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SPECIAL SECTION: Small Schools



W. Eugene Brewer

G U E S T  E D I T O R I A L

The Power of a Small School

I
n 1987, the Kellogg Company introduced the slogan,
Kellogg’s Corn Flakes®—Taste them again for the first
time.1 Such slogans can take us back to our childhood
days when we would start off the morning with a bowl
of our favorite cereal. Revisiting the past can some-

times help us to rediscover our passion, reaffirm what we
value, and carve a new path for the future. 

In 1852, under the guidance of John Byington,2 several
early pioneer families in Bucks Bridge, New York, felt pas-
sionate about the need to train their youth to serve the
Lord and decided that their children should receive a
distinctive education. As a result, the forerunner to
what would become the worldwide Seventh-day
Adventist  Church-sponsored school system
began in the year 1853 with Martha By-
ington, daughter of John Byington, as
the teacher.3 The effects of that
small school were felt throughout
the world. Out of the 17 pupils en-
rolled, two became overseas mis-
sionaries.4 Martha, who outlived all
of her students by reaching the age
of 103, thus started what now con-
stitutes one of the largest parochial
school systems in the world5: a sys-
tem that includes many small ele -
men tary and secondary schools,
worldwide.

The theme of this special issue of the JOURNAL is Small
Schools, yet it is by no means a definitive account of all that
could be said about this topic. Shared within these pages
are the experiences and stories of those at the heart of small
schools—teachers! There is nothing more important to the
success of a school than the classroom teacher. 

So, what exactly is the definition of a “small” school?
At the Small Schools Workshop Website, the authors note
that “Size is one determining characteristic of a small
school, yet small schools are about much more than
size.”6 The Website then describes several features that
often characterize small schools:

• “A maximum population of 250-300 students in a het -
er o geneous mix that represents the local school commu-
nity

• “A coherent focus and philosophy of education, and

a curriculum that is integrated around that focus
• “A sense of shared leadership and investment among

those in the small school.”7

Most of the research on small schools has been done
in large public school systems, where the term “small
school” means something quite different from its defini-
tion in Adventist education. Although experts disagree
over what constitutes a “small school,” the number most
commonly accepted is 300 or fewer.8  Using these criteria,
the majority of Adventist elementary and secondary
schools in the North American Division, and many

more worldwide, would be considered small schools. 
The writers for this issue reflect on the impact
and legacy as well as the challenges of small

schools within our Adventist system: Are
there advantages to grouping children
like family? How should teachers and
administrators address parents’ and
constituents’ concerns about the
quality of instruction in a school that
lacks some of the amenities of large
educational institutions? And more
importantly, is it time for our church
to rediscover a unique Adventist
edu ca tional advantage—the small
school? 

Public education has proclaimed
that “bigger is better” for so long that

many Seventh-day Adventists have embraced this maxim
without careful examination. There exists in most small
schools a sense of pride, an attitude and sense of personal
possession and involvement on the part of students, par-
ents, teachers, administrators, and church members. Even
though larger schools might appear more impressive on
the outside, upon closer scrutiny, the small school may well
provide a better quality of education.  

This issue of the JOURNAL features testimonials, research,
and examples of best practice. These constitute the main
components of any effective learning environment—the
need for positive experiences (Michelle Nash, Andy Nash,
Shirley Fuquay, and Sandra Doran with Nancy Pinter); re-
search-based practice (Martha Havens, Jerome Thayer, and
Elissa Kido); and effective instruction (Carol Spaulding
Serna, Judy Harward, and Debbie Muthersbaugh).

Taste It Again 
for the First Time
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L
ike most people, I have size prefer-
ences, starting with small churches
—where everyone knows your
name, and everyone’s glad you
came.1 Add to that small towns,
small cars, small hospitals, small

choirs, small pills, and numerous other
“smalls” in a list that seems to grow
LARGER the older I get. On the other
hand, I adamantly prefer large dogs,
large planes, large hats, large cookies,
large pianos, large print (there’s that
age factor again) and large families—
the latter probably because I wasn’t
raised in one. 

However, when it comes to
schools—large or small—I am some-

what torn. I went to a large public high
school, but a small Christian college.
My first teaching job was in a large jun-
ior high; then I transferred to a multi-
grade “country” church school. I have
taught in one of the largest academies
in the United States and also one of the
smallest. And—here’s the truth—I
could argue the advantages and disad-
vantages of each.

One school environment is most
near and dear to my heart, however:
the environment found in small, multi-
grade Adventist schools. As I hear of
dwindling Adventist schools in the
North American Division and confer-
ence battles to close them (or not), I
have to conclude that many constitu -
ents are simply of the mindset that,

when it comes to school, the larger the
better. 

Such parents either have not investi-
gated or simply choose to ignore the
solid research that in most of the small
multigrade schools students learn well,
amplify their talents, feel safe, and de-
velop lasting leadership skills. In the
book The Multi-Age Classroom: A Fam-
ily of Learners,2 authors Wendy Kasten
and Barbara Clark discuss America’s
early country schools and conclude
that today’s multigrade environments
offer the same solid advantages:

“Rural America has its own history
of multi-age one- or two-room school-
houses. . . .[C]hildren remained with
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the same teacher and primarily the
same class of students for multiple
years. School was a stable, reliable envi-
ronment. . . . [T]he mix of ages and
abilities provided optimum opportuni-
ties for student collaboration. . . . There
was no apparent ceiling on the content
taught, discussed, or overheard, which
benefited older students by design and
younger students more incidentally.”3

While many of America’s country
schools are shutting their doors, in
New Zealand such multigrade class-
rooms are still common,4 and the
country maintains one of the highest
literacy rates in the world!5

We who have been educated or
taught in that multigrade world are not
in the least surprised. 

Growing Up Adventist: Reflec-
tions From a Teacher

In Andy Nash’s book Growing Up
Adventist,6 he refers to the Detroit
Lakes Seventh-day Adventist Church
School in Detroit Lakes, Minnesota (at
that time grades 1-8 with two teachers)
in a minimum of 10 chapters. His
mostly lighthearted autobiography
started as a series in the Adventist Re-
view and featured the life of an average
kid growing up in a mid-sized Advent -
ist church in western Minnesota. The
narratives chronicle church socials,
Sabbath school, family activities, Ad-
ventist traditions (potlucks, Ingather-
ing, etc.), and church school. To put it
simply, Andy loved that little church,
and he really loved the school.

Andy attended public school for
kindergarten and 1st grade before en-
rolling in the multigrade Adventist
school located in the church. He stayed
there from grades 2 to 4, departing in
grade 5 because (1) he would be the
only upper-grade boy, (2) his mother
was the upper-grade teacher, and (3)
his 5th-grade public school teacher was
Mr. Burgeson, a dear Adventist friend. 

I remember it well, being his mother
and the impending teacher. 

The good things that happen and
the experiences created in a small

school’s multigrade family-type atmos-
phere are nearly impossible to replicate
in single-grade settings. For example, I
rarely had problems with my 3rd
graders learning the multiplication ta-
bles. After all, they had heard the drill
since 1st grade. Academic depth is es-
tablished in the rhythm of the cycling
curriculum, and leadership traits de-
velop naturally. Who better to help a
little girl than a bigger girl? And after
1st grade, the little girl automatically
becomes a “big” girl, much to her joy. I
recall a 3rd-grade math whiz helping a
6th-grade struggler—and not a soul
blinked or bullied. 

When all the grades played Capture
the Flag or Hide and Seek, patience
trumped competition. When we
worked on Christmas plays, everyone
had a starring role. When we sang to-
gether, the blend of younger and older
voices was rich and moving. Learning,
playing, singing, performing—it was all
fun because it just was! 

And amidst the mandatory flexibil-
ity, individualization, and peer tutor-
ing, children learned. The Cognitive-
Genesis study revealed that multigrade
students often test higher than average
on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills in
every academic category.7 While re-
search8 has confirmed this, in my
small-school laboratory across 10-plus
years, I formed an opinion of why that
could be true:

• Students feel comfortable and se-
cure during testing. (Wouldn’t you be
more relaxed performing in front of
your friends and family?)

• Students learn from one another
across the grades and over the years.
They hear concepts before they have to
learn them. And many benefit from
daily peer tutoring and quiet opportu-
nities to move ahead (or back) in a par-
ticular subject. 

Our Adventist curriculum for small
schools was incredible. Science and so-
cial studies were studied in grade-

groups, not single grades. So when we
dissected a cow’s eyes for 8th-grade sci-
ence, many curious lower-grade stu-
dents were right there in the mix.
When we cooked hot lunches in the
church’s kitchen, everyone took turns
measuring, slicing, boiling, baking,
serving, praying, and cleaning up.
When we took a field trip to a farm for
an “archaeological dig,” everyone
brought shovels and gloves. When we
made pinhole cameras from oatmeal
boxes and set up a darkroom, all eight
grades perfected their oatmeal box
cameras, developed negative  and posi-
tives prints, and shared in the science
fair trophy—with pride!

Of course, it helped that I had some
particularly helpful pastors who volun-
teered weekly for recess and worships.
It wasn’t so much what they said or did
but rather that they wanted to know
the kids; they enjoyed being part of the
program. I do recall one new pastor
who initially said, “But I have the
church to manage.” And I said, “Well, I
teach in kindergarten Sabbath school—
even though I have the school to man-
age.” Together, we became a team. 

Our school was not perfect, and we
faced the same challenges many small
schools do. And occasionally, some
selfishness, moodiness, stubbornness,
and poor decision making existed—
and all that from the teacher! But
overall, we were blessed with a large
amount of mercy and grace. As in a
family, we knew each other very well
and loved each other deeply.

Eventually, the Nash family moved
to Florida, where I taught in a large K-8
Adventist school. At one point, I had
students ranging from age 11 through
age 14 in my 8th-grade English classes.
“Really?” I gasped. Even though all stu-
dents were assigned the same subject
content, there were big developmental
differences, and I often thought how
the youngest and oldest students could
have benefited from the more flexible
multigrade setting.
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The Oldest Model Comes 
Full Circle

Modern education research is lead-
ing many schools to employ teaching a
so-called “new” methodology that is
the standard arrangement in the multi-
grade classroom:

“The more we learned [about multi-
grade classrooms], the more we real-
ized that grouping children like a fam-
ily is a more logical and humane way to

raise children, educationally speaking.
. . . And frankly, we are highly im-
pressed with the effect the family-
grouped classroom had upon our at-
risk learners, our gifted learners . . . our
late bloomers and everyone in be-
tween.”9

Along that line, a principal in a
2,000-student public elementary school
in Orlando, Florida, invited me to talk
to her staff. That school was one of
many transitioning into multigrade
mode for a single reason: so students

could stay with their teacher more than
one year. I so enjoyed calming the
nerves of those anxious teachers: “Give
it a try. The kids learn from one an-
other, and just when you get to know
them well, they won’t be gone. I think
you’ll never want to go back to single-
grade.” 

There are several benefits to a multi-
grade system. In Redesigning Schools:
What Matters and What Works, Linda
Darling-Hammond says: “Educational
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researchers have found that, all else
equal, in comparison to large schools,
small schools tend to have:   

• better attendance rates
• stronger academic achievement
• lower dropout rates
• higher grades
• fewer failed courses
• greater participation in activities
• less vandalism and violence
• fewer behavioral incidents
• especially strong academic results

for low-income students and students
of color.”10

And, with strong curriculum and
church support, the teacher has the
best environment to teach successfully.

Affect is an educational term that
refers to social relationships and atti-
tudes. In studies by Bruce Miller,11 of
21 separate measures used to assess
student affect, 81 percent favored the
multigrade classrooms. 

Multigrade classrooms and schools
continue to nurture students’ social
and academic growth, and the Advent -
ist system takes the best of all school
worlds and makes it better by adding
Bible study, prayer, faith experiences,
and worship. What a beautiful oppor-
tunity to nurture the spiritual develop-
ment of children, shaping that God-
given desire to connect with heaven. 

Shouldn’t Adventist teachers, pas-
tors, parents, and supportive church
members commit to maintaining even
the smallest of the small schools? After
all, the worthy little “customers” in
these schools will be the very ones to
replace former teachers, pastors, par-
ents, and church members.

Thinking Large Could Lead to
Thinking “Small” 

When it comes to choosing a school
for our most precious possessions—
children!—I have three suggestions:

1. To Adventist colleges competing
to be cutting edge, make a commit-
ment to train elementary education
majors in pedagogy for multigrade
classrooms. Society’s tradition of com-
ing “full circle” is not a cliché. 

2. To teachers in small schools:
Hang in there. You have one of the
greatest opportunities to connect with
children and teach well. If anyone
asked me to briefly describe my favorite
teaching experience in all my seven lo-
cations, without skipping a beat I
would say, “Teaching in a one-room
school.”

3. To parents of elementary-age Ad-
ventist children: Do your research.
Larger is not necessarily better. The
church school next door to the church
you attend could be a diamond-in-the-
rough.12

If I had one vote to cast—small
school or large—and with all things
comparatively equal (teacher prepara-
tion and dedication being Number 1),
my thumb would press on the scale of
the smaller school. 

