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Faith-Ann McGarrell

E D I T O R I A L

hile rereading True Education sev-
eral months ago, a familiar passage re-

minded me of Mr. Gatewood:1 “Teachers
. . . should possess not only strength but breadth of
mind; they should be not only whole-souled but large
hearted.”2 I entered the 4th grade at Ruth Murdoch El-
ementary School late in September, weeks after the of-
ficial start of the school year. My parents had just
moved our family from Georgetown, Guyana, to
Berrien Springs, Michigan—from the
equator to what felt like the Arctic.
Being a quiet child, recently immi-
grated to the United States and
adapting to a new school culture, I
did not readily converse with adults
other than my parents—much less
teachers. Mr. Gatewood, who was
not my teacher, somehow knew my
name and my parents, and readily
greeted me each morning with a
hearty “And how is Faith-Ann this
morning?”  

This simple act created a sense of
fitting in and belonging at a time
when navigating the transition to a
new culture seemed overwhelming.3

I soon learned that Mr. Gatewood’s whole heart was
intertwined with his students—from the shy ones to
those who had much to say. He made it his mission to
be “large hearted” and “whole-souled” with his time,
interest, and resources. 

I later volunteered and worked in Mr. Gatewood’s
classroom emptying trash cans, vacuuming, cleaning
chalkboards and erasers, grading papers, and tutoring.4

He often “volunteered” me for activities I would not
have pursued on my own—working in the school’s
main office during the summer, assisting with registra-
tion, and tutoring. His favorite cheer was: “I know you
can do it!” When asked what I would study in college,

I presented several choices to which he chuckled and
said, “I think you’re going to be a teacher.” I, of course,
disagreed. 

Yet, in subsequent years I found myself gravitating
toward teacher-like activities: tutoring, teaching Sab-
bath school, and working as a reader for various pro-
fessors. Before I knew it, I was passionately pursuing
teaching as my profession. One Sabbath, 15 years after
high school graduation, at Pioneer Memorial Church

in Berrien Springs, Michigan, I saw a
familiar profile. It was Mr. Gate-
wood! I had the privilege of “surpris-
ing” him with the news that I had,
indeed, become a teacher. He
laughed and said with confidence “I
knew it!” 

Teaching is comprised of more
than content knowledge. Parker Pal -
mer in his classic The Courage to
Teach says: “Teaching, like any truly
human activity, emerges from one’s
inwardness, for better or worse. As I
teach, I project the condition of my
soul onto my students, my subject,
and our way of being together.”5 He
continues: “. . . teaching holds a mir-

ror to the soul. If I am willing to look in that mirror
and not run from what I see, I have a chance to gain
self-knowledge—and knowing myself is as crucial to
good teaching as knowing my students and my sub-
ject.”6

Teaching, then, is a sacred act. It is not just about
completing lesson plans, grading student work, or su-
pervising students in various activities; it is more than
maintaining one’s standing in a given community or en-
joying the perks of the profession; instead, it is living
in the present and simultaneously, the future.7 It in-
volves guarding the condition of soul for it has a marked
impact on the lives of those within the teacher’s care.

3

Continued on page 47
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B Y  J O H N  W E S L E Y  T A Y L O R  V

ow does a Christian teacher
function faithfully and ef-
fectively in a secular soci-
ety? Although not a simple
matter to address or re-

solve, this issue is one that has be-
come increasingly relevant, given
trends in contemporary culture. In
this article, I will highlight several
considerations that can contribute to-
ward an understanding of our role as
Christian educators within this com-
plex and, at times, difficult context. I
also hope that these ideas may serve
as points of departure and lead to
further conversations. First, some
core concepts.

A Christian is a disciple of Jesus
Christ, one who evidences the spirit
and the qualities of Jesus (Acts 4:13).
A true disciple is both a believer and
a follower.1 Being a disciple is a mat-
ter of mind and of life, of thinking
Christianly2 and of living like Christ.3

The challenge is that we find our-
selves in an increasingly secular
world, a society in which individuals
operate without a religious basis, en-
deavoring to live “without God in the
world.”4

How should a Christian teacher op-
erate in this secular milieu? How
should he or she act and live? At an
even more foundational level, given
the pervasiveness of the secular
worldview, how does one become a
genuine Christian educator? And how
does one maintain and provide evi-

dence of that distinctive character,
with relevance and with redemptive
purpose, while interacting with secu-
lar postmodern persons?

The Challenge of Becoming

It is altogether too easy to teach
from a secular worldview—without
reference to God or His plan for life
and learning. Consequently, to be-
come authentic Christian educators,
we must first forge a biblical para-
digm, a Christian view of education
and of life that includes at least five
key elements.5

• A pervasive spiritual perspec-
tive. Paul wrote, “Whether you eat or
drink or whatever you do, do it all for
the glory of God” (1 Corinthians
10:31, NIV). God’s glory is His charac-
ter (Exodus 33:18-22; 34:5, 6). To do
something for God’s glory, then, is to
reveal His attributes. The emphasis,
however, is that in whatever we do, in
whatever aspect of the educational
process we engage, we are to reveal
an accurate and attractive picture of
God. 

Paul further explains, “Whatever
you do, whether in word or deed, do
it all in the name of the Lord Jesus”
(Colossians 3:17).6 To do something
“in the name of” Jesus means to say
what He would say, to do what He
would do. It implies that we seek to
teach our subjects as He would teach
them and to interact with our students
as He would relate to them. 

Consequently, in the biblical view,
the spiritual perspective is all-encom-
passing. There are no secular disci-
plines or secular subjects. Setting up a
spiritual/secular dualism would, in
fact, create a false dichotomy. Rather,
all of life and learning is to be seen in
terms of its relationship to God.7

• The divine origin of truth. God
is the Source of all true knowledge
and understanding. Scripture states:
“Every good gift and every perfect gift
is from above, and comes down from
the Father” (James 1:17, NKJV). The
Book of Proverbs further adds, “For
the Lord gives wisdom. From his
mouth come knowledge and under-
standing” (Proverbs 2:6). In essence,
God is the Source of knowledge and
He also provides the ability to compre-
hend meaning and to correctly apply
this understanding, which is the
essence of wisdom. Finally, John is
specific when he writes, “Grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ”
(John 1:17).

Consequently, truth begins with
God, not with humanity. Further, if
God is the Source of truth, all truth

The 
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must therefore be God’s truth, re-
gardless of where it is found.8 As ed-
ucators, we must recognize and af-
firm that connection, especially to
our students. We do this when we
help students to see God as the Cre-
ator of all things and the Author of
their properties and principles, as
these are revealed throughout the
disciplines.9

• God-centered values. Faced with
a society that was losing its spiritual
footing, the prophet Ezekiel repeated
God’s urging: “‘“Teach my people the
difference between the holy and the
common, and show them how to dis-
tinguish between the unclean and the
clean”’” (Ezekiel 44:23).10 In the New
Testament, Paul identifies these differ-
entiating criteria to include that which
is true, honorable, right, pure, lovely,
admirable, excellent, and worthy of
praise. He then counseled us to
thoughtfully consider these values in
making moral choices (Philippians
4:8).11 Finally, Scripture highlights jus-
tice, mercy, and humility as founda-
tional values and the divine expecta-
tion for our lives (Micah 6:8).

