n her influential work Education, Ellen G. White
(1827-1915) began by defining authentic education
as “the harmonious development of the physical, the
mental, and the spiritual powers.”1 This concept of harmonious, whole-person development has become a key
element of Seventh-day Adventist educational philosophy,2 appearing quite frequently in the official statements of mission,
core values, and/or philosophy of Adventist schools, colleges,
and universities worldwide.
What did Ellen White have in mind when she wrote about
harmonious development? Did she focus exclusively on the
physical, mental, and spiritual dimensions, or did she extend
the concept to include other elements? Perhaps more significantly, did she provide an indication of the process that educators might follow to achieve this goal?
In an endeavor to answer these questions, approximately 50
distinct passages were identified in the works of Ellen White in
which the concept of harmonious development is discussed,3 including conceptually related terms, such as balanced and symmetrical education. Analyzing these passages, a number of conceptual
clusters began to emerge, which were grouped under the themes
of significance, areas of development, and enabling practices.

I

andtheHarmonious
Developmentconcept

B Y
16

importanceofaHarmoniousDevelopment
Ellen White placed significant value on the concept
of harmonious development,
both within education and in
life.
True education, she proposed, should result in wellbalanced minds4 and harmo5
nious characters, evidenced in a clear, strong intellect and in
sound judgment.6 Experiencing harmonious development, students would be enabled to study effectively7 in order to prepare
themselves more fully for usefulness in this world and to acquire
moral fitness for eternal life.8 Her rationale: An individual cannot
achieve his or her highest potential in any single dimension unless all faculties undergo development.9 Further, she affirmed that
only an educational process that incorporates a harmonious development of the whole person can yield eternal results.10
Ellen White provided some illustrative cases. She noted,
for example, that at creation, all of Adam’s faculties were wellbalanced11 and maintained that the primary aim of education
is to restore humanity to this original state.12 She observed
that individuals of influence, such as Moses and Daniel, were
those who developed harmoniously,13 and presented Jesus as
the prime example of a “perfectly harmonious” life.14 Furthermore, she stated that those who are saved will have de-
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veloped harmonious characters.15
In the life experience, White proposed that a harmonious
development results in happiness16 and in the blessing of God,17
while its absence will produce deficiencies.18 She maintained
that a well-developed Christian life is “harmonious in all its
parts”19 and that such a life will be a light in the world,20 a powerful witness that will save others from ruin.21
areasincludedinaHarmoniousDevelopment
What dimensions should receive harmonious development?
Ellen White proposed quite a variety of factors that should develop in a balanced way. In a number of passages, for example,
she presented a pairing of elements. One of the most common
dyads is that of mind and body,22 alternatively described as brain
and muscles23 or as the mental and physical faculties.24 Another
frequent linking was the harmonious development of the mental
and moral powers,25 identified at times as a balance of knowledge
and character26 or of literary and spiritual training.27
Ellen White then combined these dimensions in her frequently cited triad of physical, mental, and moral development,28 also described as the harmony of body, mind, and
heart.29 It might be noted, however, that even in the classic “harmonious development” reference cited earlier, a fourth factor
emerges. After noting that true education harmoniously develops the physical, mental, and spiritual powers, she observed
that such training “prepares the student for the joy of service
in this world and for the higher joy of wider service in the world
to come.”30 The incorporation of the social dimension is further
borne out in Ellen White’s assertions that mind, soul, and body
are to be used for uplifting fellow human beings31; that body,
mind, and soul are to be trained for divine service32; and that
the physical, mental, and moral faculties are to be developed
for the performance of every duty.33
A number of statements, however, take a somewhat different
approach. These alternate groupings include the harmony of the
emotions, words, and actions34; of nerve, muscle, and will35; and
of brain, bone, and muscle36—all of which are to be employed in
active service.37 In a final grouping, Ellen White stated that harmonious development includes temperance, kindness, and godliness,38 or stated in another way, a duty to ourselves, to our fellow
human beings, and to God. Taken together, the underlying concept seems to be that there must be a balanced, symmetrical,
whole-person development that encompasses all aspects of life.39
enablingpracticestowardaHarmonious
Development
How is this “harmonious development” to be achieved?
How can we translate this ideal into educational practice? These
are perhaps the central questions for Adventist schools. While
Ellen White did not lay out, in precise terms, a recipe of the
process to be followed, she did describe two fundamental approaches.
The first approach incorporates in the educational experience
certain curricular components that complement the cognitive element. These ingredients focus primarily on psychomotor, social,
affective, and spiritual dimensions, which may be prone to neglect in educational systems that primarily emphasize intellectual
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development. The second approach is more didactic, and points
toward instructional techniques that seek to develop a personal
yet balanced profile of traits and abilities. (Figure 1 on page 18
provides a summary of these approaches.)
First, a look at the complementary dimensions of development:
Coupled with cognitive learning, the importance of physical
development is a common theme in Ellen White’s writings on
education. She advocated, for example, that students should
combine “mind and body exercise,”40 rather than dedicate their