With an education system that’s
both consistent and caring, chances are
large that more boys and girls will
choose to “grow up Adventist”—and
when they get old, they will not depart
from it.13 

Michelle Nash,
M.A., is Andy
Nash’s mom and
former teacher.
Mrs. Nash has
been teaching for
40 years in a vari-
ety of learning en-

vironments: small schools, large schools,
private schools, and public schools. Cur-
rently, she teaches 8th-grade English in
the Lincoln Public School system and
Methods in Secondary Language Arts at
Union College in Lincoln, Nebraska.
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W
hen I was a student there, the Detroit Lakes [Minnesota]
Seventh-day Adventist Church School [now the Detroit
Lakes Adventist Christian School] was just down the hall
from the Detroit Lakes Seventh-day Adventist Church,
across from the bathrooms and the water fountain. We
had two classrooms, which on the weekends we allowed

the adults to use for Sabbath school, but we hated when they
opened our desks—we had personal stuff in there. Couldn’t they
bring their own pencils?

In the late 1970s, there was a movement among the school
board to update the name of the school. Not only was the Detroit
Lakes Seventh-day Adventist Church School a cumbersome
name, but many thought it might perplex some non-Adventists
in town who wanted to send their child to a country Christian
school like on Little House on the Prairie, but who didn’t know
what to think about the name “Seventh-day Adventist.”

“Do you think they will try to convert Sarah to their religion?”

a hypothetical wife would ask her hypothetical husband.
“Well, I don’t know,” he would say. “Do you?”
And then, deciding that the risks were too high, they would

send Sarah to public school instead.
But, if the school had a less conspicuous name, Sarah’s parents

might be more likely to send her there. They came up with several
alternatives. The two finalists were Meadow Vista Christian
School and Mountain Vista Christian School. (Everyone liked the
word Vista.) After hours of heated debate, the board could not
reach a consensus. Plus, some key members couldn’t quite shake
the feeling that by dropping the word Adventist, we might be for-
feiting our heritage. So they threw out the whole idea and decided
to retain the original name: the Detroit Lakes Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church School.

I was disappointed. “Hello, Detroit Lakes Seventh-day Advent -
ist Church School, may I help you?” was a mouthful when the
hall phone rang. We would race to get it.

8 The Journal of Adventist Education • February/March 2015 http:// jae.adventist.org 
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Life in a
Church School

Church school has many advantages. One of the good things about our school is that the teacher
doesn’t have to hurry around so much because there’s not as many kids having questions at the same
time, and the younger kids that have questions can ask kids that are older than them.

Some of the things I like to do in church school are go to the library downtown, have Bible quizzes,
and have movies. I like the stories we read like Unleashed, The Pearl, and The Little Missionary Truck
That Could Do Anything.

I really don’t see why all the kids from other schools say school is boring. The subjects aren’t
boring, the playtime isn’t boring. I’m in a church and in a church school they teach you to be thankful
that you have a church school to go to. – Andy Nash, 9.



By “we,” I mean the cast of the church school: the big kids
(grades 5-8), taught by Mr. Rogers, and the little kids (grades
1-4), taught by Mom. But I didn’t call her Mom; I called her
Mrs. Nash. (I wanted everything to be as fair as possible.) Mrs.
Nash made us write a lot of “themes,” no matter how much we
rolled our eyes and complained because, she said, we’d be grate-
ful later on. She’d write a topic sentence on the board, such as
“Every student in my classroom has good qualities” and then
ask us to finish it.

“Do we really have to write another theme, Mrs. Nash?”
“Yes, you do,” she said, laughing. “Now get to it.”
Every student in my classroom has good qualities. Jac is good at

football and baseball. But Larry is good at soccer and basketball.
Micky helps people and is good at art. Jenny helps people, too, but
Jenny is good at naming capitals. Debbie shares and obeys the
teacher. Rocky has good sportsmanship and shares, too. And last of
all, Val is good at, Val is good at, I can’t think of what Val is good
at. I suppose Val is good at Bible. So everybody in the room is good
at something except, oh forget it.—Andy Nash, 7.

Actually, Val was good at a lot of things. I just teased her be-
cause she could take it. Learning to take it comes with the terri-
tory in a multigrade school. If you don’t, you’re in for a miserable
year. The big kids would see to that.

The big kids got to do a lot of things. They got to repeat the
JMV [Junior Missionary Volunteer] Law, which meant that
they would be a servant of God and a friend to man, walk softly
in the sanctuary, keep a song in their hearts, and go on God’s
errands. It sounded neat the way they said it. Our pledge was
more straightforward: Be true, be kind, be faithful, be obedient,
and things like that. We recited our pledges every Monday
morning in the junior room downstairs—boys sat on the left,
girls on the right. We didn’t have to sit that way; we wanted to.
Occasionally a boy would stray to the right, which was disap-
pointing. But he always found his way back, and we accepted
him with open arms.

I never strayed to the right. Even if I had wanted to stray, I
wouldn’t have—Mom would see me and discover my secret: Girls
weren’t as gross as I said they were. I sat in the left front so I could
see. Being the shortest student in the whole school could, I sup-
pose, have been a real downer. No 2nd-grade boy likes to have a
5-inch gap between his height line on the wall and the other
lines—two of which belonged to 2nd-grade girls, Debbie and
Rocky.

Most everyone had a nickname in church school, and it didn’t
take long for me to get mine: “Shorts.” Eric “Erki” Klein, the
biggest kid in the school, made it up. Everyone laughed their
heads off when he said it. At first, I was embarrassed, but after a
few days, I got used to the name and even grew to like it. “Way to
go, Shorts,” the big kids would yell on the playground, and it
made me want to run all the faster. With a name like “Shorts,” the
only place you could go was up.

Erki sat behind me. He pulled my chair back half way and let
me try to balance it in mid-air during announcements. We had

to stand, though, to say the Pledge of Allegiance while two stu-
dents—never me—unfolded the flag that two other students—
never me—had folded perfectly the previous Friday. “See, Andy,”
they had said earlier that year, “only the blue section is supposed
to show. Want to try again?” I didn’t. Who cares if the stripes
showed a little? I mean, were we suddenly prone to a Russian at-
tack just because I hadn’t folded the American flag perfectly?

Pastor Heglund, who had slipped in the back door during
the flag-unfolding, then came forward for our worship talk. A
small man with white hair combed straight back, Pastor Heg -
lund was a true “servant of God, and a friend to man.” His voice
was soothing as he shared his thoughts, which often included
a selection from Paul Harvey. It was hard, though, to fully enjoy
Pastor Heglund’s talk because all we were thinking about was
when he would ask us to raise our hands. He always asked us
to raise our hands, a scaled-down altar call in which everyone
was expected to participate. “And so,” Pastor Heglund said,
“[Someone] never forgot her experience with [something], and
she promised herself that she would [positive act] the next
chance she got. How many of you want to do the same thing?”
And we’d all raise our hands.

After worship, we raced up the red stairs, the little kids to their
classroom, the big kids to theirs; we would see them again at
noon hour. “Bye, Erki,” I said.

“See ya, Shorts,” he said and laughed his way into his class-
room.

“OK,” said Mrs. Nash. “I’d like you to spend a little time work-
ing on your next vocabulary assignment, and while you do, I’ll be
reviewing your Iowa Tests of Basic Skills results with you individ-
ually . . . .” And for the next few hours, we became smarter people. 

By noon hour, though, we were ready to give our expanding
minds a break. A herd of elephants down the stairs, we scarfed
down our sandwiches as fast as we could and gathered for our
noon-hour activity, which was highly dependent upon the
weather. The first few weeks of winter you couldn’t keep us inside
even if you tried. Snow meant sledding, and sledding meant In-
dian Hill. It took 10 minutes to walk there—we passed the time
by whipping snowballs at each other: “Hey, you guys, stop throw-
ing ice! That hurt!”—but it was worth the journey.

Indian Hill was the king of sledding runs: dangerously steep,
probably 88 or 89 degrees, and as fast as you’d ever want to go.
As soon as you hurtled off the top, you had to begin braking with
your hands; otherwise, you’d fly into the far woods someplace,
never to be heard from again. They’d find you during a building
project next century, your face forever frozen in elation. Not a
bad way to go out, really.

Still, below-zero temperatures and ice chunks that get inside
your mittens and freeze your wrists lose appeal after a while, and
by January, we were back inside playing floor hockey in the fel-
lowship hall, unless it was being used by the Dorcas Society, in
which case we were upstairs playing Risk, Monopoly, or Electric
Football.

Electric Football, a game in which your team of little plastic
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players moves to the rhythm of a vibrating board, was unmatched
in excitement. You never knew where your man was going to go.
He could be racing up the field, just five yards from the end
zone—then, without warning, do the hokey pokey, turn himself
around, and dash the other direction. Unfortunately, the game
was also unmatched in controversy. For a player to be tackled, his
sliding base had to be touched by another player’s sliding base.
But sometimes the ball carrier was vibrating along so fast that it
was tough to tell whether contact had been made.

“He touched.”
“No, he didn’t.”
“Yes, he did. Debbie, did you see it? Tell him he touched.” 
By early March, most of the snow had melted, and we were

ready to let our plastic football teams have some time off—they
had worked hard—and play the game ourselves. Mr. Rogers
played with us. He was all-time quarterback—friend one minute,
foe the next. He’d bark the signals, just like on TV. “Down . . . set
. . . hike!” and we’d all run around like maniacs, doing everything
we could to lose our defender. 

On this day, though, Mr. Rogers had to run a quick errand in
town. The minute he left, John Umber surprised all of us by sug-
gesting that we switch from touch football to tackle football,
which he described as a “real man’s game.”

“Hey, yeah!” said a couple kids.
“Hey, yeah!” said a couple more.
I didn’t want to be the only wimp. “Hey, yeah!” I said.
Before I knew what was happening, the kickoff was sailing

right at me. I fled five yards to the right. The wind compensated.
“It’s yours, Shorts!” someone yelled.
The ball arrived just a split second before the kickoff team. I

cut left, an end run, but Danny had closed off the corner. A cou-
ple of my teammates tried to block, but they were steamrolled by
the enthusiastic mob. It’s not every day you get to smear a 2nd
grader.

Reversing field, I dodged Jenny, then shook off Jac. Just as I
was gaining confidence, I saw him—Erki!

He lumbered toward me, a mountain on the move. Daylight
disappeared. I hugged the ball and lowered my head . . .

Whoomp!
What had happened! I wasn’t sure. My head hurt a little, but

I was still standing—still alive. I spun around, but no one was
even paying attention to me. They were all huddled around Erki,
who was crawling around on his hands and knees. He seemed to
be searching for something.

“You knocked his tooth out!” someone yelled.
What? Erki’s tooth?
“It’s his front one,” said someone else. “It’s bleeding!”
After school, I still couldn’t believe what had happened. “It’s

bleeding!” had sent me bolting from the scene. For more than
an hour, I hid in the tall grass behind the soccer field while
everyone looked for me. “Where are you, Shorts?” they called
out impatiently, but I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say.
Finally, I decided that if they called out just once more, I would

stand up and show myself. But no one called.
I returned to class in the middle of Bible. I squeaked open the

door and everyone looked up in unison. Most of them seemed
glad to see me—if they hadn’t, I would have run away again.
Maybe for good. A 2nd grader can only carry so much sorrow at
a time.

They told me the news. Erki was OK. He had found his tooth
and stuck it back in his mouth. The dentist had called from down-
town to say that the tooth had been saved. The roots had taken
hold. Erki’s parents had also called to say that he wasn’t mad at
me and neither were they, but that they hoped we had all learned
a good lesson. We had.

Still, I felt lousy. Not just because I’d knocked out my buddy’s
tooth but because I’d fled, a gutless criminal at large. I could have
at least stuck around long enough to help.

By 3:45, all the kids except the Stutzmans had caught their
rides so I just sat on the sidewalk and watched Todd fry ants with
his magnifying glass and say “Decent!” while I waited for Mom.
Todd always said “Decent!” when he liked something. By the end
of the year, we were all saying, “Decent!” He’d herd a few ants
onto the middle of the sidewalk with his notebook, then catch
the sun with his magnifying glass and execute them one by one.

“Decent!” he said. The ants didn’t seem to think it was all that
decent.

A few minutes later, Mrs. Nash came clicking outside, her
arms full of papers to grade. Seeing her made my throat get tight,
as it had been when Erki was crawling around the grass. I hadn’t
had a chance to talk to her about the accident, and I was anxious
to get home so she could hug me while I cried.

“How about you and I swing by Dairy Queen on the way?”
she said.

My throat loosened a little. The idea had potential.
“Can I get a Peanut Buster Parfait?” I asked.
“Only if I can,” she said.
We hopped in the van and drove away, teacher and student,

mother and son. 

This article is adapted from Chapter 7 in the book,Growing Up
Adventist: A Fond Look Back at the Church That Taught Me
Faith, Love, and Laughter (Pacific Press Publishing Association,
1997), and is used by permission from Pacific Press Publishing As-
sociation® and the author.

Andy Nash, Ph.D., is a professor in the School
of Journalism and Communication at South-
ern Adventist University, Collegedale, Ten-
nessee.  He is looking forward to coordinating
a trip to Israel for North American Adventist
educators in March 2016, in collaboration
with the North American Division. For infor-
mation, e-mail andynash5@gmail. com.