In essence, biblical values are
God’s desires for us as His creation.
They are the portal to the abundant
life that Christ wants us to experi-
ence (John 10:10). As a result, char-
acter formation—the development of
a moral, value-based framework—is
foremost in education. It is insuffi-
cient to simply convey knowledge,
promote understanding, or impart
skills and competencies. These are of
value only when they operate within
the context of a moral life, evidenced
by ethical decisions and actions an-
chored in the character of God.12

• Teaching as a divine calling. In
Ephesians 4, Paul states that when
Christ ascended to heaven, He gave
special gifts to His church, including
the gift of serving as pastors and
teachers (Ephesians 4:8, 11). In the
original language, it is clear that the
gift of pastor and teacher is granted

to the same group of people. A per-
son who receives one receives the
other. To create a pastor/teacher di-
chotomy is simply not biblical. In
essence, the pastor-teacher gift is a
double portion of the Spirit (2 Kings
2:9), with important implications for
those who serve as “pastors” and as
“teachers.”13

Paul adds that we are to see our
role as God’s ambassadors, “as though
God were making his appeal through
us” (2 Corinthians 5:20)14 while Peter
writes that “If anyone speaks, they
should do so as one who speaks the
very words of God” (1 Peter 4:11).
Teaching then is not merely a job, a
career, nor a profession. It is a voca-
tion,15 a divine calling. As we respond
to that call, we become God’s en-

dorsed representatives, with authority
and responsibility.

• A Spirit-filled life. It is essential
that an educator receive God’s Spirit.
In His promise of the Counselor,
Christ indicated that it was the Holy
Spirit who would teach us all things
(John 14:26). Having received God’s
Spirit, we are also enabled to under-
stand divine truth and to then teach,
“expressing spiritual truths in spiri-
tual words” (1 Corinthians 2:12,
13).16 Paul further states that we “are
an epistle of Christ, . . . written not
with ink but by the Spirit of the living
God, not on tablets of stone but on
tablets . . . of the heart” (2 Corinthi-
ans 3:3).

In the Christian view, to be spiri-
tual is to be Spirit-filled. Conse-
quently, a Christian educator must
not only be competent, but also com-
mitted, for it is through the efficacy of
the Holy Spirit that our students expe-
rience salvation. As educators, our
greatest need is that the Spirit work in
and through us.

In summary, in order to become au-
thentic Christian teachers, our first
and most important task is to develop
a biblical view of our life and of our
role as educators. This paradigm in-
cludes an understanding that all of life
and learning is to take place within a
spiritual framework, that all truth is
God’s truth, that character formation
centers on divine values, that teaching
is a divine calling, and that we are to
live a Spirit-filled life.

The Challenge of Being

Being is not static, but dynamic. It
has to do more with how we live our
lives than with what we say we are.
For a teacher, this matter of being in-
cludes at least three dimensions: how
we approach our discipline, how we
view our students, and how we model
the Christian life. We will consider
each of these.

• A Christian educator approaches
his or her discipline from a Christian
worldview. What does this mean?
First of all, it suggests that we must
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Figure 1. Two Views of Christian Witness

make Scripture foundational. The ra-
tionale is that the Word of God speaks
with relevance to each dimension of
life, that every discipline should con-
nect with our lives in meaningful
ways, and that as a result, God’s Word
should be relevant to each academic
discipline. Our task is to seek for a
thoughtful understanding of Scripture
in relation to the discipline as a whole,
and by extension, to those topics that
we teach.

Next, we must clarify assumptions.
As we approach a discipline, we make
crucial underlying assumptions. These
include the nature of the discipline
and how it should be presented, the
nature of truth and reality, and the ori-
gin and purpose of life, as well as mat-
ters pertaining to our relationship with
God, with other human beings, and
with the world around us. Our task is
to continually evaluate how these as-
sumptions align with the biblical
worldview.17

Third, we will need to trace the
Great Controversy. Every dimension of
life is affected by the conflict between
good and evil. In fact, the Great Con-
troversy theme is the grand sense-
making narrative for life.18 Our task is
to understand how our respective dis-
ciplines are shaped by this cosmic
conflict.

Fourth, we are to consider the
gospel commission (Matthew 28:18-
20). This means that we see our pro-
fession as a ministry—that we live
lives of service. And that we view our
witness not as an event, but as a
lifestyle (see Figure 1). “You are my
witnesses” (Isaiah 44:8, italics sup-
plied). Our task is to understand what
the gospel commission imparts to our
discipline in terms of witness and
service.

Finally, we must link biblical val-
ues to personal, everyday experiences.
Real-life issues, with ethical implica-
tions, exist in every discipline.19 When
considering a controversial issue, we
need to ask: “What is God’s design for
this area of human activity?” “What
biblical response is called for?” Our
task is to identify guiding principles
and moral values.20 Students should
then be encouraged to engage in ethi-

cal reasoning and develop a personal
position derived from the biblical per-
spective.

• A Christian educator views his
or her students as God does. What
does this imply? The overarching
theme is that God views every student
as a candidate for heaven.21 He sees
them, not as they are, but as they can
become by His grace.

This divine perspective conveys a
number of implications in regard to
how we relate to students. It suggests
that we take a personal interest in
each student, and that we affirm the
worth and potential of each individ-
ual. It means that we are to love our
students, even though we may dis-
agree with them. It means that we
trust them, even though at times they
may seem untrustworthy.22 It implies
that we challenge them to do their
best and help them to develop a sense

of mission. Above all, it reminds us
that our ultimate purpose is to lead
our students to experience a personal
relationship with Christ.23

• A Christian educator models the
Christian life. What does this include?
It indicates that our lives are to reflect
the character of Christ, that our stu-
dents see an accurate and attractive
picture of who God truly is. As a re-
sult, they can say: “If God is like my
teacher, I want to know Him!”24 It in-
volves that we convey confidence in
God’s revelation and that we affirm
biblical standards of moral behavior. It
means that we make the Christian life
an adventure, with zest!25

The Challenge of Living

How should we function as Chris-
tian educators? How should we then
live? The aspect of action focuses on
reaching out with intentionality to sec-
ular postmodern persons with salva-
tion purpose.26 It involves a number of
key behaviors (see Figure 2 on page 8):

• Create community. Contempo-
rary secular society is post-individual-
ist. Its postmodern focus emphasizes
community.27 Building community, in-
cluding virtual communities, has be-
come a prime goal of postmoderns.
Scripture also affirms the role of com-
munity, both within the body of be-
lievers and in fulfilling the gospel
commission.28

As Christian educators, we need to
be proactive in creating caring, con-
nected communities in our classrooms
and throughout the school. We should
be intentional in establishing positive
relationships with and among stu-
dents. We must remember that be-
longing precedes believing.

• Recognize context. Postmoderns
have highlighted the significance of
context and, by extension, culture.29

As Christians, we must also seek to
understand others’ backgrounds and
culture, which modify the way they
see and understand life. In Scripture,
the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) illus-
trates the importance of understanding
culture and of taking context into ac-
count.
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As a result, when discussing social
issues, historical events, and biblical
passages with postmoderns, it is es-
sential that we examine context. This
also helps us to avoid imposing our
own conditions on interpretations of
meaning and motive. At the same
time, we cannot mindlessly accept or
reject contemporary culture. We are to
affirm those elements of culture that
are in harmony with God’s will, and
we are to redirect any aspect that may
not be congruent with God’s character
or His plan.30

• Validate emotion. In the Age of
Reason, modernists tended to sup-
press feelings and elevate logic. In re-
jecting rationalism, postmodernism
has chosen to highlight emotion.31

Thus the pervasiveness of comments

that minority groups have rights and
merit respect. It holds that the com-
munity must function as a support
network for the individual members of
society. This perspective resonates
with the Christian worldview. Christ’s
mission was to break down barriers
of exclusivity, to set the oppressed
free (Isaiah 58:6; Luke 4:16-21). He
reached out to the marginalized, to
those rejected by mainstream society
(Matthew 11:19; Mark 2:16).33

As Christian educators, we must
recognize that each individual, re-
gardless of ability, ethnicity, or social
status, is of inherent worth, both by
creation and by redemption (Isaiah
43:1; Jeremiah 1:5; John 3:16). We
are to become a voice for the ex-
ploited and oppressed. We are to treat
each person with respect, irrespective
of ethnic or religious affiliation.34 Fur-
thermore, the Christian paradigm
must be open to consideration of di-
vergent views, while at the same time
safeguarding fundamental beliefs
(Isaiah 8:20). Our goal is unity in di-
versity.