entire school time to sedentary learning. In order to attain this
balance, schools should establish a system that includes physical
culture41 and practical, work-oriented physical training.42 This
concept of manual labor as education and as a key curricular
dimension was developed quite extensively throughout Ellen
White’s writings, starting with one of her earliest essays, entitled
“Proper Education.”43
Social skills and activities constitute a second curricular component of harmonious development. Ellen White advocated that
students engage in cooperative learning approaches, avoiding rivalry and intense competition.44 She advocated that students
should also participate in community-oriented service activities
as an integral part of the learning experience.45 Finally, the social
dimension should include elements of witness, in which learners
share their understanding of and experience with God.46
Affective elements, including values and attitudes, constitute
a third curricular component. A key theme is the commitment
to excellence. In order to develop harmoniously, Ellen White
maintained, students must resolve to do their best in each
learning activity,47 aiming to reach the highest degree of excellence in order to uplift their fellow human beings and glorify
God.48 Students were to also develop self-reliance49 and cultivate habits of order and self-discipline.50 In this endeavor, resolute effort would be required by the learner, and teachers must
avoid unhealthful permissiveness or indulgent flattery.51 Over
time, students should progressively develop a virtuous character and a stable, coherent personality.52
As a religious educator, Ellen White placed considerable emphasis on the spiritual life, which she held as integral to wholeperson development. She maintained, for example, that students
need both academic and spiritual formations,53 and that a harmonious development is incompatible with moral depravity.54
Although spiritual growth comes about through divine
agencies,55 she believed that human beings must still actively
cooperate with God.56 This occurs when the learner correctly
understands God’s will,57 seeks to be guided by the Holy
Spirit,58 and commits to serving God in every aspect of life.59
This is accomplished through Bible study60 and embracing the
principles of God’s Word as a guide for all aspects of life.61 In
essence, faith in God must be reflected in all of the attitudes,
priorities, and activities of life.
In addition to the curricular components, Ellen White also
proposed a number of instructional interventions to achieve
harmonious development.
A key strategy, she believed, was for teachers and the learners
themselves not to concentrate only on those areas for which
they have a natural inclination, but to also cultivate those areas
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where deficiencies exist.62 Teachers and students, for example,
should avoid over-emphasizing a favorite topic or branch of
study, to the neglect of other vital areas.63 Although affirming
students should cultivate their gifts and talents, which can indicate the direction for their lives,64 Ellen White cautioned that
attention must concurrently be given to a development of
weaker traits and abilities, which, if neglected, could ultimately
compromise lifelong success.65 This, she advised, can be accomplished by taking particular care to strengthen these underdeveloped facets through intentional nurture.66
In guiding student development, teachers should also institute an effective course of discipline, avoiding the extremes of
overbearing harshness and permissive indulgence.67 Such redemptive discipline should not focus on punishment, but
rather on developing a personal understanding of each person’s
own character traits and inclinations, and consistently making
every effort to “bend them toward the right.”68
In sum, each dimension of the individual is to be challenged
and symmetrically cultivated.69 Such harmonious development
is the result of continual dependence on divine grace, a personal commitment to balanced development, the faithful improvement of opportunities, and earnest effort invested to accomplish this goal.70
conclusion
Based on a review of her writings, it appears that Ellen
White emphasized the significance of the harmonious development concept and also identified a variety of areas to be included in this development. To assist educators in accomplishing this goal, she described in general terms, both curricular
approaches and instructional strategies.
As Adventist educators, however, we still have important
work to do. It may be that Seventh-day Adventist education has
at times embraced the motto of “harmonious development”
without fully understanding its scope and without devoting
sufficient attention to its implementation. We may have, in effect, adopted a “high-sounding hope”71 that finds but sporadic
tangible expression in our daily work.
Perhaps as educators, we should more closely examine Ellen
White’s proposed principles and processes for achieving a harmonious development, creatively explore how these might be
implemented within our particular contexts, and then intentionally develop enabling learning experiences that transform
our philosophy into educational practice. ✐
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physicaldevelopment
• Regular exercise
• Work-education program
• Healthy lifestyle and physical ﬁtness
Socialdevelopment
• Cooperative learning
• Community-oriented service
• Witness training and experience
aﬀectivedevelopment
• Commitment to excellence
• Self-reliance and self-discipline
• Character and personality formation
Spiritualdevelopment
• Bible study to identify life principles
• Personal relationship with God
• Nurture of a faith commitment
inStRUctionalinteRventionS
addressingstrengthsandweaknesses
• Cultivating gifts and talents
• Remedying deﬁciencies
• Diversifying into undeveloped areas
Redemptivediscipline
• Avoiding permissive indulgence
• Seeking to develop a personal understanding
of behavior
personalcommitment
• Priority and personal eﬀort for harmonious
development
• Optimizing growth opportunities
• Dependence on divine power

Figure1.approachestooperationalizingthe“HarmoniousDevelopment”conceptinacognitivelyDominanteducationalprogram
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