�
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H
er voice was soft, but firm. Her
straight skirts and crisp blouses
were always neat and perfectly
draped over her petite frame. Her
hair, always combed in the same

style, never had a strand out of place. 
When I walked into her classroom, I

thought I was entering a beautiful gar-
den. Mrs. Cantrell1 taught grades 1
through 4 at the Sharon Seventh-day
Adventist School in Inkster, Michigan.2

Other teachers included Mrs. Shelton,
who taught grades 5 through 8; and Mr.
Striker, who taught grades 9 and 10.
This was my first year in church school,
and all my fears about being in school
all day vanished when I walked into
Mrs. Cantrell’s classroom. At that time
in Inkster, multigrade classrooms were
limited to private schools. The public
schools had single-grade classrooms
with 25 to 30 students. Many believed
that studying in multigrade classrooms
would negatively affect student achieve-
ment. As I reflect on my first school
year, I realize that time has proved this
myth untrue.

Our day started with worship and a
Bible story that corresponded to our
workbooks. Although Mrs. Cantrell
taught all four grades, each grade had its
special time with her. Everyone was
taught phonics, reading, science, Eng-
lish, math, spelling, and geography.
Grades 1 through 4 students often
picked up other skills from the older
children as they studied their lessons.
For example, 1st-grade students didn’t
have spelling words, but when the words
were provided for grades 2 through 4,
the 1st graders would often write them
down and learn to spell them.

Mrs. Cantrell was a role model for
me during the years I attended Sharon
Adventist School. And, although I later
attended public school, I never forgot
the lessons of kindness and respect Mrs.

Cantrell taught us as young children.
Even though my public school years
were the most challenging years of my
life, I treated my teachers there with the
respect for those in authority instilled
in me from grades 1 through 10.

I determined in 1st grade that I
wanted to be a teacher—an Adventist
teacher.

“Why would you want to teach in
church school?” asked a concerned
friend. “Do you want to be poor all
your life?” I smiled at the response.
Graduating from Wayne State Univer-
sity in 1982 with a B.A. in Education, I
knew where my heart would take me.

Adventist schools with multigrade
classrooms support children’s aca-
demic growth. I realized this during
my 11th-grade year when my public
school teacher introduced the defini-
tion of nouns and verbs. Mrs. Cantrell
and Mrs. Shelton had taught these
concepts in grades 3 through 8. During
my junior year, I won a medal from
Inkster High School for earning the
highest grade-point average in English.

Serving as an Adventist teacher for
more than 30 years gave me the privi-
lege of watching my students mature
from 1st grade through 12th grade. My
most rewarding honor was when my
“old 1st graders,” now grown-ups,
brought their own children to 1st grade
for me to educate. It reminded me of
when I brought my son, Tyrone, to
Peterson-Warren Academy for Mrs. Can -
trell and Mrs. Shelton to educate. I

wanted my son to experience spiritual
growth, character building, and aca-
demic achievement within a family at-
mosphere, along with learning leader-
ship skills, just as I had experienced so
many years before. 

I have never regretted my choice to
teach in Adventist schools. I was of-
fered lucrative employment elsewhere,
but I had made a covenant with God
that I would work in His vineyard, and
I was not going to go back on my
word. Friends would ask me: “When
are you retiring?” At the end of the
school year, I would always say, “Just
one more year.” 

Shirley Fuquay re-
tired in 2013 after
31 years of teach-
ing. Twenty-four of
those years were
spent at Peterson-
Warren Academy
in Inkster, Michi-

gan, where Mrs. Shelton hired her in
1982. Currently, Ms. Fuquay teaches
part time at Wayne County Community
College in Detroit, Michigan; and is pur-
suing a doctoral degree in teacher leader-
ship online at Grand Canyon University,
with an emphasis on technology for stu-
dents with learning disabilities. She
writes from Inkster, Michigan.

NOTES AND REFERENCES
1. These are their real names. Mrs. Cantrell

and Mrs. Shelton are now deceased.
2. In 1964, the Sharon Seventh-day Adventist

School in Inkster, Michigan, merged with the
Berean School in Detroit, Michigan, to become
Frank L. Peterson School. In 1978, the Frank L.
Peterson School joined with the Clinton F. War-
ren Junior Academy in Detroit to become the Pe-
terson-Warren Academy. For more information,
read http://www.lakeunionherald.org/ 101/ 10/
 39459.html. Website accessed January 2015.
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N
aples, Florida, is known around the world for its warm, sunny
beaches, high fashion, and yachts anchored in watery avenues
behind spacious homes. But its greatest treasure is found not
along the pristine shoreline or in the upscale shopping area,
but on a quiet street on the west end of town: The Naples Ad-
ventist Christian School. In 2010, I spoke with Nancy Pinter,

who was then the upper-grades teacher, who told me about the joys
of teaching in a small school.

SD: Did you always want to become a teacher? Tell
me a little bit about your background.
NP: I had a very troubled childhood. At the large public
schools I attended, I felt invisible. I never thought the teachers
cared or noticed the bad things happening in my life. Some-
how, I found my way into Columbia Union College [now
Washington Adventist University] and began studying to be
a doctor. Through the love and support of some wonderful
Christian people, God came to me in a very powerful way,
and I began to wonder, “What do I do with all this? What do
you want for my life, God?”

SD: Up to this point, you had never even thought
about becoming a teacher?
NP: No. Never. But over spring break, I visited my sister, who
was teaching school. Suddenly, I felt as if all of heaven was
singing. It was almost like a giant light bulb was turned on
above my head. I remember thinking, “So this is what it was
all for.” I changed my major to education and have been
teaching for many years. I can honestly say that I have never
had a bad year of teaching. Even when I’ve been warned that
I was going to have a bad class, it has never happened. I have
loved every single teaching experience I have ever had. It’s just
amazing. I still pinch myself and think, “I get paid for this?
This is my job?”

SD: Wow! That’s incredible! You must truly love 
children.
NP: I thrive on the energy of kids. I have my best ideas when
they are with me. I love to have kids after school with me. I
can stay focused better with kids around. Their very presence
stimulates me.
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SD: And you feel that energy and connectedness
more keenly when you are teaching in a small
school?
NP: Most definitely. When I began teaching in Pennsylvania,
I was offered a position at the local Adventist school teaching
two grades. Instead, I chose to commute 60 miles each way
with a 4-year-old and 7-year-old so my children could have
a one-room school experience. My own kids are non-tradi-
tional, and I didn’t want them in a traditional environment.
I’ve never regretted that decision. This was the absolute best
thing I could have done for them. And in terms of my own
career, I learned to love everything that a small school has to
offer.

SD: Have you ever taught in a large school?
NP:Yes, and I quickly discovered it wasn’t for me. There’s this
glamour thing about wanting to be in a big school. I fell prey
to that like anybody else. I ended up with 75 6th graders, and
I was dying under the workload. I taught reading, but I never
had the chance to figure out most of their reading levels. With
the departmentalized model, I was just moving kids in and
out of the room all day. The schedule drove everything. I
would plan all these things I wanted to do. But I could never
do them. There were so many things happening every day
that were out of my control. In a one-room school, I always
feel like I am the one who is accountable. I know I will have
these kids again next year. There is no putting off what they
need.

SD: So the small school setting offers you the
chance to run your own show, plan a flexible
schedule that meets the needs of the kids?
NP: Yes, definitely. Let me tell you about a boy in my room
this year. Before joining my 8th-grade class in January, Steve*
spent the first semester in reform school, having faced sus-
pension after suspension, and finally, arrest. He was stuck in
a cycle, unable to break the patterns of his life. When he was
released from reform school, his family asked if I would ac-
cept him into my classroom. From the day he came here, I
could never even imagine that this kid was in any trouble.
The small school setting allowed me the luxury of getting to
know him; I was able to treat him like a person worthy of re-
spect, and he returned the favor. I’ve discovered something.
The kids who have never had goodness shown to them are
the ones who treat you the best. It’s like they are basking in
something they’ve never known before.

SD: The old patterns are gone?
NP: Yes. He had a parole officer here once a month to check
on him. The boy was in 8th grade, and he didn’t know how
to subtract. Where else but a place like this is he going to be
able to stay after school and get help? He didn’t have to deal
with what he had to deal with before. There was nobody to
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1. I can begin a school year and not take three weeks
getting to know my students’ math, reading, and writing lev-
els.

2. Students learn to take care of themselves. I make it
a rule to never do for them what they can do for them-
selves—and with only 10 students, tasks can get done in
an efficient and timely manner.

3. Children are like gas molecules: They fill the “con-
tainer” they are in. I am fascinated how a classroom of 10
can feel like a classroom of 25. In a small school, children
can express themselves more freely. Those who sat in a
corner and never asked questions in a large classroom
often will chatter away about themselves in a small one.

4. I get to teach many subjects. Some people love to
just teach one subject. Not me. By teaching science, math,
literacy, Bible, and social studies, I stay fresh and inter-
ested.

5. I know the names of every one of my students’ par-
ents, their dogs, cats, birds, siblings, and what they got
for Christmas.

6. Students learn more “real-life” people skills. Do you
only socialize with people who are your own age? In a
small school, students learn to live with people older and
younger than themselves.

7. Students learn to work out their differences. In a
larger classroom when my students had “fights,” they just
moved on to another group. In a small school, you don’t
have another group to go to, so you work it out.

8. Students feel less of a need to be “cool.” After all,
when there are only three 7th and 8th graders, who are
you trying to impress? Many young people turn their lives
around in a small school. It is a wonderful place to grow
up slowly.

9. I can grade every math problem and read every sen-
tence that my students write. In everything students do,
there is a message: This is who I am, this is what I care
about—I don’t miss any of those revelations.

10. You are not a slave to someone else’s schedule. If
you and your class think math is better in the afternoon for
that day, you can do it!

11. OK, I couldn’t stop at 10. “One-on-one” time has to
be the greatest reason. Most teachers don’t teach because
of curriculum and methods; they teach because of chil-
dren. A small school is the best place to get to know,
teach, mold, mentor, and love children.

Nancy’s Top 10 Reasons to Love Small Schools



impress. It was a small school, and we were there for one an-
other.

SD: That’s another thing you like about small
schools? The lack of pressure to conform?
NP: That’s one of the things on my list! [See sidebar: Nancy’s
Top 10 Reasons to Love Small Schools.]

SD: Do you think you’ll spend the rest of your
career in the classroom?
NP: I’ve been encouraged to go into administration. I’m not
interested. All I want to do is hang out with kids. I want to
hear what they think. . . . Kids are always going to be kids. . . .
I’m not naïve enough to think I can change that. I’ve scaled
down my expectations. I used to think I would go out and
change the world. That’s God’s thing. But you know what? I
can change a kid’s day. I can provide an emotionally safe place
for students. As an adult, I can take the time to hear what
young people have to say. That is good enough for me. �

Sandra Doran, Ed.D., is Associate Super-
intendent of Education for the Florida
Conference in Altamonte Springs, Florida.
She has taught on every level from pre-
school through graduate school and pro-
vides training and resources for teachers
around the country. Check out her Website:
www.TheTeacherTrack.com and blog: www.

The TeacherTrack.WordPress.com. 

Nancy Pinter, B.S., is in her 30th year of
teaching, and has taught every grade from
kindergarten through high school. Teach-
ing math to struggling students is her pas-
sion, and she has completed Master’s level
courses in teaching algebraic principles to
elementary students. In June 2014, she re-
located from Naples, Florida, to Harris-

burg, Pennsylvania, where she now teaches at the Harrisburg
Adventist School.
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Small school teachers can change a child’s day by providing an emotionally safe place, 
and can take the time to hear what young people have to say.

* Not his real name.



T
he North American Division’s
2013 school-opening report
showed that out of 838 K-12 Sev-
enth-day Adventist schools, 490
(58.5 percent) are small schools,
with only one, two, or three teach-

ers, multigrade classrooms, and no full-
time principal. Even in schools with
four or more teachers, it is common to
find multigrade classrooms.

Two Perspectives on Small
Schools

Can small schools with multigrade
classrooms be as effective in fostering
achievement as larger schools with sin-
gle-grade classrooms? This is a concern
of many parents who are considering

sending their children to the small local
Adventist school. To illustrate two
points of view related to small schools,
consider the following perspectives: a
teacher in a small Adventist school and
a parent of a child who is a potential
student in a small Adventist school.

A Teacher’s View 
Julia1 is the only teacher at her

school, with 13 students in grades 1 to
5. Julia loves teaching in a multigrade
situation. Her classroom is alive with
students bustling around, actively en-
gaged in many kinds of individual and
group activities. 

Julia uses a variety of teaching
strategies in her classroom. She fre-
quently pairs her older students with
the younger ones to work on projects

together or has the older students tutor
or mentor the younger ones. For exam-
ple, when younger students were first
learning the math computer program
ALEKS, which individualizes learning
for each student, older students assisted
the younger ones in navigating the pro-
gram. The students love working to-
gether. Julia uses documents, kits, and
other materials prepared by the North
American Division that help her deliver
a concept to the whole classroom while
providing ideas and opportunities for
differentiating instruction at each
grade level. Parents are frequently en-
gaged in the classroom activities to as-
sist Julia in working with groups of stu-
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Small Schools:
How Effective Are
the Academics?



dents. “There’s no other way to teach,”
Julia says, as her face lights up.

A Parent’s View 
Kathy,2 a Seventh-day Adventist par-

ent, has enrolled her 3rd grader and
5th grader in the local public school.
She is very concerned about the educa-
tion of her children and is not sure
whether the small Adventist school in
her town can ensure that they reach
their potential.