• Engage in dialogue. Secular post-
moderns view learning as a demo-
cratic process, not merely as the trans-
mission of knowledge from expert to
novice.35 It is a conversation in which
both parties share experiences and in-
sights. Our role as educators is conse-
quently less of a top-down dispenser
of information and more that of a
guide by the side. Increasingly, we
should think of education as learning
together, as forming a learning com-
munity. 

There is an important corollary to
this approach. We should make it
clear that Christians do not have a
monopoly on truth. Rather, non-be-
lievers also discover truth.36 The key
difference is that the Christian recog-
nizes the Source of that truth. This im-
plies that we can all learn from one
another, regardless of belief or back-
ground, provided that we can connect
that knowledge back to its Source and
apply it to our lives through the truth-
filter of His Word.

• Build faith bridges. In the post-

such as these: “How can it be wrong
when it feels so right?” “Go with your
gut feeling!” “Just do it!” The result is
the tendency of contemporary society
to elevate feelings over rationality and
objective truth.

In the Christian perspective, the
emotions are of importance (Ne-
hemiah 8:10; John 11:35). Too often,
we have denigrated emotion into a
sign of intellectual weakness, and
have reduced the gospel to a sterile set
of postulates and proof texts. As Chris-
tians, we must affirm feeling as well
as reason. We should make the gospel
not only logically compelling, but also
emotionally attractive. While we
should help others to think carefully
and analytically about what they be-
lieve, we must also encourage sensi-
tivity, spontaneity, and joy.

• Respect diversity. Postmodern
secularism celebrates diversity and
promotes inclusiveness.32 It maintains

Figure 2. Reaching the Secular Person
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deeper understanding of the Spirit.
Finally, secular postmoderns must
see that Christianity is a vibrant com-
munity of faith, experiencing the joy
and peace of a Spirit-filled life.

Conclusion

As Christian educators living in a
secular postmodern world, we are to
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modern world, there is a new open-
ness to spiritual themes. Spirituality is
no longer banished to the fringes of
society, but has become a social dia-
logue. This surge in spiritual con-
sciousness, however, should not be
confused with a renewed interest in
religion. Postmoderns are spiritual,
but not necessarily religious.37 Many,
in fact, are suspicious or openly antag-

onistic toward religion. This poses a
monumental challenge!

All of this suggests that Chris-
tians are to be ambassadors of gen-
erosity, benevolence, and goodwill.
It implies that our witness may
best be formulated as relational—
developing conversations about
God, sharing one’s personal expe -
rience with God, and seeking a
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think deeply and Christianly regarding
our beliefs and convictions—the chal-
lenge of becoming. We should then
view our discipline and our students
from God’s perspective, and exemplify
the Christian life in a faithful and invi-
tational way. This is the challenge of
being. Finally, we must connect mean-
ingfully with our students and con-
verse clearly and persuasively regard-
ing our Christian worldview—the
challenge of living. Together, these
three ingredients—becoming, being,
and living—present us with the oppor-
tunity to serve faithfully and effec-
tively as Christian educators in a secu-
lar society. ✐
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W
hat is a role model? A role
model is a person who in-
fluences, inspires, and mo-
tivates us—someone who
lives a life others admire.

Adults may give little thought to having
role models, but many have mentors—in-
dividuals whom they trust to guide them
forward. Usually, we think of children and
young people as those who need adult role
models. However, if we examine those who influence us most
and why, we will realize that they are people who stimulate
our thinking and provide us with important life lessons. A
well-known proverb says: “You are what you eat.” A variation
of this saying might be to state: “We are disciples of what [or
whom] we pay attention to.”1

Several teachers have shaped my think-
ing and deeply influenced my approach not
only to teaching and academia, but also to
life. While these individuals made a differ-
ence, my utmost role model is Jesus Christ,
the teacher par excellence.

Jesus as a Teacher

In the New Testament, the concept of
Jesus as a Savior is more prominent than His

portrait as a teacher. This fact, however, does not suggest that
the significance of the “teaching Jesus” is marginalized, and
this is reflected in an analysis of titles applied to Jesus. The most
frequent title used is “Lord” (kurios), applied to Him 83 times,
but the second most frequent is “teacher” (didaskalos or rabbi),
represented 56 times.2

B Y  L A S Z L O  G A L L U S Z

Matthew’s 
Jesus as 

a Role Model 
for Teachers

THE TEACHER PAR EXCELLENCE:
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According to the research by Pheme Perkins, ancient liter-
ature mentions four types of teachers during Jesus’ time who
had adult followers: (1) philosophers; (2) sages; (3) inter-
preters of the Jewish law; and (4) prophets. He points out that
elements of Jesus’ teaching reflect features from all four of
these categories.3 While in recent decades gospel studies have
devoted significant attention to comparing Jesus with Cynic
teachers and charismatic itinerant preaching figures, the dif-
ferences are stronger than the similarities.4 The category of
teachers that comes closest to the picture of Jesus presented
in the Gospels is that of the Jewish rabbis. However, in spite
of a number of similarities with first-century rabbis, the dif-
ferences are so fundamental that Jesus could rightly be con-
sidered radically different in His teaching style and content.5

His unique contribution and far-reaching impact qualify Him
as the teacher par excellence.

Matthew’s Teaching Jesus

In the rest of this article, we will focus on Matthew’s por-
trait of Jesus as a teacher. This, more than the other canonical
Gospels, can be considered a teaching Gospel. In the early
church, it was the most beloved and the most quoted of the
four books.6 In Matthew, we find the most complete and sys-
tematic account of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
As noted by Paul Minear, “The author of this Gospel was a
teacher who designated his work to be of maximum help to
teachers in Christian congregations.”7

The teaching character of Matthew’s Jesus surfaces in at
least two vital features:

1. The structure of the Gospel. The Book of Matthew is
shaped by a pattern of alternating discourses and narratives.
It presents five of Jesus’ major sermons—all focusing on the
central theme of His teaching and preaching: the kingdom of
God (chapters 5 to 7, 10, 13, 18, 24 to 25).8 Some have seen
in these five discourses parallels to the five books of Moses,
which are here delivered by the New Moses.9 The number of
instructional lessons is high in comparison to the other syn-
optic Gospels. 

2. The progression of educational formation. In the overall
flow of Matthew’s Gospel, we notice the following stages:
Jesus calls disciples; teaches them; sends them out in the field
to practice for some time, then teaches them again; they find
themselves in situations in which they are tested; and finally,
at the end of the Gospel, Jesus sends them out to continue
His teaching ministry.10

Lessons for Teachers

I would like to propose five distinctive lessons from Jesus’
practice and ministry of teaching that can be gleaned from His
sermons recorded in Matthew. While this is not a comprehen-
sive study of Jesus’ teaching methods, it reflects general les-
sons that surface in the study of Matthew’s instructional ma-
terials.11 These lessons are not limited only to the Book of
Matthew; some of them surface in the other Gospels as well. 

