feel un-
comfortable pronouncing judgment on another
person’s paper.10 Some students, insecure about
their own writing, feel unqualified to critique an-
other’s work. A blandly positive response, such as
“I liked your story . . . ,” allows students to avoid a
socially uncomfortable situation. It also helps to
create an environment of mutual support.

Second, literature suggests that some students
are easily biased, even dishonest, in giving feedback
because of friendships, gender, race, interpersonal
relationships, and/or personal preferences.11 In
face-to-face reviews, students frequently express
anxiety about sharing their comments for fear of
being wrong or of being rejected by peers. Most
students find it extremely difficult to give negative
feedback to their classmates.

A third area of concern with peer review is the
uneven quality of feedback.12 Students with better
writing skills are more adept at evaluating peers’
writing. Some students fail to read the essays con-
scientiously. Some writers express the feeling that
their peers are not as strong academically, and
therefore discount their comments.13

Consequently, students often fail to take their
peers’ feedback seriously. They know that only the
teacher can assign a grade to the work; therefore,
they are often less concerned about their peers’
comments than about their teacher’s evaluation.
However, grades do not traditionally reward effort
but rather what effort produces. It is foolish for
any writer not to take peer comments seriously,
for it may cost the writer an opportunity to obtain
constructive criticism. This may result in an infe-
rior final version of the paper and a lower-than-anticipated
grade.

Fourth, students do not know how to use the feedback to
revise their writing.14 Students can be vain about their writing,
thinking every word is golden. They think, How could I possibly
improve such a great paper? But everyone can strengthen his or
her skills. As editors, students have a valuable opportunity to
learn something valuable: how to express tactful and compas-
sionate honesty, which will serve them throughout their lives.
As writers, students learn what constructive criticism is and
how it can improve writing.

Finally, and arguably most important, students are rarely
given clear guidance. A common misstep many teachers make
in approaching peer review is to assume that students already
have the skills necessary to make insightful, valuable com-
ments, and that incorporating peer review simply amounts to
asking students to read and to respond to one another’s writ-
ing.15 Students may or may not know how to comment con-
structively. Most are relatively new at scrutinizing others’ writ-
ing. So teachers must develop and implement a clear list of
focal points for the peer reviewer to critique. This way, the

writer knows exactly what to improve based upon the re-
viewer’s comments.

I have found that students tend to overvalue their peers’
weak arguments and sloppy style. But when the teacher sets
clear parameters for review, students learn to focus on specific
aspects of the paper. Learning a subject involves judging argu-
ments as well as crafting them. Peer review allows students to
criticize the strength of a variety of arguments.

Strategies for Using Peer Review
Two peer-review strategies have proved quite successful

in my classes: PQP and Drafting. PQP is the acronym for
“praise, question, polish.”16 This is a small-group organiza-
tional peer-review technique that requires the members (at
least two, but no more than five) to take turns reading their
drafts aloud as the other students follow along with their
copies. This oral reading helps writers hear how well the
paper flows and to independently identify possible changes.
The responders then react to the piece by writing comments
on their PQP form.17

Praise: What is good about the writing? Why is it good?
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Question: As a reader, what do you not understand? What
would you like clarified?

Polish: What specific suggestions for improvement can you
make?

A second approach I call “drafting” is where the class estab-
lishes small groups of three.  When a draft is due, students bring
two copies of their manuscripts along with the original to the
group. Each student in the group reads all the essays produced
by that group, and comments both in the margins and at the
end of each paper. During the next class period, they share
comments and reactions.

During peer-review sessions, the teacher should maintain a
“hands-off” approach while monitoring the groups to ensure
that they stay focused on the task at hand. After the session, the
teacher can evaluate and reward the reviewers’ participation.
The key to success is the teacher’s preparation of the students
so that they can engage in effective peer review. When students
are given the proper tools, they can function
with little input from the teacher.

It is vital for teachers to convey the impor-
tance of peer review and collaboration to their
classes. I prepare my university-level students
to work collaboratively by pointing out that
this is standard practice in the workplace. For
younger groups, the teacher can share research
studies showing that students who work in
groups enjoy class more and earn better
grades.18

Merits of Peer Review
Strong support for the use of peer review

has come from theories that emphasize the so-
cial nature of language, thought, writing, and
learning.19 Peer interaction is vital to writing
development because it allows students to
construct knowledge through social sharing
and interaction.20 Peer review also taps into the benefits of col-
laboration. Research has shown that learning emerges through
the shared understanding of multiple students, and that learn-
ing can occur effectively within interactive peer groups.