The two-teacher Adventist
school in Kathy’s town has 25
children and is fully supported
by the church. If Kathy sent
her two children to this school,
there would be three other 3rd
graders and one other 5th
grader in their classes. While
Kathy has expressed concern
about the quality of education
at the school to her friends,
she has never visited the
school or asked about the aver-
age achievement level of the
students. Kathy’s rationale for
choosing to send her children
to the local public school is
that she does not want them to
be disadvantaged academically
by attending a school with in-
adequate facilities. She also be-
lieves that the support pro-
vided by her family and the church is
sufficient to care for the spiritual
growth of her children. Kathy’s con-
cerns are understandable, but are her
assumptions about small schools justi-
fied? Let’s look at the research.

Achievement in Small Schools
The CognitiveGenesis Project,3 with

its extensive collection of data, has ana-
lyzed this issue of the effectiveness of
small schools. Each September from
2006 to 2009, every student in grades 3
to 9 and 11 in all Seventh-day Adventist
schools in the North American Division
took nationally recognized standardized
achievement and ability tests. The tests

used in Canada were different from, but
similar to, those used in the United
States and Bermuda, where the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills and Iowa Tests of
Educational Development (Iowa Tests)
were used to measure achievement, and
the Cognitive Abilities Test was used to
measure ability. The research reported in
this article used only data from the stu-
dents in the United States and Bermuda
because it was not appropriate to com-

bine the results of the different tests
used in the various countries. 

More than 50,000 students were
tested in the United States and Ber -
muda during this four-year period. In
addition, from 2010 to 2012, more than
25,000 students from the same loca-
tions were tested each year in grades 3
to 12 using the same tests as those used
in 2006 to 2009, and the data for all
seven years were merged to form a
database of more than 75,000 students.
This huge database was used by Cogni-
tiveGenesis researchers to compare the
achievement of students in Adventist
schools of different sizes and to com-
pare students in multigrade classrooms
with those in single-grade classrooms.

Rather than just comparing two

groups (large and small schools or
multigrade and single-grade class-
rooms), the researchers compared stu-
dents in classrooms of many types,
based on six characteristics that are as-
sociated more with multigrade class-
rooms than with single-grade class-
rooms: 

• Schools with multigrade class-
rooms usually have fewer students;

• Schools with multigrade class-
rooms usually have fewer
teachers;

• Multigrade classrooms
usually have fewer students in
each classroom;

• Multigrade classrooms
usually have fewer students in
each grade;

• Multigrade classrooms
frequently have students in
three or more different grades;
and

• Multigrade classrooms
frequently have a wide range
of grades (e.g., 1 to 4, 5 to 8, 1
to 8).

CognitiveGenesis studied
the effect of the type of school
or classroom on achievement
using six different ways to cat-
egorize schools or classrooms: 

• by the number of students
in the school;

• by the number of teachers in the
school;

• by the number of students in the
classroom; 

• by the number of students in the
grade;

• by the number of grade levels in
the classroom; and

• by the range of grade levels in the
classroom.

Many of the differences in achieve-
ment between students in schools and
classrooms that differed based upon
these six characteristics were not statis-
tically significant, but when differences
were found, they were generally small
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and usually in favor of
school or classroom types
found in small schools. The
advantages of school or
classroom types found in
small schools were generally
consistent across gender,
grade level, and ability level.

An extensive report of the
analyses using CognitiveGen-
esis data from 2006 to 2009
comparing students varying
on all six classroom/school
characteristics listed above
gave consistent results across
all six characteristics. The re-
sults reported in this article
are for data from 2006 to
2012 using only analyses for
one of the six classroom/
 school characteristics: a com-
parison of achievement for
students with differing num-
bers of students in their
grade. Results were similar
for all six characteristics.

For all students enrolled
in Adventist schools in the
U.S. and Bermuda tested in
two consecutive years from
2006 to 2012 and who re-
mained in grades 3 through
8 in the same school, both years were
used for this analysis. Their achieve-
ment was measured by their one-year
change on the composite score of the
Iowa Tests. In this article, the one-year
change will be called “achievement
growth.”

For the analysis reported here, one-
year achievement growth data was
available for 59,604 students. Students
were sorted into eight groups based
upon the number of students in their
grade at the school: 1, 2 to 3, 4 to 6, 7 to
10, 11 to 15, 16 to 20, 21 to 25, and 26
to 30 students. The group with one stu-
dent per grade was the smallest. For
each year when testing was done (2006
to 2012), about 450 students were the
only pupil in their school in that grade.
Over the seven years of testing, there
was one-year achievement growth data

available for 2,595 students who were
the only student in their grade. There
were 11,352 students in the largest
group, with 4 to 6 students per grade.

The best score to measure achieve-
ment growth reported by the Iowa
Tests is the developmental standard
score. For students in grades 3 to 8, de-
velopmental standard scores ranged
from a low of 125 to a high of 364. The
changes in developmental standard
scores for students testing at the 50th
percentile each year in the Iowa Tests
norm group ranged from 15 points be-
tween grades 3 and 4 to 11 points be-
tween grades 7 and 8, with an average
change per year of 13.6 developmental
standard score points. 

The development stan-
dard score change (achieve-
ment growth) over one year
for all students in the Advent -
ist schools studied was 15.75
points, well above the change
in the norm group.5 The one-
year achievement growth for
Adventist students was much
greater than the growth of
students in the norm group,
no matter how many stu-
dents were in their grade.
The one-year achievement
growth for the eight groups
was very similar, with stu-
dents having fewer students
in their grade generally
achieving slightly higher
growth than those with more
students in their grade. The
table and graph (Figures 1a
and 1b) show the composite
developmental standard
score growth in achievement
for the eight groups. 

Additional analyses
found that controlling for
differences in home back-
ground or teacher back-
ground between the eight
groups did not change the

results. All analyses done indicated that
one-year achievement growth for stu-
dents with few pupils in their grade
(multigrade classrooms/small schools)
were very similar to the one-year
achievement growth for those with
many students in their grade (single-
grade classrooms/large schools). The
small differences found favored multi-
grade classrooms/small schools.

School Size Research in the
Professional  Literature 

Results from three types of studies
in the professional literature relate to
the question of the value of small
schools and multigrade classes: re-
search studying (1) multigrade class-
rooms, (2) small schools, and (3) small
classes. The conclusions of research on
small schools and small classes in the
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Figure 1a
Developmental Standard Score Achievement Growth 

by Number of Students per Grade4

Figure 1b 

Students Per Grade N(umber) Growth/Year
1 2,595 15.93

2-3 8,408 15.96
4-6 11,352 15.98
7-10 11,312 15.79
11-15 10,501 15.62
16-20 6,901 15.48
21-25 5,648 15.57
26-30 2,887 15.47

Total 59,604 15.75
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larger community are not directly rele-
vant to Adventist schools, as their defi-
nition of small schools would include
even the largest Adventist schools, and
their definition of small classes would
include the vast majority of classes in
Adventist schools. However, research
results in all three types of studies are
consistent with the findings of the
CognitiveGenesis analysis, showing
that multigrade classes, small classes,
and small schools are equal to or supe-
rior in achievement to single-grade
classes, large classes, and large schools.

Historically, few studies have specif-
ically addressed student achievement in
Adventist multigrade schools. For ex-
ample, a meta-analysis of 56 studies by
Veenman6 found that there were no

consistent differences in achievement
between multigrade and single-grade
classes. Chingos7 found few high-qual-
ity studies of the relationship between
class size and achievement between
1979 and 2012, but he stated that most
of the studies in his meta-analysis
found “at least some evidence of posi-
tive effects of smaller classes.” 

Two earlier studies compared Advent -
ist multigrade and single-grade classes.
Steve Pawluk8 found no statistically sig-
nificant differences in achievement be-
tween students in multigrade and single-
grade Adventist classrooms in the
northwest United States. In her disserta-
tion using preliminary data from the
first two years of CognitiveGenesis
(2006 and 2007), Denise White9 found
only small differences between multi-

grade and single-grade classes, with dif-
ferences in favor of multigrade classes.

Multigrade Classrooms: 
Boon or Bane?

So, what can we tell parents and
church members who express concern
about the achievement of students in
small Adventist schools in the United
States and Bermuda? Are small schools
with multigrade classrooms really a
weak component of the Adventist edu-
cation system, or are they an asset to
our denomination? 

Research using CognitiveGenesis data
clearly suggested that yearly achieve-
ment growth in multigrade classrooms
at Adventist small schools in the U.S.
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What can we tell parents and church members who express concern about the achievement of students in small Adventist schools?



and Bermuda was larger than achieve-
ment growth in the norm groups and
also that achievement growth was at
least as large as and possibly slightly
greater than achievement growth in
single-grade classes. These findings are
consistent with those of numerous stud-
ies in the professional literature.

Multigrade classrooms in small
schools typically have many disadvan-
tages, such as no full-time administra-
tors and a lack of excellent facilities.
But educators familiar with multigrade
classrooms suggest that the advantages
of these classrooms more than make up
for the disadvantages. For example,
since the number of group experiences
must be reduced due to the wide range
of grade levels in the multigrade class-
room, the teacher must put more em-
phasis on setting individual objectives
for each student and fostering self-di-
rected learning. One of the most pow-
erful teaching methods, which is ideally
suited to the multigrade classroom, is
peer-to-peer tutoring and mentoring.
Kahn10 claims that this strategy is the
“central advantage of the age-mixed
[multigrade] classroom.”

Outcomes Other Than Academics
But what about growth in areas other

than academics? Few studies have exam-
ined the effects of small schools on areas
other than academics, with social skills
being the most common non-cognitive
outcome studied. For example, Kelly-
Vance, Caster, and Ruane11 in a study of
four Midwestern U.S. schools found that
students in multigrade schools had
higher social skills than pupils in single-
grade schools. Also, an area where re-
search is needed is the relationship of
spiritual development to school size in
denominational schools.

Conclusion
The CognitiveGenesis findings re-

lated here are consistent with findings
of other researchers, which concluded
that achievement growth in multigrade
classrooms and small schools was as
high as or slightly higher than achieve-

ment growth in single-grade class-
rooms and large schools. Research also
suggests that multigrade classrooms
have advantages in other areas as well,
such as social development.

Multigrade environments reflect the
reality of our complex world, where old
and young work together, where team-
work is essential, and where variety can
be a creative opportunity rather than an
obstacle. In the end, it is not about large
versus small but about teachers who in-
corporate not only best practices, but
maintain a safe, spiritual, and enriching
environment that empowers our stu-
dents to take responsibility for their own
learning. All this occurs within a church
school system that has a built-in “acade-
mic edge” with both its multigrade and
single-grade classrooms. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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D
uring the 2006 North American Division Teachers’ Con-
vention in Nashville, Tennessee, many “ad hoc” discussion
groups spontaneously formed, created by teachers who
usually didn’t have time to discuss best practices, share their
professional wisdom, or collaborate in a “think tank” envi-
ronment. The keynote addresses and breakout sessions

stimulated discussion on a variety of topics, prompting teachers
to gather in hallways and hotel rooms, excitedly sharing their
opinions and ideas.

Two such teachers, both of whom taught at Redwood Ad-
ventist Academy, were rooming together in the Gaylord Opry-
land Hotel. Andrea Pfeifer served as the preschool director, and
I taught grades 1 and 2. One night, after dinner with friends
and a leisurely walk around the domed, indoor Opryland Hotel
gardens, Andrea mentioned how wonderful it was to be in-

cluded with all the regular teachers—the first time that had ever
happened—even though she had been at Redwood for more
than a decade. I mused that I wished more children from the
community would continue on at Redwood after “graduating”
from preschool. So we pondered together what could be done
to make a difference. How could we encourage parents of
preschoolers to enroll their children in Redwood’s kindergarten
program? 

After Andrea and I prayed together, the wheels started turn-
ing, and the ideas started flowing! What if we started doing
things together, preschool through 2nd grade? 

We mapped out the nine months of school on paper and
brainstormed a list of special days that we already cele-
brated—but, in most cases, only in our own classrooms. We
wondered if Debbie Schonert, the kindergarten teacher, would

B Y  C A R O L  S P A U L D I N G  S E R N A

Sing a 
Song of 

Special Days
Using Multiple Intelligences With Mixed-age Grouping
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agree to our plan. She thought it was a great idea. 
Andrea, Debbie, and I decided to use a mixed-age grouping,

including children from preschool, kindergarten, pre-1st, 1st,
and 2nd grades in each group of students. But were these ideas
educationally sound? Were they best practices? Or were they
just a lot of warm and fuzzy fun activities that wasted academic
time? The rest of the story is a wonderful odyssey that has
spanned nine years!

