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n organization’s mission, vision, and values identify its
purpose (Why it exists) and goals (What it plans to ac-
complish) and remain relatively unchanged over time. ad-
ventist education seeks to educate the whole person—

spiritual, physical, intellectual, and social-emotional—with the aim
of preparing learners to serve god and humanity.1 however, an or-
ganization’s strategic roadmap from mission to vision (how it ac-
complishes its goals) must be flexible, adapting to an ever-changing
cultural context. Ellen White stated, “no exact pattern can be given
for the establishment of schools in new fields. the climate, the sur-
roundings, the condition of the country, and the means at hand with
which to work must all bear a part in shaping the work.”2

in the past several decades, significant cultural shifts have oc-
curred with the development of new communication tools, affecting
the way in which we think, work, and interact with others. these
shifts served as the impetus for new working environments for
21st-century citizens—moving from unconnected goals to a shared
vision; from a context of isolation to one of collaboration; and from
a decision-making process based on one’s perception of reality to
a data-informed culture. the notion of work as predictable shifted
to the concept of a dynamic, creative, and innovative learning or-
ganization; and from a focus on the parts of the workplace to a sys-
tems view of the relationship among the parts. 

Pink3 characterizes these changes as the transition from “al-
gorithmic” to “heuristic” tasks in the workplace. an algorithmic
task is one in which employees follow a set of well-defined in-
structions down a single pathway to one conclusion; a heuristic
task is one in which employees experiment with possibilities and
devise novel solutions. during the 20th century, most work was
algorithmic in nature, but outsourcing and automation have
changed this. it is estimated that in the united States, 70 percent
of job growth now comes from heuristic work, while only 30 per-
cent comes from algorithmic work. Similar shifts are likely, world-
wide, as technology continues to impact the way we think, work,
and communicate.

the changing cultural context, however, has not led to significant
changes in educational methodology. Schools, in general, continue
to focus on preparing students for a 20th-century workplace, with
teaching and learning highly routinized and predictable. Change the-
ory, though, emphasizes that schools must be involved in a strategic
cycle of continuous improvement to meet the needs of 21st-century
learners.4 So what type of educational shift is necessary to prepare
adventist students to serve god and humanity in the 21st century? 

From the beginning, god designed us to wonder, question, and
learn about our environment. in the garden of Eden, adam and Eve
were encouraged to explore and share what they had learned with

god and the angels.5 this type of learning was also encouraged in
the schools of the prophets.6 More than 100 years ago, Ellen White
noted, “Every human being, created in the image of god, is en-
dowed with a power akin to that of the Creator—individuality, power
to think and to do. . . . it is the work of true education to develop
this power, to train young people to be thinkers, and not mere re-
flectors of other people’s thought. let students be directed to the
sources of truth, to the vast fields opened for research in nature
and revelation. let them contemplate the great facts of duty and
destiny, and the mind will expand and strengthen.”7

neuroimaging has shown that as we age, cognitive proc -
es ses tend to shift from the creative right brain to the logical left
brain. learners arrive at school full of wonderment and questions,
but the more time they spend in school, the more their natural cu-
riosity diminishes. With a heavy emphasis on algorithmic tasks, a
“knowing-meaning gap” results, with students having little or no
time to apply and think deeply about what they have learned. in
addition, such practices often lead to a significant disconnect be-
tween life in school and the reality of life outside of the classroom. 

thus, educational theorists and researchers have begun to
confirm what Ellen White stressed many years ago. greater em-
phasis is being placed on the value of providing learners with op-
portunities for meaningful inquiry and critical thinking so they are
better prepared for the changing world outside of school.8 Specif-
ically, Marzano notes that most educators rely heavily on teacher-
centered instruction that emphasizes lecture, practice, and re-
view.9 instead, he cautions, “instructional shifts are required to
help students process information, be more thoughtful and ana-
lytic about their conclusions, and apply their knowledge.” the Part-
nership for 21st Century learning10 has identified the 4Cs (critical
thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity) as vital 21st-
century outcomes with the goal that students will acquire the
knowledge, skills, and dispositions that will prepare them to be
creative, connected, and collaborative lifelong problem solvers.
Costa and kallick,11 likewise, emphasize a balanced approach
where knowledge, skills, and dispositions are developed in the
context of rich, challenging tasks that demand skillful, creative,
and cooperative thinking.  Several frameworks are available to aid
in the development of critical thinking and inquiry practices. the
C3 Framework,12 in particular, outlines four dimensions: developing
questions and planning inquiries, applying disciplinary tools and
concepts, evaluating sources and using evidence, and communi-
cating conclusions and taking informed action. these processes
redefine the student-teacher relationship, placing students at the
center of the learning, with teachers as facilitators to guide stu-
dents to take ownership of their own learning. in student-centered
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or personalized learning,13 teachers deeply engage all learners in the ac-
quisition of key knowledge and skills, while creating opportunities for
thinking “so that they can pursue powerful questions, tackle complex
problems, collaborate with diverse people, imagine new possibilities, and
communicate their ideas.”14 how should adventist educators respond,
then, to the changing cultural context of the 21st century and the mount-
ing evidence that supports a shift in educational practices, while main-
taining the distinct adventist education mission and vision? the authors
in this issue share some ways in which adventist education, from early
childhood through higher education, can become relevant to 21st-century
learners through a focus on Ellen White’s recommendation to “train the
young people to be thinkers . . . not mere reflectors of other people’s
thought.”15 how can thinking be made visible in your classroom and serve
as the strategic link between mission and vision?
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