1. Jesus met people where they were; He was constantly
attuned to the life experiences of those around Him. As He
taught, Jesus did not begin with a systematic set of teachings

that were discussed in a certain time-frame. He did not have a
well-prepared syllabus from which every item had to be cov-
ered. Jesus was oriented toward the context in which people
lived: He began with the questions and life situations of His
audience. He capitalized on the well-known scenes and expe-
riences of His contemporaries. Such an approach gave His
teaching freshness and newness, making it different from the
teaching of the trained scholars of His time. One of the best il-
lustrations of this principle can be found in the Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5-7), which is considered one of the greatest
sermons in human history.12 The application of the principle,
however, surpasses this discourse, as is evident from the com-
ment of Alban Goodier: “He speaks of their everyday joys and
sorrows, the salt of their everyday meal; the village perched
up there on the hill above and the candlesticks in the win-
dows; their daily conversation with its oaths and loose lan-
guage; their household quarrels; the local thief; the local bor-
rower of money; the sun now beating down upon them, the
rain which had but recently ceased; the rust and moth which
were a constant trouble; their dogs, their fish, their eggs. . . .
He has said what he said in the language of their lives.”13

Since Jesus spoke to people in their language, in their sit-
uation, and considered their problems, it is no wonder that
the common people were attracted to Him. His approach was
a message itself that authentic religion is not only for the priv-
ileged or sophisticated, but should be understandable and
available for ordinary people, who in His time were despised
by the scribes as unable to comprehend really important and
complex issues. Jesus had an amazing capacity to explain the
most profound truths and issues in the language understood
by ordinary people. He normally avoided difficult, philosoph-
ical terminology and put His finger on the central issues chal-
lenging His audience. It was not only the content of His teach-
ing that attracted a crowd, but even more His personality, as
He accepted the people, loved them, and believed in them.14

2. Instead of abstract training, Jesus provided education
for life. He taught people how to think and how to live. His
education shaped the core values of His audience. It was an
“invitation to human intelligence and freedom,”15 and a call to
action! Matthew’s Gospel shows Jesus summing up religion in
this powerful and positive statement: “‘In everything do to oth-
ers as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and
the prophets’” (Matthew 7:12, NRSV).16 Jesus helped people to
see life with God’s eyes and cast a radical vision of reality: 

• In the Sermon on Mount (chapters 5-7), He redefined the
idea of happiness, suggesting that the happy person is the one
who is considered happy by God, not by the Romans or by
the local authorities. The eight macarisms (“‘Blessed are the
. . .’”) at the beginning of the sermon cast light on happiness
from the perspective of Jesus (the meaning of Greek makarios
is not only “blessed” but also “happy”): happy are those who
see their need and turn to God, and who demonstrate quali-
ties reflecting God’s character as meekness, mercy, purity, etc.
(Matthew 5:3-12).

• In the Missionary Sermon (chapter 10), He pointed out
His disciples’ responsibility for transmitting the values and
ideals of the kingdom so that people within their sphere of
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influence could be transformed and, as
a result, the world would become a bet-
ter place.

• In His Apocalyptic Sermon (chap-
ters 24 and 25), He called attention to
the history of the world heading toward
a purposeful end, making it necessary
to use wisely the God-given opportuni-
ties and live in light of the coming of
the parousia. 

3. Jesus fostered person-centered ed-
ucation, inspiring people to grow and
become better versions of themselves.
He was more concerned with the kind of
person one should be than with the
things one should possess. He believed
in people, saw potential in them, and
gave them sound directions they could
use to rebuild their lives. Jesus offered
people hope that their lives could be dif-
ferent; and this hope, along with the
sense of acceptance, gave them courage
to think and change.

Today, we live in an age of instant
learning in which information is eas-
ily accessible to students; therefore,
teachers are not necessary for trans-
mitting cognitive data. However, the
“students are searching for more
than a professional competence from
their teachers.”17 They are seeking to
discover what is real and also receive motivation and en-
couragement to enter boldly into unknown areas (at least
for them) by questioning. Parker Palmer rightly notes: “A
teacher, not some theory, is the living link in this episte-
mological chain. The way a teacher plays the mediator
role conveys both an epistemology and an ethic to the
student, both an approach to knowing and an approach
to living.”18

Reading the Gospels leads us to the conclusion that Jesus
was concerned with how to think, not just what to think. This
was unique to His approach in comparison with the teachers
of His time. His interactions with ordinary people inspired and
encouraged them to start thinking for themselves and making
their own decisions. That meant daring to question common
assumptions, examining the thinking behind the rules, and
forming an opinion regarding their relative importance. He
often inspired thinking by using parables and by introducing
questions that compelled His audience to actively participate.19

In the Gospel of Matthew, He raised the “what do you think”
questions five times (Matthew 17:25; 18:12; 21:28; 22:17, 42).
Examples of His other thought-provoking questions include:
“‘For if you love those who love you, what reward do you
have?’” (Matthew 5:46); “‘Why are you talking about having
no bread?’” (Matthew 16:8); “‘Who do you say that I am?’”
(Matthew 16:15). While Adventist teachers should not turn
away from teaching facts and theories (these are certainly

needed), they must teach more than a
body of knowledge or a set of skills.
Jesus wanted to see transformation in
people with whom He interacted: trans-
formation of their thinking and their
lives.

4. Jesus called attention to the im-
portance of honoring both established
truth and innovation. The discourse
on the Parables of the Kingdom (chap-
ter 13) is concluded by the following
statement: “‘Therefore every scribe who
has been trained for the kingdom of
heaven is like the master of a house-
hold who brings out of his treasure
what is new and what is old’” (Mat -
thew 13:52). In this text, Jesus an-
nounced a new principle for disciples of
the kingdom. The context of this ser-
mon implies that the “new” things refer
to the new teachings associated with
Jesus, while the “old” things signify the
teachings of the Torah. A disciple of
Jesus needs to discern the value of
both. While we rejoice in seeing new
things happening, established truth is
not to be left behind. A virtue of a dis-
ciple is to learn to appreciate the best
of both worlds and try to hold the two
together for a church that is in need of
both. Troy Troftgruben rightly con-

cludes: “Faithful ministry entails both a sense of the past as
well as vision for the future. Abrogating either of these threat-
ens the vibrancy of the whole. In teaching, proclaiming, and
ministering. . . .[L]eaders [are called] to be ‘masters’ of both
worlds, drawing on both old and new for the sake of serving
as discerning teachers.”20

5. Jesus stressed the importance of fostering community
where special status among the members has no significant
place. In biblical anthropology, human beings are not viewed
as isolated islands; they function in a context of relationships
of different types.21 Living in an individualistic culture, it is
easy to forget that the focus of attention is not on an individ-
ual, but on a community and on our contribution to it through
serving, as modeled by Jesus, our example (1 John 3:16). The
Master Teacher’s fourth and fifth sermons in Matthew’s
Gospel (greatness in the kingdom [chapter 18] and the apoc-
alyptic discourse [chapters 24 and 25]) highlight that we are
to treat others in the community according to the values mod-
elled by Christ. These sermons emphasize the values of hu-
mility, forgiveness, concern for others, acting with integrity,
treating people with dignity, and serving others. By putting
into practice all these values, we foster community. We should
not forget that Jesus directly associated Himself not only with
the so-called people of influence, but also with the “least”:
the least important, the least impressive, and the least recog-
nized, who in fact through their experience with Jesus as

While we rejoice in

seeing new things

happening, established

truth is not to be left

behind. A virtue of a

disciple is to learn to

appreciate the best of

both worlds and try to

hold the two together

for a church that is in

need of both.
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recorded in the Gospels have exerted untold influence through
Christian history. The bottom line is that we should treat stu-
dents with no less dignity, care, and grace than we would treat
Christ Himself.

Conclusion

Lin Norton defines four categories of teachers: (1)
Mediocre teachers tell their students what to do; (2) Good
teachers explain to their students; (3) Superior teachers
demonstrate to their students; and (4) Great teachers inspire
their students.22 The influence of a great teacher can never be
erased. Teachers shape the thinking and lives of young people
not only with the content being taught, but also through their
example. Therefore, an Adventist teacher has not only an aca-
demic task, but also a spiritual vocation. Regardless of our
area of expertise, Jesus’ example in teaching stands as an in-
spiring model in relating to students, as well as helping them
grow and see the world in a different light. 

This article has suggested five lessons from Matthew’s
portrait of the teaching Jesus, which serve as directions for
Christian teachers of our time in fulfilling their vocation: (1)
meeting the students where they are; (2) providing them ed-
ucation for life, instead of abstract training; (3) fostering per-
son-centered education by inspiring students to grow; (4)
honoring both established truth and innovation; and (5) fos-
tering community. Let’s follow the example of the Teacher
par excellence! 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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aily Bible lessons in elemen-
tary and secondary class-
rooms may be likened to a
serial story. Each Bible pas-
sage reveals a little more of

the unfolding Cosmic Conflict meta-
narrative1 and God’s yearning for
each human being to be part of His
kingdom. Adventist Bible teachers
have the daily privilege of sharing
this message with their students.