Social and Cognitive Benefits of
Mixed-age Grouping

American education started with
mixed-age grouping in Dame Schools
and one-room schoolhouses.1 “The terms
mixed-age and multi-age grouping are
used to emphasize the goal of using
teaching and curriculum practices that
maximize the benefits of interaction and
cooperation among children of various
ages.”2

Evangelou states that prosocial be-
haviors are indicators of social develop-
ment. Actions such as helping, sharing,
and taking turns facilitate interaction
and therefore help develop socializa-
tion. “Interaction in mixed-age groups
elicits prosocial behaviors that are im-
portant in the social development of the
young child.”3 

Evangelou also noted that since
mixed-age grouping encourages cooper-
ation and other prosocial behaviors, the
discipline issues that arise in more com-
petitive situations are less evident.4

Katz found that in experiments with
children in same-age or mixed-age
groups, the older children in the mixed-
age group “spontaneously facilitated”
other children’s behavior. In single-age
groups, the same children “sponta-
neously domineered” the group and
showed a tendency for “one-upman-
ship.” When the mixed-age groups were
asked to make decisions, they reached a
consensus with more organizing com-
munication and greater leadership skills
than children in same-age groups.
“Other prosocial behaviors such as
help-giving and sharing were more fre-
quent in mixed-age groups. Turn taking
was smoother, and there was greater so-
cial responsibility and sensitivity to oth-
ers in mixed-age groups.”5

Katz’s research on cross-age interaction “indicates an age
range of greater than one year can provide a level of intellectual
stimulation that supports the development of both intellectual
and academic competence.”6 This benefit of mixed-age group-
ing on cognition arises from cognitive conflict, which happens
when interacting children are at different levels of understand-
ing. “If two children are working on a task that one understands
well and the other does not, the latter is likely to learn from the

It has been found that in experiments
with children in same-age or mixed-
age groups, the older children in 
the mixed-age group “sponta-  
n eously facilitated” other 
children’s behavior.
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former if he or she under-
stands the task very well,
and if they argue. Only if
one understands something
very well can explanations
be varied during an argu-
ment.”7

Evangelou writes that
the contribution of cog -
nitive conflict to learning
“is not simply that the less-
informed child imitates the
more knowledgeable one.
The interaction between the
children leads the less-
informed member to in -
ternalize new understand-
ings.”8

However, just imple-
menting mixed-age group-
ing will not, by itself, yield
the benefits implied by the
research on mixed-age inter-
action. “If these benefits are
to be realized, the curricu-
lum must be modified to
provide a variety of activities
in which children work to-
gether on projects and other activities, preferably in small multi-
age groups.”9 We investigated which best practices could be in-
corporated into our “special days” curriculum that would ensure
a variety of activities for mixed-age groups.

Andrea knew that “Children learn best through hands-on
experiences that are meaningful to them. . . . When children are
engaged in group activities, . . . concepts become real, rather
than arbitrary. Because the ideas and concepts are familiar to
them they are no longer abstract.”10 According to Chambers, a
teacher’s main job is to “provide education in the form of
meaningful experiences. If our teaching does not mean some-
thing to our students, we are wasting both our time and
theirs.”11 We all were convinced that the planned curriculum
would fulfill this requirement.

Curriculum Integration Through a Multiple-
Intelligences Approach 

Schiller and Phipps found that one of the best ways to provide
meaningful, appropriate learning opportunities for children is to
integrate a multiple-intelligences approach into the curriculum,12

based on the theories of Howard Gardner, which he introduced
in the book Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences.
Gardner showed that traditional intelligence-quotient scores
(IQs) are not always a true indicator of intelligence because they
measure a narrow range of specific skills. A child who scores low

in areas measured by tradi-
tional IQ tests may be gifted
in one or more of Gardner’s
eight multiple intelli-
gences.14

Gardner realized that
the arts had been ignored
in the traditional descrip-
tion of intelligence. He
concluded that a broader
definition was needed, one
that viewed intelligence as
the ability to solve prob-
lems or develop products
that are valued in one or
more cultural communi-
ties. The application of his
theory reveals that people
can be intelligent in differ-
ent ways, not only those
that can be measured by
traditional IQ tests.15

More than 100 years ago,
Ellen White addressed the
concept of multiple intelli-
gences, although Howard
Gardner would not develop
his learning theory until the

1980s. In the book Education, she wrote: “Many apparently un-
promising youth are richly endowed with talents that are put to
no use. Their faculties lie hidden because of a lack of discernment
on the part of their educators. . . . The true educator . . . will take
a personal interest in each pupil and will seek to develop all his
powers.”16

Schiller and Phipps discovered an ideal way to provide
meaningful learning experiences for children through a rich
curriculum that integrates subject content with multiple in-
telligences. “For young children, meaningful learning experi-
ences are active, hands-on, concrete activities . . . with appro-
priate materials, equipment, and persons in the learning
environment. Classroom environments that use learning cen-
ters with thematic instruction engage the full range of intelli-
gences.”17

I knew my class already had the framework of the special
days’ curriculum in the themes we were celebrating—such as
Johnny Appleseed Day, Christopher Columbus Day, harvest
farm field trips, Thanksgiving feasts, Adventist Mission Week,
Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, Hundreds Day (celebrating 100
days of school), conservation activities, Dr. Seuss’s Birthday,
etc. I knew a critical part of instruction is helping children de-
velop “lifelong learner” skills because that was one of the West-
ern Association of Schools and Colleges accreditation agency’s
expected school-wide learning results for Redwood. “Themes

1. Linguistic Intelligence
The ability to read, write, and communicate with words.

2. Logical/Mathematical Intelligence
The ability to look for patterns, reason, and think scientifically.

3. Visual/Spatial Intelligence
The ability to think in pictures and visualize outcomes. 

4. Musical Intelligence
The ability to make and compose music, sing, and use rhythm  
to learn. 

5. Bodily/Kinesthetic Intelligence
The ability to use one’s body movements to solve problems.  
Mental and physical activities may be related.

6. Interpersonal Intelligence
The ability to use social and communication skills to empathize
and understand other people.

7. Intrapersonal Intelligence
The ability to reflect, analyze, and contemplate problems
independently.

8. Naturalist Intelligence
The ability to make distinctions in the natural world and        
environment.

Gardner’s Eight Multiple Intelligences13
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not only provide a creative curriculum planning tool, they also
provide a way for children to connect information.”18 Andrea,
Debbie, and I concluded that using a theme approach to our
special days celebrations, including integrating the curriculum
using a multiple-intelligences approach and mixed-age group-
ing, would be following best practices for an educationally
sound, developmentally appropriate program. 

Our first Special Days Celebration was Johnny Appleseed

Day, a celebration of the September birthday of John Chapman
(Johnny Appleseed), a pioneer and legendary figure in Ameri-
can history and folklore who also exhibited multiple intelli-
gences in the area of Naturalist Intelligence. The celebration
started with a preschool-through-2nd-grade Friday-morning
assembly. The children arrived at the assembly after recess,
decked out in colorful Johnny Appleseed “cooking pot” hats
they had made earlier in the week. After opening worship ac-

• Callahan, Andrea, and Katy Stroh.
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Area Activities and Reproducibles:
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Resources for Johnny Appleseed Day
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tivities, everyone watched a short
video of Disney’s classic music
video Johnny Appleseed. I led the
children in a discussion about the
different types of food the Ameri-
can pioneers made from apples.
Then the children were called up to
receive their colorful apple name
tags that designated the three
mixed-age groups—red, yellow, and
green apple tags. The three groups
then rotated through the following
15-minute-long stations (the mul-
tiple intelligences incorporated into
each activity are indicated in paren-
theses):

Cooking
The children cut up sliced apples

with plastic knives (Bodily/Kines-
thetic), measured ingredients (Logi-
cal/Mathematical), and worked in a
group (Interpersonal) to make ap-
plesauce. According to The Instant
Curriculum, Schiller and Rossano
found that cooking is one of the best
examples of a single learning experi-
ence that integrates all five senses.
Brain research shows that “The more
senses involved in the learning expe-
rience the greater the likelihood the
information will receive a high pri-
ority for processing.”19

Crafts
The children worked together

(Interpersonal) to stuff brown pa -
per lunch bags with crumpled
newspapers (Bodily/Kinesthetic),
after which they used tempera paint
to decorate the bags in bright red,
green, and yellow apple colors (Vi-
sual/Spatial). In Art Really Teaches,
Velasquez notes that social develop-
ment (Interpersonal) is enhanced
“as children interact during group
art projects. . . . Children gain ap-
preciation of their classmates’ art-
work as they observe one another
engaged in art activities and view
displays of art in the classroom,
school, and community.”20

A multi-age group lines up at the door to leave the Apple of My Eye Game station.
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Graphing
The children tasted red, green, and yellow apples (Bod -

ily/Kinesthetic). Then they made a graph (Logical/Mathemat-
ical) depicting (Visual/Spatial) everyone’s favorite (Interper-
sonal) kind of apple. In Count on Math, Schiller and Peterson
stated that “Young children learn by doing. When children con-
trol, manipulate, and arrange objects, they internalize concepts;
they make sense of the world.”21

After the three learning station multi-age activities, all the
preschool through 2nd-grade groups headed out to the play-
ground. They ended the project-based sessions with a rollicking
“Apple Basket Relay,” in which they ran back and forth with
small harvest baskets filled with foam apples. There were no
winners or losers—everyone had a chance to participate and
to cheer on the runners! This relay activity used the children’s
Bodily/Kinesthetic, Visual/Spatial, and Interpersonal intelli-

Top left: First- and 2nd-grade girls enjoying
the Apple Feast.

Top right: A sample of the Apple Basket
Craft from that station.

Left: A student admires his creation during
the Columbus Day celebration.



gences. In Jumping Into Literacy, Pica found “because you are
teaching the whole child, using the physical and social/emo-
tional, as well as the cognitive, you can be sure that the lessons
learned will be long lasting and meaningful.”22 The Grand Fi-
nale was a delicious spread, provided by the parents, of every
conceivable apple delicacy; from apple juice and the applesauce
the children had cooked themselves, to cinnamon apple bread
and frosty apple fritters—plus apple turnovers and apple pie!

During the nine-year journey, we have noticed that an in-
creased percentage of parents of community preschoolers have

chosen to continue the education of their children at Redwood
Adventist Academy. One community mother, at the end of her
child’s preschool days (whose son has continued on from pre-
school and is now a 7th grader), stated that she wouldn’t think
of sending her son to a different school because he was so at-
tached to the kindergarten and 1st-grade teachers. The only con-
tact he had had with the elementary teachers while in preschool
was through special days’ activities. And the only contact his par-
ents have had with the elementary teachers was through volun-
teering to help with the special days while he was in preschool.
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Top left: A student wearing her Hun-
dreds Day celebration hat.

Top right: Students making applesauce
at learning centers.

Left: A group listens to a story on Dr.
Seuss’s Birthday.



We knew that in our celebration of special days activities—with
themes that integrated the curriculum using a multiple-intelli-
gences approach and mixed-age grouping, we had opportunities
to integrate our curriculum in ways that were both meaningful
and realistic to children. The use of mixed-age grouping helped
students develop leadership and empathy for others. We were
not only able to address the needs of the whole child in ways that
supported the value of each intelligence, we were also able to
provide activities that honored and respected the many talents
and abilities of our mixed-age students. This enabled us to teach
many disciplines in an interconnected and natural way.23We re-
alized no one intelligence exists by itself because there is inter-
action between and among intelligences so “people have the ca-
pacity to develop all their intelligences if given appropriate
encouragement, enrichment, and support.”24 

On Friday, September 26, 2014 (the anniversary of the birth
of John Chapman), the lower-grade students of Redwood Ad-
ventist Academy celebrated Johnny Appleseed Day—with three
multi-age groups (unfortunately, the preschool closed due to
the recession). They joyfully rotated from room to room mak-
ing an Apple Basket craft; listening to a picture book read-aloud
about John Chapman, after which they played “You Are the
Apple of My Eye” (a compliment game); and making home-
made applesauce! Elisa Campbell (the kindergarten teacher for
the past six years at Redwood) and I, along with six parents,
worked together to make it all happen; and several younger sib-
lings participated as well. Everyone sat together on the green
picnic tables and enjoyed sampling the various apple goodies
provided by all the families. As one of the upper-grade students
whose family came from the community into Redwood
through the preschool (and has three children attending in
grades 3-5) wistfully remarked as his class passed by the happy
crowd, “Is it Johnny Appleseed Day? I remember when we used
to do that. . . . They are so lucky!” 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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M
ost Seventh-day Adventist
teachers realize that they are
part of an ongoing “evangelistic
series.” In fact, yearly church
subsidies for small, one-con-
stituency schools may well be

equivalent to the cost of a moderately
funded evangelistic series in the same
community. Adventist teachers realize
that a major goal of church schools is
to support parents and churches in in-
troducing their children to Christ. The
importance of early introduction to the
Bible is highlighted by Solomon in
these well-known words: “Remember
now thy Creator in the days of thy

youth.”1 In Proverbs, Solomon has the
personification of wisdom remark: “I
love them that love me; and those that
seek me early shall find me.”2

Ellen White also encouraged these
activities. She wrote: “Children of
eight, ten, or twelve years are old
enough to be addressed on the subject
of personal religion.”3 She recom-
mended not waiting until children
reach adulthood before introducing
themes relating to redemption and sal-
vation, but instead, teaching them early
to comprehend biblical truths. “If
properly instructed, very young chil-
dren may have correct views of their
state as sinners and of the way of salva-
tion through Christ.”4

For this reason, Adventist teachers
must find ways to creatively incorpo-
rate biblical teachings into worships
and Bible classes, as well as the other
subjects. Yet, like many teachers, I have
often wondered how to help ensure
that students make a definite choice for
baptism, and not just acquire doctrinal
instruction and Bible facts.

One day, in the Southern Tidings,
the official publication of the Southern
Union Conference of Seventh-day Ad-
ventists, I discovered an article by
Jamie Francisco,5 a teacher in a one-
room school like mine. She reported on
an evangelistic series for children, led

B Y  J U D Y  H A R W A R D
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by her students. I immediately con-
tacted Francisco, who shared wonder-
ful tips with me, including where to
access the materials she used in the
evangelistic series she organized for her

students.