Peer review of student writing is beneficial in the following
ways: First and foremost, peer feedback seems to be associated
with better student academic achievement. A quasi-experi-
ment by Plutsky and Wilson revealed that peer review helped
students become proficient writers. Studies on e-peer review
also support its academic benefits.21 Results from empirical
studies on English as a Second Language (ESL) writing in-
struction suggest that peer feedback is as good as, or better
than, teacher feedback in helping students revise and improve
their papers.22

Second, peer review reinforces a system of values about the
way writing should be taught. The core of this system rests on
the idea that communication within any discourse commu-
nity (and in any educational setting) relies entirely on that
community’s respect for negotiation and cooperation.23 Ide-
ally, peer review magnifies the roles of both these factors by
making writers and readers more keenly aware of each other’s

needs, and cultivates within them a spirit of mutual respon-
sibility. Peer interaction makes young (and not so young)
writers better able to choose which criticism to take seriously,
making them better and more confident writers. In cultures
where competition and individualism, rather than negotiation
and community, are valued in schools, peer review improves
student achievement. Editing makes one a better writer, writ-
ing makes one a better editor, and both make one a better
thinker. Peer review is an opportunity to become proficient
in all three areas.

Third, peer review teaches students to read more carefully.
They pay more attention to detail in a piece of writing, whether
their own or someone else’s work.

Fourth, students learn how to formulate and communicate
constructive feedback about a peer’s work, as well as how to
obtain and respond to feedback on their own work. They learn
how to strengthen their writing by taking into account the re-

sponse of actual and anticipated readers.24

Fifth, students learn how to make the transition from writ-
ing primarily for themselves, or for a teacher, to writing for a
broader audience (a key skill for students preparing to enter
college, postgraduate study, or the workforce).25 Peer review
helps students learn to write for a variety of audiences.

Finally, peer review teaches students the art of teamwork.
Collaborative experiences are fundamental to empowering stu-
dents as communicators, both in school and in their future ca-
reers.26

Suggested Procedure for a Peer-Review
Class Session

In my classes, I typically have students choose a partner dur-
ing a given class period so they can give each other feedback on
the first drafts of their assignment. (This procedure can be used
for elementary school through college level.) I use the following
procedure:

1. Each student fills out a “Getting Thoughts Together” form
about his or her own paper. This form helps them to reflect in
specified ways on the draft. Some questions I include are:
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• Where does the paper need further development?
• What kinds of responses from a reader would be helpful

at this stage?
• Students then exchange papers and their “Getting

Thoughts Together” form. Student A reads Student B’s paper
and shares thoughts about it, and vice versa.

Each student fills out a “Peer Review” form about the paper
he or she has just read. This form prompts the reader to give
certain kinds of feedback, including responses to the following
questions:

• Which parts of the draft (ideas, sentences, quotes) stood
out to you?

• What do you want to know more about?
• Which areas need to be more specific?
• What kinds of added examples or evidence do you need?
• After the “Peer Review” forms have been filled out, the stu-

dents are given time to talk about their papers, to ask each other
more questions, and to elaborate on their written feedback.

Getting the Most Out of the Peer-Review Process
The whole process of peer review—from the first mention

of it in class to students’ making use of their peers’ comments—
is a crucial part of improving their writing. Peer review is a
process that yields positive results at all phases. If done cor-
rectly, it should be kinetic, alive, and most of all, fun.

Three learning goals can be addressed merely by requiring
a peer-review session. First, by assigning a peer-review draft,
the audience to whom the student is writing is immediately
broadened. Students learn that someone besides the teacher
will read their work. Second, students are required to produce
a draft earlier than they might otherwise have done. This helps
those who tend to procrastinate. Third, students learn that the
teacher values students’ input as readers of one another’s work.

Reading their classmates’ drafts will be beneficial to students
before they write a single comment. As they read another per-
son’s response to the assignment, they can boost their own con-
fidence about having written well, and/or see possibilities for
improvement. Responding to focused questions about another
person’s writing reinforces the idea that writing involves
choices. The writer is in control and has the opportunity to
make changes.

Teachers need to create a guide (assignment criteria) to help
students respond directly to their classmates’ writing and indi-
rectly (but more reliably) to their own. When students are
asked to label places where peer-authors integrate quotations
smoothly, suggest counterarguments, or write an engaging title,
the experience helps them actively review assignment expecta-
tions. As a result, they will become more aware that writing is
a negotiation between the intentions of the writer and the
needs of the audience.

Teachers and students will find satisfaction in the time they
invest in the peer review activity because peer review can help
students make significant progress toward meeting their goal
of becoming better writers. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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