Preparing a Bible lesson requires a
different set of criteria from any other
lesson in the curriculum. These les-

sons deal with cognitive, affective, and
spiritual dimensions of life and have
the potential to inspire students to
change their world for the better, not
for selfish reasons, but for godly in-
spired reasons. 

The best Bible lesson plan is only
words on a page unless it is brought to
life by the teacher and the power of
the Holy Spirit. Bill McNabb and

Steven Mabry warn that “We have for
far too long treated the Bible as Good
Advice rather than as Good News. We
need to approach Bible study as if we
are about to discover together the
greatest news ever heard.”2

What Is The Four H Teaching Strategy?

The Four H Teaching Strategy is an
interactive, multisensory approach to
teaching Bible that assists teachers to
prepare engaging and transforma-
tional Bible lesson plans. It was cre-
ated by the author in response to

D

B Y  B A R B A R A  F I S H E R

The Four H Teaching Strategy

An Interactive, 

Multisensory 

Approach to 

Teaching Bible
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21st-century Adventist students’ com-
plaints about having to endure pas-
sive, seemingly irrelevant and unin-
teresting Bible lessons and the
realization that teachers were con-
fused about where to place the em-
phasis in the Bible lesson, i.e., on the
knowledge section or the life-applica-
tion section. The Four H Teaching
Strategy (History, Head, Heart, and
Hand) is designed to place equal em-
phasis on each of the Four H’s, thus
ensuring a balance between Bible
knowledge and life-application in an
interactive and modality-based learn-
ing approach. It is currently used by
pre-service teachers at Avondale Col-
lege of Higher Education in Cooran-
bong, New South Wales, Australia, to
assist them in developing interactive,
multisensory Bible lessons that en-
courage and cultivate reflective
thought in culturally diverse class-
rooms. 

A modality-based instructional ap-
proach was selected from a variety of
learning-style approaches because the
author believed that by combining
modality-based instruction with (a)
sensory learning; (b) reflective think-
ing; and (c) multiple intelligences,
that best-practice, active learning
for 21st-century culturally diverse
classrooms could be more readily
achieved. The Four H’s could there-
fore potentially provide every student
with a variety of active learning tac-
tics/methods that would empower
them to:

1. utilize their learning strengths
via the sensory modalities of touching,
tasting, smelling, listening, and talk-
ing;

2. acknowledge their preferential
way(s) of learning, e.g., visual, audi-
tory, reading and writing, and kines-
thetic3;

3. maximize their learning potential
by offering more than one way of en-
gaging with the material; 

4. experience interactive rather
than passive learning; and

5. engage in reflective thought.
Central to every Four H’s Bible les-

son is engagement with and reading
from the Bible; therefore, each student
needs: (1) his or her own copy of the

The Four H’s explained: 
• History—listening and discovering. It provides an overview of where each 

Bible story fits into the Cosmic Conflict metanarrative; and includes 

Bible reading, biblical history, world history, cultural information, 

maps, and timelines.

• Head—learning and knowing. The children gain knowledge about God and 

familiarity with the Bible stories. This includes the development of 

inquiry skills.

• Heart—loving and responding. It provides opportunity for spiritual        

(emotional) engagement, heartfelt commitment, and response to  

the story.

• Hand—living and giving. It explores ways to apply and implement this 

story in the lives of the students and for them to share it with others 

in the community.

It should be noted that these strategies are not necessarily applied in chronologi-

cal order; they often overlap and may occur several times during the lesson. 

History and Head knowledge are powerless without a Heart response, and a
Heart response provides the impetus for Hand(s) to demonstrate and share a per-
sonal and committed relationship to Jesus.

Box 1. The Four H’s

Figure 1. The Four H Teaching Strategy Model
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HEAD
HEART

HAND
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Bible; (2) the opportunity to individu-
ally engage with and reflect upon
God’s Word according to his or her
cognitive stage; and (3) time to inter-
actively engage with and read God’s
Word. 

Bible Lesson Preparation Using The Four
H Teaching Strategy

A typical lesson plan is a written
description of the academic content
to be taught. It includes a detailed or-
ganizational structure of content,
method for organizing the learning,
the focus and desired outcomes, and
supporting resources. A Bible lesson,
using The Four H Teaching Strategy,
includes all the above but becomes so
much more because the lesson deals
with eternal consequences. 

In a typical Bible lesson plan, the
Learning Procedure (or Lesson Plan)
includes three main sections: Intro-
duction, Development, and Conclu-
sion. The Four H Teaching Strategy
can be applied in all three sections of
the Learning Procedure. For example:
During the Bible lesson Introduction
section, History, Head, or Heart
phases can be utilized to hook stu-
dents, or gain their attention. The
next section, the Development of the
lesson, incorporates the Head and
History phases to provide the setting,
essential background information,
and a knowledge base for studying
the Bible story or passage. Once the
Bible knowledge base has been es -
tablished and developed, spiritual
engagement and a commitment re-
sponse from the Heart phase become
appropriate. Finally, during the Con-
clusion section of the lesson, the
Hand and Heart phases can help the
teacher initiate discussions about ap-
plying the story to the student’s life
and discovering ways to engage in
personal outreach. 

The Four H Teaching Strategy sam-
ple lesson plans, presented later in
this article (Tables 2 and 3), demon-
strate the implementation of the Four
H’s for different age groups. Table 1
outlines a sample of the variety of

sensory- and modality-based ideas
available for teachers to utilize when
planning Four H’s interactive, multi -
sensory, and modality-based Bible
lessons.

The teacher can nurture, mentor,
and guide as students encounter and
experience the information presented
during History, Head, Heart, and Hand
components of the strategy. “As we
help our kids to get inside the Bible,
they will discover that it challenges
and confronts many of their attitudes
and actions.”7

The Checklist for a Quality Bible Lesson 

A lesson is only as good as the
teacher who presents it. If it is mean-
ingful for the teacher, then it will more
likely be meaningful for the students.
“Our job as Bible teachers is more
than getting our students to under-
stand what the Bible says about a par-

ticular issue; we must help them un-
derstand what God is saying to them
personally.”8

The Checklist for a Quality Bible
Lesson (Box 2) seeks to assist the
teacher in planning and teaching Bible
lessons that help students to “under-
stand what God is saying to them per-
sonally.”9 Each part of a Bible lesson
can be likened to a piece in a jigsaw
puzzle. To see the complete picture,
each piece is essential. The pieces in
this Bible lesson jigsaw puzzle, and
their role in the Bible lesson, are as
follows:

1. The teacher’s private devotions
and prayer, a clear lesson focus, lesson
outcomes, resources, and the learning
context, which help to establish the
spiritual direction of the Bible lesson;

2. The teaching approach and at-

Maps; artwork; Bible artifacts; videos; picture
books; timelines; object lessons

Touching thorns; feeling lambswool; holding
sand; smelling perfume; making and tasting un-
leavened bread; imagining being a bystander in a
Bible story and then describing the scene 

Interactive; silent; choral; Readers Theater4;
paired reading; comparing texts from different
Bible versions

Listening to; participating in; cause-and-effect
tables for biblical character actions; Think-Pair -
Share5; “What if. . .?”;

Making; listening to; composing; singing

Internet; interviews; dialogues; Bible dictionary;
Bible atlas; concordance

Journaling; quiet reflections; learning logs

Painting; video production; diorama construc-
tion; 3-D creations; plays and dramas

Table 1. Examples of the Use of Sensory
and Modality-based Learning in Bible Lessons

1. Visual displays

2. Multisensory experiences

3. Bible reading

4. Discussions

5. Music

6. Researching information

7. Reflective thinking6

8. Art and artistry
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tention to learning styles, which cater
to individual student learning needs; 

3. The Learning Procedure (or Les-
son Plan), which outlines the pro-
posed teaching process and the imple-
mentation of The Four H Teaching
Strategy;

4. The storytelling outline, which
provides evidence of a multisensory,
modality-based, engaging, and
planned instructional experience; 

5. The conclusion section, which
provides a time for reflection and
personal application for all students;
and

6. The teacher’s personal-evalua-
tion section, which enables him or
her to celebrate the positive aspects of
the lesson while also determining the
sections that need further develop-
ment. 