The resource, Truth for Youth, cre-
ated by Young Disciple Ministry,6 is a
software product comprised of 19 les-
sons along with craft ideas for each les-
son, health and nature videos, and a
music CD. I was able to obtain the en-
tire software package on loan from my

conference education de-
partment.

Each lesson included a sermon that
children could read verbatim as well as
corresponding pictures and directions
for creating additional props to accom-
pany the sermon, such as signs or com-
mitment cards.

Getting Started
Since our church was planning a fall

evangelistic series, I requested permis-
sion from the school board and
church board for our students to
conduct a series at the same time.
The meetings would take place in
the church fellowship hall and
cater to children aged 5 to 10.
When possible, the sermon topics
for the children’s series aligned with
the topics presented each evening by
the evangelist in the adult meetings. 
What better way for children to

clarify their beliefs than to teach other

A 4th-grade student 
presents a sermon.
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children? The church, parents, and stu-
dents were enthusiastic, so we immedi-
ately began making preparations. Two
months before the meetings, parents
received letters introducing the series,
which was also promoted at Home and
School events. We asked for volunteers
who could help with technology and
lead out with crafts. All students from
grades 2 through 8 were assigned one
to four sermons each, on preselected
dates. Students received a copy of each
sermon in a notebook and were asked
to practice their sermons at home. The
children were given a songbook to ac-
company the songs on the CD, which
was also distributed during the meet-
ings.

Volunteers
Two volunteers from our congrega-

tion helped download the software for
the sermons. They also worked with
the children until each presenter felt
comfortable using the equipment—
which consisted mainly of the com-
puter and CD player. One father loaned
us his laptop computer. A grandmother
offered to organize the crafts for each
evening session. She bagged the materi-
als, directions, and a sample in large re-
closable plastic bags. She helped each
child practice completing the craft for
his or her presentation night. This en-
sured that the children would feel com-
fortable leading others.

Gaining Support
Not all students in our schools come

from Adventist homes. One of my stu-
dents was not an Adventist. I explained
to this student’s parents that we were
working with the church, and I thought
participating in the series would be
wonderful training for their child in
public speaking, using technology, and
organizing and planning a project. The
parents agreed to have their child pre -
sent the health topics. Excitement
began to build, as did our prayers for
the Holy Spirit to lead each of us and
touch the hearts of the listeners.

The children practiced their ser-
mons both at home and at school. At
school, they practiced together. Each
student would find a corner and read
the assigned sermon aloud. An in-
school solo practice presentation was
also scheduled prior to each evening’s
topic. We prayed for the Holy Spirit to
influence the hearts of the presenters
and listeners during each meeting.

The Meetings
Once the meetings began, I was

amazed at the leadership skills demon-
strated by my students. I observed as
they greeted, helped corral the strag-
glers, led out in song service, spoke ar-
ticulately and with enthusiasm, assisted

one another with the computer and
CD player, and explained the crafts. My
main job at this point was to quietly as-
sist in the background. I was so proud
of them!

On the last Friday night of the se-
ries, one of my 5th-grade boys deliv-
ered his sermon. He distributed com-
mitment forms for the children to sign
if they were interested in baptism. After
the meeting, as I looked through the
forms before giving them to the pastor,
I was happily surprised to see that the
speaker for that night had also signed a
form. The “preacher” was requesting
baptism! When the candidates from the
adult meetings were baptized, so was

1. Prayer Partners
Match each child in your school with a member of the
church. Choose people who can come to an open house or
other program, and if possible, devote several hours a
week to assisting at school. (Be sure to do background
checks first).7 Retired people are usually thrilled to be
asked to participate. Encourage prayer partners to seek out
their child at church, to interact with him or her at school,
to get to know the parents, and, of course, to pray every
day for their child. In turn, have the children write notes to
their partners. At the beginning of the school year, arrange
a special prayer time at church where prayer partners meet
and pray with the children and their families. End each
year with a prayer-partner breakfast. I have seen strong
friendships built and witnessed non-Adventist parents
grow closer to church members. Many become more com-
fortable about attending church events because of the
friendships that develop between prayer partners. Having
a prayer partner stay in touch after a child graduates can
be a great source of encouragement to young people who
are away at boarding school, and to those who enroll in
public high schools. A special bond is developed when
someone at church seeks them out at church, and calls
them or sends encouraging e-mails periodically.

C r e a t i v e  I d e a s
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this 5th-grade student who preached
during the series held by the children.
The Holy Spirit had truly been at work.

After the Meetings
These meetings generated more in-

terest in the pastor’s Bible study class, a
small study group for students who de-
sired further information. Over the

next few months, several other students
requested baptism. 

As a result of their experience with
the evangelistic series, many of the stu-
dents felt more comfortable speaking at
school and at church. Inspired by their
growth, I created more occasions for
them to lead out in worship and other
school-related events.

Years later, this school continues to
provide students with opportunities to
serve through mission trips where they
present sermons to both adults and
children. I am reminded of Ellen
White’s statement that “with such an
army of workers as our youth, rightly
trained, might furnish, how soon the
message of a crucified, risen, and soon-

Left: A 7th-grade student pre -
sents a sermon.

Top: A 5th-grade student pre -
sents a sermon.

Bottom: A 5th-grade student
preacher who made a decision
to be baptized.
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coming Savior might be carried to the
whole world!”10

Teachers can use local or prepared re-
sources to create experiences that engage
students and expand their experience
beyond religion classes and Bible facts.
An evangelistic series by and for chil-
dren is one of many creative ways to
partner with local congregations, church
members, and parents to help prepare
students to make decisions for Christ. 

This article has been peer reviewed.

Judy Harward is a
retired educator
who taught for 25
years in the North
American Division.
She began her edu-
cational career as a
student missionary

to Korea and Thailand during her soph-
omore year at college, and later taught in
church schools in California and the
Carolinas. Mrs. Harward writes from
Pickens, South Carolina.
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2. Pastor’s Class
Each January, I invited the pastor to lead a small

study group with students in grades 5 through 8.
The junior baptismal book, It’s My Choice,8 was
used to guide the study sessions. Parental permis-
sion was required for students to participate. Dur-
ing the time I implemented this plan, I never had a
time when non-Adventist parents opted out. The
small group sessions gave the pastor a chance to
get to know the children and to follow up on any
expressed desire for baptism. I did not call it “bap-
tismal class” because I didn’t want the children to
feel pressured. The class was designed to give each
child an opportunity to ask the pastor questions.
Also, even after they were baptized, I encouraged
the children to continue attending the pastor’s
class.

3. Community Service
What better way to grow in grace and a commitment

to Jesus than to serve others? There are nearly endless
opportunities for service in the community: picking up
trash along the highway or at a park, helping at a food
bank or soup kitchen, singing at nursing homes, creating
cards and gifts for shut-ins, etc. One of our school’s fa-
vorite projects is to collect change in little banks. At a cer-
tain point, we remove, count, and roll the money. Even
kindergartners help!

While I was teaching in a small school, the students
sometimes perused the Adventist Development and Re-
lief Agency (ADRA) catalog to decide how they wanted to
“spend” their money: to pay for water filters or tents, or
to buy food to feed a family. Students have also con-
tributed to sponsor One-Day Church9 projects and educa-
tion goals sponsored by the local union conference. They
helped sort and stack canned goods at the church-owned
community center, visited older church members, and
made cards for sick and shut-in members. They also
made Valentine’s Day cards and sent them to the local
radio station to be distributed to children in area hospi-
tals.



Thematic
Management in
Small Schools

33http:// jae.adventist.org                                                                                            The Journal of Adventist Education • February/March 2015

I
thought I never wanted to teach in anything but a single-
grade classroom. The joy of creating innovative curriculum,
teaching engaging lessons, and grading the normal array of
eight subjects to 25 3rd graders seemed like a big enough
task in itself. I could hardly imagine teaching all this content

knowledge while encouraging creative critical-thinking activi-
ties in a multigrade setting. But that is exactly what I found my-
self doing 10 years into my teaching career. I was the principal
and head teacher at a classic, red, one-room schoolhouse, com-
plete with a bell tower, located in a rural setting. The first year,
I had a total of 18 students in six grades; the next year, 21 stu-
dents spanning all eight grades. How was I going to keep up
with eight daily math lessons plus all the other subjects while
maintaining an orderly classroom? That was my challenge. 

Small School Characteristics
Christian educational philosopher George R. Knight1 ex-

plains that teaching is not a formula but rather an art that
demands responsible thought and action by the teacher. The
Christian educator has the responsibility of creating an en-
vironment where his or her students can acquire positive
Christian characteristics that they can apply throughout their
lives. Small schools provide an opportunity for students to
experience these characteristics in a positive classroom envi-
ronment with varied experiences. These can include one-
on-one learning and individualized instruction, built-in
mentoring of students by their peers and older students, and
methods for teachers to be innovative.2 Though their classes
are usually smaller, most multigrade small schools use peer
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teaching and teacher aides to help manage the diversity of
content and to meet individual needs. Teaching in small
schools is not merely about academics, but requires particular
attention to the wholistic educational needs of children. Ellen
White3 encouraged teachers to focus on educating the whole
person, which includes the physical, mental, and spiritual as-
pects.

Though small schools have many advantages, understand-
ing how to create a positive learning environment in a multi-
grade classroom is not always easy. The challenge is to plan
and organize the classroom environment, as well as student
behavior, in a way that is effective. Class organization that pro-
vides routines and encourages students to work independ-
ently are crucial qualities of a well-run, positive overall school
experience.4 Teachers, including those in multigrade class-
rooms, will discover that implementing effective management
practices can result in classes that achieve high levels of on-
task behavior.5

Using Themes in Classroom Management
What is classroom management all about? Essentially, it in-

volves teacher actions that create a learning environment which
facilitates positive student interaction, effective engagement in
learning, and self-motivation.6 Classroom management en-
compasses whatever actions a teacher must take to motivate
student involvement and cooperation in classroom activities to
ensure a productive learning climate. Using themes with high
student interest, such as animal environments, historical time
periods, or Bible characters, offers several advantages: Students
thereby (1) learn to make choices, interact, collaborate, and co-
operate; (2) draw from their prior knowledge of the world
around them and apply what they learn in meaningful contex-
tual relationships; and (3) learn effectively in self-contained,
multi-age, or departmental classrooms.7 Managing a classroom
around common themes can lead to more focused, effective
classroom management. Teachers using this strategy plan entire
classroom curricular subjects around themes, typically lasting
months or longer. Shaping the curriculum around relevant
themes enables students to make connections to the real world
outside of school and helps them develop listening, speaking,
reading, and writing skills.8

Developing schedules and routines that promote coopera-
tion and responsibility is the key to achieving effective class-
room organization, management, and discipline. Organizing
resources in order to facilitate student learning and independ-
ence can be an effective management strategy. In a small-school
setting, this could include categories such as (1) class-time or-
ganization—passing out papers, taking daily roll call, answering
the phone; (2) housekeeping jobs—straightening desks, cleaning
the bathroom, dusting, emptying trash; and (3) planning class
projects such as Track and Field Day, holiday parties, field trips,
or the weekly school newsletter. (See Carol Spalding Serna’s ar-
ticle on special days on page 20.)

Why Use Thematic Units for Classroom 
Management?

My first question when I became a multigrade teacher was:
How am I going to manage the classroom in a way that meets
the needs of a wide variety of ages, academic levels, learning
styles, and behavioral and developmental stages? After much
thought and prayer, I concluded that organizing the class
around a central theme would be the best strategy. I knew that
small, multigrade classes allow for groups of varying ages to
work through problems collaboratively. A school-wide theme
could create a fun and engaging context for group work and
problem solving. Working cooperatively as a team reflects the
true nature of society more than any other strategy9 and thus
will prepare students for the real world.

Another reason I chose to manage my small school using
thematic units was the realization that when students under-
stand more about the world around them and the place where
they live, they are more likely to become actively engaged in
their learning. Drawing on what they observe in their day-to-
day lives leads to greater student engagement and understand-
ing.10 Providing education centered in the local community and
resources is known as “place-based education.” This strategy
challenges young people to think through the impact of their
choices on the place where they live. Thus, teachers should
choose themes that are of interest to their unique mix of stu-
dents and based on local community characteristics.

Sample Management Themes
During the years I taught in a small school, several ideas

emerged as part of my attempt to develop a cohesive manage-
ment plan, meet the curricular standards, align the themes with
specific topics of study in both lower and upper grades, and
most importantly, pique student interest. A few of our favorite
themes included the following:

Under the Sea—The middle-level science curriculum that
year covered oceans and marine populations. Our reading cor-
ner incorporated a freestanding bathtub, so I posted a piece of
butcher paper with a simple outline of an ocean floor as a back-
drop on the nearby wall. As we studied various science content,
students added drawings depicting an ocean scene, including
fish and other marine creatures, sea plants, and shells. Students
added various drawings to the mural throughout the year. Class
jobs and school curriculum centered on this theme, which in-
cluded caring for the classroom aquarium.

Classroom Castle—Another year, the upper-grade social-
studies content standards focused on world history during the
Middle Ages, which gave us an opportunity to explore life dur-
ing this time period. Students were paid wages using medieval
coins in pouches designed by a parent, and were able to scale
the castle wall created out of heavy-duty cardboard attached to
the double-decker wooden reading loft built by another parent.
Curricular components were connected to the theme and to
one another: art (i.e., stained glass projects), music (learning
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Gregorian chants on recorders), and thematic physical educa-
tion games.