Reading a Bible story from the
textbook is not the most dynamic
way to engage students in the Bible
lesson, so to encourage and assist
teachers to become effective and en-
gaging storytellers, the 3P Storytelling
Technique13 has been included in the
Checklist. Sometimes, Bible stories
are told without any reference to the
Bible or any indication of where the
story is located. To ensure that these
two important Bible concepts are not
overlooked, the Checklist includes an
interactive Bible reading14 and the lo-
cation of each Bible passage. 

“Heart” Questions and Discussion

Starters

The reflective questions in Box 3
can assist students to make the Heart
(loving and responding) connection
between the Bible lesson and its per-
sonal relevance and application. A
simple “Yes/No” question can become
a reflective question when “Why/Why
not” is included (e.g., see Question 4
in Box 3). Some questions in the list
are designed for personal and private
reflection, while others may be sup-
ported by group reflections and inter-
actions.

❏ Prayer: The divine power source for the lesson, teacher, and student.

❏ A clear and attainable lesson focus: Shows where the lesson is headed and 
that the teacher has a clear goal in mind. 

❏ Appropriate and achievable learning outcomes and indicators: Describe 
what learning is to occur and how it will be achieved. The lesson is evaluated 
against these behavioral indicators. 

❏ A variety of resources: Adds variety and sensory input. Should be kept simple
so as not to distract from the lesson.

❏ Learning context: Indicates how the lesson fits into the “big picture” of the 
unit and how its concepts are built on prior learning.

❏ An active, multisensory learning approach: Ensures that learning is participa-
tory, engaging, and multisensory by using a variety of sensory modalities 
(touching, tasting, smelling, listening, and talking). 

❏ Learning styles and Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences: Accommodates differ-
ent learning styles (e.g., visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic) and ensures learner 
participation.10

❏ The Bible reference: Helps the students understand the context of the story in 
the Scriptures and gives them practice in navigating their way around the Bible. 

❏ A lesson hook: An active and engaging introduction to the lesson. A quick way 
to engage the students and arouse their interest in the lesson to ensure so   
that they become actively involved in the learning. If a revision step is needed 
from a previous lesson, the teacher should provide some motivation for learn-
ing before beginning this step. 

❏ A learning procedure that includes Introduction, Development, and Conclusion:
Bloom’s Taxonomy encourages higher-order thinking skills since it provides a 
logical way to organize learning.11

❏ The Four H Teaching Strategy:
• History – listening and discovering; 
• Head – learning and knowing;
• Heart – loving and responding;
• Hand – living and giving.

❏ An interactive reading of the Bible: A meaningful reading of the biblical pas-
sage being studied that involves both the teacher and the students. 

❏ Stimulating conclusion idea(s): Restates the main points of the lesson       
and aids in evaluation of a student learning. This is the final “punch line” of the 
Bible lesson.

❏ The 3P Storytelling Technique to learn and practice when telling a story.12

Helps the teacher become a convincing storyteller who has not only memo
rized the story, but also shares the transcendent and loving God. 

❏ Personal evaluation: Occurs at the end of the lesson. The teacher celebrates 
what went well in the lesson, ascertains how effectively the lesson indicators 
were achieved, and identifies areas that need additional development.

Box 2. Checklist for a Quality Bible Lesson
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Hand Questions and Discussion Starters 

To assist teachers in applying the
Hand phase (living and giving) of the
Four H’s, each question in Box 4 in-
cludes examples that could be imple-
mented in a supportive classroom
environment. Please note: These ex-
amples cover a range of cognitive
stages, so check age-appropriateness
before implementation. 

History and Head Evaluation Ideas

The examples listed in Figure 2
demonstrate the variety of available
interactive, multisensory activities
that can be used to assess the infor-
mation gained from the History (lis-

1. How would your life be different if you really took this passage seriously?15

2. Do you have a relationship with Jesus? If so, what does it mean to you?

3. Explain which character(s) in the Bible passage remind you of Jesus. Why?

4. Are you like/unlike any of the characters in the Bible passage we read today? 

Why/Why not?

5. What part(s) of this Bible passage demonstrate God’s love? Why?

6. Ask yourself: “What is God saying to me through this passage?”16

7. What is the Good News for you in this Bible passage?

8. How will you respond to the spiritual truths that you have uncovered in this 

Bible passage? Why?

9. How can learning about people in the Bible help you to be more like Jesus? 

Box 3. Examples of Heart Questions and Discussion Starters

1. How can you share this special message and God’s love 

with others?

Develop a list of ways to share the special message from the current

Bible story about God’s love in a kind way; role play non-confronta-

tional interactions; create personal diary recordings of how you and

your classmates have shared God’s love with others; invite a non-

Christian friend to Sabbath school or church.

2. How can you make your community (home, school, church, 

town) a better place? Why should you do this?

Organize students to share God’s love in community-service pro-

grams and through engaging in social-justice issues: e.g., sharing

random acts of kindness; mentoring a younger child; making cook-

ies and delivering them to a homeless shelter with a Bible verse in-

cluded; preparing a surprise “Thank You” party for the school jani-

tors; volunteering at an animal shelter; assisting a fellow student

who is physically or mentally challenged; preparing food parcels for

the disadvantaged.

3. How might you explain and demonstrate God’s love to a friend?

Discuss this question as a class, then divide into small groups to de-

velop and record ways the students think would be appropriate to

share God’s love with a friend: e.g., explain what Jesus means to

you on a personal level; give your friend a Bible if he or she doesn’t

have one and wants one; share a personal testimony or answered

prayer). Discuss ways to do that, and then engage in experiences

demonstrating God’s love (e.g., being respectful of someone’s per-

sonal opinion, listening without being judgmental, choosing to par-

ticipate in unselfish service opportunities).

4. Why is it important to learn about Bible people and their  

stories? 

Discuss the impact of Bible stories for 21st-century students by re-

searching the consequences of King David’s involvement with

Bathsheba—particularly highlighting the effects of his actions on his

descendants; research the results of Ruth’s faithfulness on her de-

scendants; compare a well-known current local “hero” and his or

her lifestyle choices with those of a Bible character.

5. What is the difference between “being” and “acting like” a 

Christian?

Ask the students to form small groups and discuss the role of social

media in influencing personal Christianity; discuss with students

how to develop Christian discernment; with student collaboration,

create a set of media-viewing guidelines for Christians: e.g., Internet

sites, videos, films, video games, etc. 

6. What is your role in the Cosmic Conflict?

Create a collage of all the events in the newspaper for one day that

illustrate the Cosmic Conflict; identify how the Cosmic Conflict is ev-

ident in the classroom; brainstorm ways the class can witness to

their peers about the Cosmic Conflict.

7. Explore some community activities in which you could

become involved in order to share the Good News in practical 

ways.

Construct a list of activities in which the class can collaborate to

share the Good News in the neighborhood and then follow through

with these ideas: e.g., raise money for a local charity; collect reli-

gious library books for a needy Christian school; prepare get-well

cards with a Bible promise written inside and deliver them to the

local hospital. 

8. Explain why you think this story is in the Bible.

Use the sensory modalities to answer this reflection through music,

art, drama, writing, poetry, etc., and perform the production at a

school assembly, the local church, a retirement village, a preschool,

a local fair, etc.

Box 4. Examples of Hand Questions and Discussion Starters
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tening and discovering) and Head
(learning and knowing) phases of the
Bible lesson.

Introduction to Sample Bible

Lesson Plans20

The lesson plans in Tables 2 and 3
demonstrate how the Checklist for a
Quality Bible Lesson can be applied.

A Sample Bible Lesson Plan for
Ages 4 to 6 (see page 22)

This lesson uses the parable of the

lost sheep to explore with young chil-
dren the concept of God’s love as rep-
resented by Jesus as the Good Shep-
herd. The lesson uses the analogy of
the child being like the sheep in the
story and Jesus as the Good Shepherd
(the word Farmer is often used as
well, since many shepherds were also
farmers) who loves all His sheep and
cares for them. 

Suggestions for Planning a Lesson
for This Age Group:

• Because children 4 to 6 years of
age are concrete thinkers and have a
limited vocabulary, explain everything
simply and at the concrete level using
modality-based and sensory learning
resources;

• Keep the Bible story engaging,
simple, graphic, fast-moving, and
short, as this age group has a limited
attention span;

• Because most children don’t live
in an agrarian society, the relationship
between shepherd and sheep needs to
be explored through multisensory ex-
periences; 

• Give the children time to respond
to the story, in their own way, by
using multisensory resources to help
them “wonder about” and retell the
story;

• Provide each child with an easy-
to-read Bible so he or she can interac-
tively read the story with the teacher.

A Sample Bible Lesson Plan for
Students Ages 12+ 

The second lesson plan (see Table 3
on page 23) explores the Old Testa-
ment Book of Amos and was prepared
for students age 12 and above. It em-
ploys the same concept of interactive
and multimodality-based learning as
in Example 1 (Table 2), but the learn-
ing level is more advanced, with
greater academic and reflective re-
quirements, an increasing complexity
of tasks, and different age-appropriate
learning-outcome expectations. 

Tips for Planning a Lesson for
Students Ages 12+: 

1. If students are going to be able
to explain why they believe what they
believe and give a reason for their
faith, then it is vital to include reflec-
tive thought opportunities, through
the inclusion of WHY questions, at
this stage of cognition and faith forma-
tion; 

2. Small-group discussions and an
understanding of the relevance of
Bible study will empower students to
(1) stay engaged and on task and (2)
become reflective thinkers;

3. As students mature through this

1. True or False Quiz: Students create questions based on the story and place them   

in a box. One child is chosen to draw a question from the box and read it to the rest 

of the class. The person who answers the question correctly then chooses and reads

the next question from the box.

2. What/Who am I? A student chooses a character from the Bible story in the lesson 

and gives clues that help his or her classmates guess who is being represented. 

3. Stump the Expert: One at a time, the students ask an “expert” (a child chosen 

from the class) questions about the Bible passage/story until he or she is stumped, 

after which the questioner takes the place of the “expert.”

4. Place the objects in the correct order: Students arrange the Bible objects in the 

sequence in which they occurred/appeared in the story.

5. Round Robin17 Story: While seated in a circle, the students re-create the Bible story, 

one sentence at a time. The first person introduces the story with a single sentence, 

after which the person to his or her right adds another sentence, and so on, going 

around the circle as many times as necessary until the story is completed.

6. Drama: Students dramatize a portion of the Bible story, after which their classmates 

guess what section they have portrayed. 

7. Sing or create a song: Students sing or create a song on the topic of the day’s 

Bible lesson.

8. Puzzle: Students design a word/picture puzzle about the Bible passage.

9. Interview: Two students are selected, one to act as an interviewer, the other as the 

Bible character.

10. Story cube: Write the main ideas of the Bible passage on the sides of a cube18

and ask each student, in turn, to roll the cube and tell what happened before or after

the main idea on the face of the cube facing him or her.

11. Place the Bible character(s) on a timeline: Draw a timeline on butcher paper 

(teacher) and post it at the front of the classroom. Ask the students to place the 

characters from the current Bible passage in the correct right timeslot. This can be a

cumulative activity that continues throughout the year.

12. Find the town/country/city: Each student has access to a world map or Bible lands

map. Challenge them to see who can find a specified town, city, or country first as 

you call out the name. The winner chooses the next location.

13. Incorporate De Bono’s six thinking hats19: Use the six thinking hats to analyze 

and discuss an issue raised in a Bible story (e.g., Matthew 21:12, Jesus turning over

the money tables in the temple).

Figure 2. Examples of History and Head Evaluation Ideas

Continued on page 25
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Jesus loves me and cares for me just as a farmer/shepherd looks after and cares for his sheep.

The student appreciates Bible stories portraying aspects of God’s character and redemptive action. 

At the end of this lesson, each student will be encouraged to:
• Express personal views about the actions of a Bible character (Head);
• Attempt to read Bible stories in a suitable publication (History);
• Outline the main events in the parable of the Good Shepherd (Head);
• Discuss the spiritual concept that Jesus wants to look after us because He loves us (Heart); and
• Apply the spiritual concept by discussing how he or she will share this story with friends (Hand).

This lesson is another in a series of Bible lessons illustrating stories Jesus told about God’s love
in terms a young child can comprehend.

1. Bible 
2. Jigsaw puzzle

Displaying/Questioning
• Pray.
• After hiding one piece of a jigsaw puzzle somewhere in the classroom, hand out the rest of the
pieces to the members of the class, and ask them to assemble the puzzle. When they discover that
one piece is missing, have them search for it. After they find the missing piece, discuss briefly
how this relates to the story in today’s lesson. 
• Say: “At the end of today’s story, we’ll see if you can tell what animal went missing in the story.”

Narrating/Explaining (History)
Narrate the story from the farmer’s/shepherd’s perspective using the props at the appropriate time.

Orientation

Complication

Resolution

Conclusion

Learning Focus:

Outcome:

Indicators:

Learning Context:

Learning Resources:

LEARNING PROCEDURE

Introduction:

3 minutes

DEVELOPMENT

11 minutes

A BIBLE LESSON PLAN (30 MINUTES)

Table 2. A Sample Bible Lesson Plan for Ages 4 to 6

3. Box for soft toy
4. Soft toy—lamb, shepherd puppet

5. Bible storybook: “Where’s
the Lost Sheep?”21

• Jesus, seated on a hill, tells a story;
• Farm yard and sheep;
• Farmer/shepherd looks after the sheep;

• Farmer/shepherd takes sheep to a new field;
• One sheep goes missing;

• Farmer/shepherd looks for lost sheep;
• Farmer/shepherd finds sheep;

• Farmer/shepherd takes lost sheep back to the field.
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Questioning/Discussing (Heart)
• In the story, what animal went missing? 
• Who went to find it?
• Have you ever been lost?
• How did you feel when you were lost?
• Who went to find you?
• Why did they look for you?
• Jesus is like our parents and the farmer/shepherd in the story because He loves us and wants to
look after us. 
• Teacher sings: “Jesus Is the Shepherd”22

Jesus is the shepherd.
Guess who I am? 
Such a lovely secret 
I’m His little lamb. 

• Let us bow our heads and say, “Thank You” to Jesus for loving us. 

Directing and Interacting
• Interactively read the story from the Bible (Luke 15:4-6) (History).
• As they read the story, ask the students to look for several words (e.g., farmer, Jesus, sheep,
shepherd) in their Bible that have been written on cards and given to various class members.
Every time his or her word is read, the child holds up the appropriate card. 
• A child retells the story using the soft toy (Head).
• One child will act out the story of being lost, and another child looks for the lost classmate
(Head).

Displaying/Discussing/Sharing/Questioning 
• Read an interactive book about the lost sheep (History).
• Ask: “How can you share this Bible story with your friends?” (Hand).
• Students and teacher sing together, “Jesus Is the Shepherd” (Heart).

What does the Old Testament prophet Amos have to say that is relevant for people living in the
21st century?

The student explains how the Bible passages in Amos illustrate God’s yearning for His children to
choose Him and live. 

At the end of this lesson, each student will be encouraged to:
• Express personal views regarding the Book of Amos and its main theme (Head);
• Read a Bible passage in a suitable publication (History);
• Outline the main points of the story of Amos (Head);
• Discuss the spiritual concept that God gives us the choice to respond to or reject His love
(Heart); and
• Participate in a discussion regarding the relevance of this story for today’s society (Hand). 