Itty Bitty City—Another year, the schoolroom was trans-
formed into a small city. For stores and government buildings,
I used large cardboard boxes that had holes cut for doors and
windows, and which were painted in a variety of colors. Civics
(social studies), math skills, and literacy training (reading,
writing, listening, and speaking) all related to our urban
theme.

Creating the Itty Bitty City Management Theme
Of all the themes I used over the years, the Itty Bitty City

theme allowed the greatest involvement by students in all
grades. The key was to plan and set up the city well in advance
of the start of the school year. I decided to look at the social
studies, science, math, and literacy curriculum for K-4 and 5-
8 to see how they could be incorporated into the theme. Com-
bining curricular subjects is beneficial to learning in any class-
room. Integrative teaching practices bring current, authentic
issues to the curriculum, while at the same time embedding
problem-solving strategies.11 The topics of civic responsibility
and government as a system appeared in both the early and the
intermediate curriculum. Connections between problem solv-
ing and scientific process skills were also included in the K-8
science standards. Once the overarching themes of civic re-
sponsibility and problem solving emerged, the city began to
take shape. 

Using the physical “buildings” formed from the large boxes,
I created specific “businesses” such as a bank, a store, and a
newspaper office (see Table 1). The city concept became the
basis for investigating other curricular connections such as

mathematical number operations, measurement, and data; as
well as literacy connections to writing, speaking, and listening. 

I rotated the specific jobs and roles assigned to students (see
Appendix A) weekly or monthly. Certain jobs, such as newspa-
per editor or mayor, were given to students in grades 5-8 only.
But for the most part, classroom jobs were assigned equitably
to all students. K-2 students worked with a partner on jobs such
as inspector, politician, or store clerk (see Appendices B and C
for instructional material samples). This helped students make
connections between various disciplines, lesson topics, and the
unit theme in a real-world context. Collecting materials, secur-
ing volunteers, and being alert for additional curricular con-
nections all ensured a smooth-running “city” throughout the
year.

Foundational to the management theme was the goal of
producing better citizens for this earth and of preparing them
for eternity. This integration of faith and learning enriched a
relevant curriculum with guidance in how to serve God with
all our hearts and minds.12 Weekly city meetings and worship
led by the “city” pastor helped to develop students’ leadership
skills and enhanced their understanding of their faith while en-
couraging them to develop a Christ-centered worldview. Ful-
filling the responsibilities of a city management team also
taught students about serving others. According to George
Knight, a major task of Christian schools is to give students the
opportunity to discover their gifts so that they can find their
place in service to others.13

Key Features. Though it would require too much space to
describe all of the details involved with implementing a the-
matic unit, Table 1 offers suggestions for developing this theme,
based on my experience with the Itty Bitty City. 

• During the summer before implementation, ask parents and church members to collect and paint
large rectangular boxes (such as ones for a refrigerator or large cabinet). Decorating the boxes can
be a fun back-to-school activity.

• Invite church and community partners to donate items for the store and other city components.
This will promote the environmental concepts “reduce/reuse/recycle.”

• Set up a job list and rotate responsibilities weekly (see Appendix A).

• Create “checkbooks” for students, which they will use to write checks and balance their register
throughout the project (see Appendix B).

• Create play money to pay students for assigned tasks such as turning in their weekly homework
folder, completing daily/weekly chores, and staying on task. Money is also used to teach about
tithing and donating to class projects. Church and community members can be invited to match
funds given by students.

Table 1. Itty Bitty City Organization Plan

Classroom Set-Up

Continued on next page
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• Purchase ticket booklets for city “peace officers”—usually one or two older students who monitor
and enforce classroom issues such as noise levels during work time as well as obedience to traffic
laws, safety procedures during fire drills, and student-created class rules. (How you use the peace
officers depends on your philosophy of classroom management.)

• Post Office. Purpose: Selling stamps (stickers), and sending and receiving inter-class mail such
as postcards and letters.

• Stores. Purpose: Selling teacher-purchased/community-donated items (erasers, pens, etc.) or
student-created items (candles, bookmarks, etc. made in art class); redeeming coupons, and col-
lecting “money” to purchase school supplies.

• Bank. Purpose: Depository for weekly “paychecks” and student savings accounts.

• City Hall. Purpose: Reporting student concerns, collecting taxes and fines for traffic tickets, and
meeting with city leaders. 

• Library. Purpose: Checking out books and hanging out with reading buddies.

• Newspaper Office. Purpose: Collecting news items, planning and publishing the Friday newslet-
ter. 

• Church. Purpose: Class pastor plans Friday worship, which could include collection of tithe en-
velopes with student tithes and offerings from the week’s “paycheck.”

• Stoplight (working lights on wooden post created by a parent with building skills). Purpose:
Serves as a noise-level indicator—Red = silence; Yellow = OK to whisper; Green = OK to talk.

• Three to five refrigerator-size boxes

• Stickers, envelopes, and paper to use for post office mail

• Store items to purchase 

• Computer for weekly newsletter publication

• “Checkbooks” and other banking resources (see Appendix B)

• Pastor, store clerk, librarian (see Appendix A for a detailed list) and other jobs needed for running
a city—be creative.

• Chair weekly city council to discuss management issues and concerns. Meeting usually follows
Friday worship. Older students can chair this meeting after the first month or quarter.

• Monitor and change jobs weekly to allow students to experience all aspects of running the city.

• Problem-solve disputes as a supreme court justice might.

• Social Studies—civic responsibility, government, economics, community resources

• Science—systems, investigation, problem solving

• Mathematics—number operations, counting and cardinality, telling time, measurement and data, etc.

• Literacy—reading, writing, speaking, listening, language

• Art, Music, Physical Education—many connections to creating, performing, and personal health

City Components
(painted cardboard
structures and/or
signs)

Materials

Student Roles

Teacher and/
or Aide Role

Curricular
Connections
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• Parents

• Church members, including school board members

• Retirees

• Local businesses

• City library

• City officials

• Allow plenty of time—the more details completed before school, the smoother the implementa-
tion.

• Allow younger students to be assistants to older students on various jobs.

• Build partnerships with families and community members.

• Connect the theme to the science, social studies, art, physical education, and music curriculum—
areas that do not get as much content time as math or literacy.

Resources/
Personnel

Tips

Itty Bitty City Job Title Job Description

Pastor Lunch blessing, Friday worship

Inspector Job checker

Waiters Wash lunch tables

Receptionist Answer phone, take messages, open door

Sanitation Engineers Clean toilets

Plumber Clean sinks

Politician Raise and lower flag, chair class meetings

Librarian Assist in checking out books, straighten books on shelves

Mail Carrier Collect school mail, deliver inter-class mail

Coach Organize sports equipment

Scientist/Zoologist Care for class pets

Construction Worker Move desks and other classroom furniture

Heavy Equipment Operator Vacuum classroom, move desks for vacuuming

Chef Take lunch count, clean microwave

Trash Collector Empty garbage cans

Window Washer Clean whiteboards and windows

Mayor Lead Friday city council meeting, collect comments

Editor Oversee weekly newspaper and staff (7th-8th graders)

Postmaster Collect and deliver mail dropped in the post office box

Store Clerk Manage the purchase and stocking of store items

Banker Manage class store, collect and count “money”

*Jobs may be combined, expanded, or eliminated based on student enrollment and specific setting.

Appendix A. Student City Roles List*
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Resource Links Content Overview

“Managing and Organizing the Multigrade Classroom” Link to a presentation on the well-managed classroom, including 
(Seventh-day Adventist Curriculum and Instruction printable classroom-management resources.
Resource Center, 2000-2014): http://circle.adventist. org/
 browse/resource.phtml?leaf=19357

“Multigrade Teaching: Classroom Organisation and Man- Teaching, management, and assessment strategies for the multi-
agement” (The Commonwealth of Learning, 2000): grade classroom.
http://www.col.org/stamp/Module02_Part1.pdf 

Practical Tips for Teaching Multigrade Classes (UNESCO, Promotes inclusive, learning-friendly environments with tips for 
2013): http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002201/ managing, teaching, and assessing multigrade programs.
220101e.pdf 

Richard G. Maloon, “Microsociety—Building Character Students learn responsibility, citizenship, and cooperation while 
Through Experience,” The Journal of Adventist Education developing their own business in a self-made government during 
61:1 (October/November 1998):32-36: http://circle.advent one 50-minute class per school day.
ist.org/files/jae/en/jae199861013205.pdf. 
Website for Microsociety: http://microsociety.org.

Appendix C. Classroom Management Resources

Appendix B. City Banking Resources

1-Paychecks

2-Jesus Savings
Bank Deposit Slip

3-Jesus Savings Bank
Account Register

[Small School Name]
Mrs. Muthersbaugh, City Manager
123 Muthersville Street
Itty Bitty City, [State] 54321

Date ____________________

Pay to the Order of _____________________________________________________________________

Payment Amount _______________________________________________ $ ___________. _________

City Job __________________________________ Signed _____________________________________

Name __________________________________ Date ____________________ Acct. # ______________

Deposit Amount $__________________________ Teller Signature _______________________________

Account Name ____________________________________________ Account # ___________________

Date Transaction Description                           Deposit Withdrawal Balance
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What I Learned
Thematic units as a classroom-management tool can be

summed up as follows: collaboration, context, and critical
thinking. Students in this multi-age, multigrade school had
to collaborate to make their city function. They pulled to-
gether in a way similar to a city unit itself, working hard on
various projects, communicating ideas and needs, and cele-
brating together their individual and group successes. Expe-
riencing the year’s theme, whether undersea adventure, living
in a castle, or an Itty Bitty City, put them in a real-world con-
text. Learning how government works and their role in run-
ning a city helped emphasize each student’s own importance
and voice in the process. Finally, students’ experience with in-
tegration among a variety of subjects required high-level crit-
ical-thinking skills. Every day, they were able to problem-solve
situations, explore and understand various roles, and make
connections with multiple components of the selected class-
room theme.

Implications for the multigrade, small-school teacher: Use
of themes can improve student engagement, encourage them
to take ownership of their classroom environment, and develop
skills related to real-world scenarios. Although engaging stu-
dents in their own learning can be a challenge, it is vital to their
academic success.14 The themes explored in this small-school
management experience provided emotional engagement as
well as motivation for learning. Student ownership was re-
vealed not only in their motivation to care for their school en-
vironment, but also in the way they conducted themselves
throughout the day. They truly cared about their “city” and em-
pathized with its citizens. 

Finally, using the community theme highlighted the impor-
tance of the children’s hometown in a real-world setting. This
affirmed Vygotsky’s findings that learning is best accomplished
by completing tasks in the social contexts of day-to-day living.15

Those contexts can include the Christian school as a faith com-
munity. Integrating our faith with academic learning helps us
better understand human nature and develop the whole per-
son—heart, soul, and mind.16 The purpose of education is to
help students learn to think for themselves while at the same
time directing their minds toward God.17

Though preparation and implementation can take some
time, I highly recommend using thematic classroom manage-
ment for small schools. Using the Itty Bitty City classroom-
management template, my students and I experienced the joys
and challenges of working together toward common goals and
thinking through problems related to academic, relational, and
spiritual issues—which helped to ensure a wholistic education
for each child. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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Making
Nature

Part of 
the Curriculum
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N
ature is inextricably woven
into the human experience. In
fact, nature served as the first
classroom for Adam and Eve.
After God pronounced His
benediction on His good cre-
ation, He stated His intention

for the planet’s stewardship: “[L]et
them [humanity] have dominion over
the fish of the sea, over the birds of the
air, and over the cattle, over all the
earth and over every creeping thing
that creeps on the earth.”1

According to Ellen White, in this
first open-air classroom, Adam and Eve
“were not only children under the fa-
therly care of God but students receiv-
ing instruction from the all-wise Cre-
ator. . . . The mysteries of the visible
universe—‘the wondrous works of
Him which is perfect in knowledge’
(Job 37:16)—afforded them an ex-
haustless source of instruction and de-
light. . . . On every leaf of the forest or
stone of the mountains, in every shin-
ing star, in earth and air and sky, God’s
name was written. The order and har-
mony of creation spoke to them of infi-
nite wisdom and power. They were ever

discovering some attraction that filled
their hearts with deeper love and called
forth fresh expressions of gratitude.”2

How different life is today! Few peo-
ple interact with nature on a daily
basis. Most adults work long hours in
climate-controlled office buildings or
noisy factories; while most young peo-
ple are confined to classrooms during
the day and often play video games or
watch TV after school. How, then, is it
possible to engage students in activities
that will draw them closer to their Cre-
ator and the environment He created
for us to care for and enjoy?

The answer is simple and satisfying:
nature-assisted activities. Such activities
“are delivered in a variety of environ-
ments by a specifically trained profes-
sional, paraprofessional, and/or volun-
teers who possess specialized knowledge
of all facets of the natural environment
incorporated into the activity. Some in-
dividuals include activity directors,
camp counselors, [and] educators.”3

Nature-assisted activities—both in
the classroom and outdoors—provide
vital opportunities for both teachers
and students within the learning envi-
ronment to be reconnected to God’s
once-perfect creation.

Nature Education in the 
Classroom

Nature education in the classroom
can vary from interacting with micro-
organisms and plants to observing
larger animals. Nature walks, field trips
to museums and parks, outdoor
school, and presentations by park
rangers or other experts can be an ex-
citing addition to indoor education.4

When animals are involved, nature
education provides a host of benefits,
including the following:5

1. Talking about animals and estab-
lishing a relationship with them help
children develop social and emotional
skills. “Children can connect with oth-
ers over their shared interest and expe-
riences with animals, and they can
begin to unpack the elements that
make up a good relationship, under-
stand for themselves what it means to
be ‘humane’ and practice thinking
about the well-being of others.”6

2. Discussing animals with class-
mates gives “students an ideal forum to
practice the skills they will need in the
21st century, such as listening, perspec-
tive-taking and critical thinking; skills

B Y  L Y N D E L L E  B R O W E R  C H I O M E N T I

Practical and Spiritual
Lessons From

God’s “Other Book”
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business leaders claim are missing in
the workforce.”7

3. Learning what animals need and
how to provide for those needs help
children develop “empathy and the
ability to pay attention to another
being.”8

4. Building experiences into science
classes or other classroom activities
that concentrate on the care and hu-
mane treatment of animals create op-
portunities for students to learn how to
build strong social units whose mem-
bers work well together.9

5. Housing small animals in the
classroom ensures that those children
who do not have pets at home “can see,
feel, touch and make connections to
the wide world of animals.”10

Classroom pets also help children
with several other life lessons. They
“learn that all living things need more

than just food and water for survival,”11

that their behavior directly affects oth-
ers.12According to some studies, having
animals in the classroom can reduce
tension.13 Overall, caring for classroom
pets can help children learn responsi-
bility and give them a sense of accom-
plishment and pride.14

Teachers can even incorporate small
pets into the lesson plans for various
subjects. For example, weighing small
animals involves math. Learning what
animals eat involves science, while re-
searching the habitats of certain small
animals involves geography. Students
will learn creative writing and proper
grammar as they write essays describ-
ing goldfish or other small creatures.15

PetSmart® Pets in the Classroom
Program,16 a resource available through
local PetSmart stores,17 provides teach-
ers with the know-how and necessary
equipment to incorporate a variety of
small animals into elementary school
classrooms. Grants are available if a
class desires to adopt hamsters, guinea

pigs, fish, leopard geckos, and bearded
dragons. For information about how to
apply for a grant, visit the PetSmart®
Website.18

Wagging Tails and Sympathetic
Ears

To assist children who experience
difficulties with reading, many pet
therapy organizations feature a literacy
program called Reading Education As-
sistance Dogs (R.E.A.D.). This program
involves registered teams that consist of
“a handler and a dog who have been
trained, evaluated, and registered as a
licensed therapy team.”19

Teachers who have been involved
with the R.E.A.D. program report the
following benefits for their students:20

1. Reading to dogs helps children
develop confidence regarding their
ability to read.

2. Reading assessment scores im-
prove.

3. Students who read to dogs often
seem calmer afterward.

4. Students who are at first reluctant
to read learn that reading can actually
be fun.

5. Reading to dogs helps children
who are behind in their reading ad-
vance to higher reading levels.

6. Students who read to dogs gain
more confidence in their ability to
read, and learn not to be afraid to
sound out words they don’t know be-
cause dogs are friendly and nonjudg-
mental.

To learn if there is a R.E.A.D. pro-
gram near you, contact your local li-
brary, check online to see if there is a
group nearby, or call kennel clubs or
specific breed organizations in your
area.

Questions to Ask Before You 
Commit

Integrating pets and small animals
into the classroom not only engages
students, it also offers an innovative
way to provide nature education across
the curriculum. However, classroom
teachers should consider several things
before making such a decision21:

1. Why do you and your class want
an animal?
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2. How comfortable do you feel with
the type(s) of animal to be introduced,
and how will you integrate it/them into
the curriculum?

3. How might school administrators
respond to such a request, and what is
the protocol for sharing your proposal
with them?

4. What insurance will you need if
someone in the school is injured or in-
fected by the animal?

5. Will any parents object to an ani-
mal in their child’s classroom, and how
will you respond to those objections?

6. How will you care for the pet dur-
ing weekends, holidays, and vacations?

7. Will any students be allergic to
the type of animal you and/or the stu-
dents want?

8. Does your classroom provide the
type of environment in which the ani-
mal will thrive?

9. How will you prepare your stu-
dents for the possibility that the pet or
small animal might die?

While several programs are available
to assist the classroom teacher integrate
pets and small animals into the cur-
riculum, the teacher should first con-
sider his or her motivations, and those

of the students, for having animals in
the classroom, as well as the factors
that determine a successful implemen-
tation.

Take It Outdoors
Nature education is beneficial to

students both inside and outside the
classroom. The American Academy of
Pediatrics states: “Today’s children are
spending an average of seven hours a
day on entertainment media, including
televisions, computers, phones and
other electronic devices. . . . Studies
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have shown that excessive media use
can lead to attention problems, school
difficulties, sleep and eating disorders,
and obesity. In addition, the Internet
and cell phones can provide platforms
for illicit and risky behaviors.”22

However, stepping out of the class-
room into the great outdoors to use
nature as a method of teaching offers
many benefits. The Institute for Out-
door Learning classifies these according
to the following categories: (1) back-
ground benefits, (2) planned benefits,
(3) bonus benefits, and (4) wider bene-
fits.23

Background benefits accrue from

the experience of spending time in nat-
ural environments. They include in-
creased physical, mental, and spiritual
health; greater sensory and aesthetic
awareness; improved communication
skills; and a greater “sensitivity to one’s
well-being.”24

Some of the desirable goals of out-
door learning are to enable students to
“cooperate with and respect the needs
of others”; to develop an “appreciation
and understanding of the world and its
peoples around them”; to “understand
the need for sustainable relationships
between people and their environ-
ment”; and to “enhance practical prob-
lem solving and team work skills.”25

There are bonus benefits, too, when
students learn more than the contents
of a lesson plan.26 Such benefits occur
in the moments of serendipity when
students begin to explore and to make
their own discoveries. Perhaps one of
the most important bonus benefits is
students’ realization of the intercon-
nectedness of God’s creation; every-
thing we do has a cause-and-effect rela-
tionship with other things. Outdoor
learning can also have a broader effect,
benefiting both the families of the chil-
dren involved and “future generations
(especially in relation to sustainabil-
ity).”27
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Above all, outdoor education helps
our students learn that, despite sin,
God’s creation is still marvelous and
worthy of attention and care.28 The
world we know came from God’s hand
perfect in every way. But after thou-
sands of years of sin and mismanage-
ment, the very things necessary for sus-
taining life—fresh air, pure water,
unpolluted soil—are at risk.

Outdoor education thus not only
gives students an appreciation for the
intricate balance between sustainable
life for humans, animals, fish, birds, in-
sects, and micro-organisms, it also
helps make them aware of threats to
God’s creation.

Integrating Outdoor Education
Into the Curriculum

One of the strengths of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church is its Adventurer
program for children ages 6 to 9, and
its Pathfinder program for children
ages 10 to 15. Both of these programs
include earning Honors as part of the
curriculum for specific age levels in
a variety of categories, including na-
ture(i.e., Amphibians, Birds, Cacti,
Ecology, Environmental Conservation,
Endangered Animals, Fishes, Flowers,
Herbs, House Plants, Marine Algae,
Marsupials, Reptiles, Seeds, Soils, Spi-
ders, Trees, and Worms). Each Honor
comes with a list of age-appropriate ac-
tivities that can serve as readymade les-
son plans.29

Classroom teachers should also con-
sider the possibilities of joining forces
with the local church’s Pathfinder lead-
ers as children earn these Honors, thus
strengthening the nature education of
both organizations.

Integrating Nature Education
Into the Religion Curricula

Our great and loving God created
the world and filled it with many natu-
ral wonders. A topical Bible concor-
dance lists many entries dealing with
these wonders and reveals how they
teach great spiritual truths.

• In Jonah 4:5 to 10, God uses a fast-
growing vine to shelter His runaway
prophet and teach him a lesson. Stu-
dents can research the types of plant
that might have grown fast enough to

provide shade and reflect on God’s
everlasting love for human beings, even
when they are rebellious.

• In Proverbs 6:6 to 8, Solomon used
ants as models to admonish his readers
to be diligent in preparing for the fu-
ture. What do children see when they
observe an ants’ nest? 

• “Eat honey,” Solomon said, “for it
is good” (Proverbs 24:13, 14). Not only
did Solomon compare the sweetness of
honey to wisdom, he provided teachers
with an opportunity to discuss the im-
portance of honey in history, its role in
pollination, and the exquisite planning
that goes into a honeycomb; the organ-
ization and hard work required to
maintain a beehive and produce honey;
and human activities that threaten bee
colonies.

• In Matthew 6:25 to 34, Christ ad-
monished us not to worry. By observ-
ing how God cares for birds, teachers
can easily move into a discussion of the
migratory patterns of birds, threats to

their habitat, and how we can provide a
safe environment for them. Not only
do small, seemingly insignificant birds
illustrate God’s care for us, they also re-
mind us that we are stewards of all we
survey, the large ecosystems as well as
the common creatures that nest in our
yards.

Nature Speaks of God’s 
Eternal Care 

Nature in the classroom and out of
doors helps teachers and students learn
of God’s goodness as they develop com -
passion, learn responsible ways of taking
care of animals both large and small,
and learn about ecology. Across the
curriculum, in reading, math, science,
grammar, creative writing, Bible, and
so much more, nature may be inte-
grated into daily lessons and classroom
activities. Yet, among the many lessons
that nature can teach, the most impor-
tant illuminate God’s care for His cre-
ation and how He demonstrates this
throughout the natural world. Accord-



trieved in December 2013.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid.
9. Ibid.
10. “Benefits of Classrooms Animals”:

http://www.petsintheclassroom.org/teachers/ben
efits-of-classroom-animals/. 

11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.
16. PetSmart® Pets in the Classroom Pro-

gram: http://www.petsintheclassroom.org/.
17. PetSmart® stores specialize in the sale of

small animals and pet supplies. Located through-
out the United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico,
the retail chain also provides additional services
such as animal grooming, training, adoption, and
overall care.

18. PetSmart® teacher grants: http://www. 
pets in theclassroom.org/grant-app/.

19. Donita Massengill Shaw, “Man’s Best
Friend as a Reading Facilitator,” The Reading
Teacher 66:5 (February 2013): http://www.thera
pyanimals.org/Research_&_Results_files/Shaw%
20Mans%20Best%20Friend %20Doogan%
 201.13. pdf. 

20. Ibid.

21. Nebbe, Nature as a Guide, op. cit., p. 218;
see also Mark F. Carr, “How Should Christians
Treat Animals in Research?” The Journal of Ad-
ventist Education 76:1 (October/November
2013), pages 16 to 22, with particular attention to
the sidebar, “Caring for God’s Animal Creations:
Ethical Principles” on page 19 by Gerald R.
Winslow: http://circle.adventist.org//files/ jae/ 
en/jae201376011607.pdf.

22. American Academy of Pediatrics, “Media
and Children”: http://www.aap.org/en-us/advo
cacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/pages/
 media-and-children.aspx. 

23. Institute for Outdoor Learning, “What
Are the Benefits of Outdoor Learning?”:
http://www.outdoor-learning.org/Default.aspx?
 tabid=213.

24. Ibid.
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
27. Ibid.
28. Luke 12:6, NKJV.
29. http://www.pathfindersonline.org/hon

ors/index?start=192.
30. Ellen G. White, Education (Mountain

View, Calif.: Pacific Press Publ. Assn., 1958), p.
101.

46 The Journal of Adventist Education • February/March 2015 http:// jae.adventist.org 

ing to Ellen White, “Only in the light
that shines from Calvary can nature’s
teaching be read aright. . . . In singing
bird and opening blossom, in rain and
sunshine, in summer breeze and gentle
dew, in ten thousand objects in nature,
from the oak of the forest to the violet
that blossoms at its root, is seen the
love that restores. And nature still
speaks to us of God’s goodness. ‘I know
the thoughts that I think toward you,
saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and
not of evil’ Jeremiah 29:11. This is the
message that, in the light from the
cross, may be read upon all the face of
nature.”30 
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I would like to borrow a quote from Michelle Nash’s article
as an encouragement for Seventh-day Adventists to rediscover
an Adventist advantage—the small school: 

“The more we learned [about multigrade classrooms], the
more we realized that grouping children like a family is a more
logical and humane way to raise children, educationally speak-
ing. . . . And frankly, we are highly impressed with the effect the
family-grouped classroom had upon our at-risk learners, our
gifted learners . . . our late bloomers and everyone in between.”9

In the future, many educational centers within and outside of
the Adventist system might just (as the Kellogg’s ad suggests) con-
sider “tasting” the small school model again . . . for the first time.

W. Eugene Brewer, Ed.D., the Coordinator for this special issue
on Small Schools, began his educational career teaching six grades
with a total of six students! Dr. Brewer has been a principal at the
elementary and secondary level, vice president/superintendent of
education of the Florida Conference; and until his recent retire-
ment, as an associate director of education for the Southern Union
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists in Norcross, Georgia. He
has contributed 48 years of service to Seventh-day Adventist ed-
ucation, and remains active in teaching graduate classes and ed-
ucational consulting. The JOURNAL editorial staff express heartfelt
appreciation for the many hours Dr. Brewer devoted to selecting
topics, obtaining peer reviewers, providing input on article con-

tent, as well as his prompt response to the editor’s questions dur-
ing the planning and production of the issue.
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