Learning Focus:

Outcome:

Indicators:

5 minutes

7 minutes

CONCLUSION

4 minutes

A BIBLE LESSON PLAN FOR STUDENTS AGES 12+ (55 MINUTES)23

Table 3. A Sample Bible Lesson Plan for Students Ages 12+

Continued on next page
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This lesson is another in a series of Bible lessons discussing our relationship with God and our
role in the Cosmic Conflict, especially the role of decisions and their consequences.

• Bible, Bible atlas, Bible commentary, Bible dictionary
• YouTube video: The Choices We Make: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aoOAXqX6tA
• Internet for researching the story of Amos (if available) 

Displaying/Questioning
• Pray.
• Play video clip (56 seconds): The Choices We Make.
• Say: Which Old Testament minor prophet encouraged the Israelites to “Seek the LORD and live”?
(Amos 5:6, NIV).24 Discuss responses (History, Head).

Directing/Researching/Sharing
• Divide the class into four-person Jigsaw Groups to research background information on the
prophet Amos (History).25 Students are to report their findings to their group. Use the Internet and
Bible resources to assist the students in their discovery learning.
• Expert Group 1: What is the physical setting and location for this Bible prophet and his story? 
• Expert Group 2: What was the Old Testament time frame for this prophet?
• Expert Group 3: Who was prophesying to God’s people at the same time?
• Expert Group 4: Describe what this prophet looked like and his heritage, and give Bible refer-
ences to validate your description.

Questioning/Discussing/Reading/Displaying
• What is the message Amos was giving to the people of Israel? 
Ask each group to read and summarize the main theme of their allocated chapter (Chapters 4, 5, 6,
7, 8, and 9) (History). 
• Discuss each chapter theme with the entire class. List the recurring issues. What do you notice?
Why did this occur? (Head).
• Discuss: Do you hear pity or anger as Amos proclaims his prophecy? Verify your response from
the Bible (Head). 
• Display: The chiastic structure (mirror structure), an ancient literary pattern used in the Book of
Amos demonstrates that at the heart of Amos’ prophecy is not a message of doom but one of
hope26 (History).

Discussing
• Discuss in groups of two: “Divine threatenings are really conditional prophecies, their fulfilment
or nonfulfillment being conditioned by our wrong or right action.”27 How do you react to this
quote? Why? Read Amos 9:11-15 (Heart).
• How relevant is Amos’ appeal for us today? What have you learned from this prophet? How
would you feel if you were referred to as someone who oppressed the poor and crushed the needy
(Amos 4:1)? (Heart, Hand).

Learning Context:

Learning Resources:

LEARNING PROCEDURE

Introduction:

3 minutes

DEVELOPMENT

10 minutes

20 minutes

12 minutes

Table 3 Continued
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stage, there should be less teacher talk
and more allocated time for student
discovery learning, sharing, and won-
dering; 

4. Because learning lacks meaning
and purpose until applied, this age
group requires real-life opportunities
to share their faith through a variety
of interactions, both inside and out-
side the classroom.

Conclusion

Teaching Bible lessons in the 21st
century can be both daunting and
challenging. Sometimes it seems that
Adventist educators have an over-
whelming responsibility, but we can
call on supernatural help. Jeremiah
33:3 reminds teachers, “Call to me and
I will answer you and tell you great
and unsearchable things you do not
know” (NIV).

If the next generation of young peo-
ple is to embrace Christ as their per-
sonal Savior, they must, from infancy,
have learned to know and love the
Scriptures. By providing and engaging
in an active multisensory, modality-
based learning environment (The Four
H Teaching Strategy), as described in
this article, teachers can be assisted in
their goal to introduce students, of all
ages, to Jesus as their Friend, Guide,
and Savior. 

More than 100 years ago, Adventist
teachers were reminded that: “The
teaching of the Bible should have our
freshest thought, our best methods,

and our most earnest effort.”32 This
statement and its aim are still relevant
and crucial in the 21st century, but we
cannot rely on the previous genera-
tion’s methodology to reach contem-
porary students. Today’s young people
and children live in a constantly
changing society; have unique life-
style issues, and experience the world
differently from previous generations.
So Adventist teachers have been ad-
monished to constantly seek for the
“best methods” and ideas to meet
these contemporary challenges while
also ensuring that Bible teaching “has
our freshest thought.” Students will
see that Bible teaching is relevant, ap-
propriate, and meaningful for all age
groups and learning abilities when it
engages the teacher’s “most earnest
effort.” God has asked teachers to sow
the seed. He has promised that He will
look after the harvest.

Finally, it is the goal and prayer of
the author that both student and
teacher will have a transformational en-
counter with Jesus as they interactively
study the Bible together through the
multisensory experiential environment
of The Four H Teaching Strategy. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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This article has been adapted from
a chapter in the book Developing a
Faith-based Education: A Teacher’s
Manual (Terrigal, N.S.W.: David Bar-
low Publishing, 2010), and is printed

CONCLUSION

10 minutes Displaying /Discussing/Questioning 
• Divide the class into groups. Give each group a different-colored De Bono hat to discuss the
statement and then complete the chart.28 “The values and principles found in the Bible are relevant
not only to their original audiences, but to us today”29 (History, Head, Heart, Hand); OR ask:
• How do we make a decision to have a personal relationship with Jesus? Discuss (Heart); OR ask:
• How can we be like Amos in the 21st century? Discuss and then list results in a Discussion
Web30 (Hand).
• Silently and prayerfully consider this statement: “God does not force the will or judgment of any.
He takes no pleasure in a slavish obedience. He desires that the creatures of his hands shall love
him because he is worthy of love. He would have them obey him because they have an intelligent
appreciation of his wisdom, justice, and benevolence”31 (Heart).

Continued from page 21



26 The Journal of Adventist Education • Summer 2016 http:// jae.adventist.org 

with permission from the publisher
and author. For more information
about the book, see http://avon
daleaustralia.spiffystores.com/collec
tions/books.
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prehension and complement the
learning experience. Adventist ed-
ucators are familiar with Ellen
White’s inspirational words: “It is
the work of true education to de-
velop this power [to think and to
do], to train the young people to be
thinkers, and not mere reflectors of
other people’s thought.”2 For far
too long and in too many schools,
science has been taught using
some version of the following se-
quence: Students read from the

textbook, complete worksheets, take quizzes and tests, and
only occasionally participate in hands-on activities. Using
this common method does not train our students for inquiry,
nor does it enhance engagement or foster true learning, due
to the lack of opportunity for students to actively interact
with content and grapple with concepts.

In order to enhance the likelihood that students will learn

B Y  R .  L E E  D A V I D S O N  a n d T A M M Y  O V E R S T R E E T

n 2014, the North American Di-
vision (NAD) unveiled its new
science series for grades 1
through 8, ByDesign: A Journey
to Excellence Through Science.1

The inquiry model on which the
curriculum is based requires signif-
icant changes in the way science
has been taught in Adventist
schools in the NAD. Students will
be immersed in the study of Cre-
ation, grounded in the biblical foun-
dations of the Adventist worldview,
and have daily opportunities to explore science, health, and
nature through active learning. 

With this in mind, we have prepared this article. Based
on our more than two decades of experience teaching sci-
ence and science methods (RLD), and reading and literacy
intervention skills (TO), we strongly believe that literacy-in-
struction strategies, effectively applied, can enhance com-

Using Literacy 
Support Strategies
to Enhance Reading 

Comprehension 
in Science

I
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more about science and how to think deeply, the new text-
books have integrated several features into the text. One that
I (RLD) want to highlight is the integration of faith and bibli-
cal principles. Most sections have some aspect of our faith in-
cluded. It is important that teachers incorporate these when
working with their students. If teachers ignore these, the stu-
dents will view them as unimportant. 

The new textbooks are built around the concept of inquiry.
According to the National Research Council (NRC): “Inquiry
is a multifaceted activity that involves making observations;
posing questions; examining books and other sources of in-
formation to see what is already known; planning investiga-
tions; reviewing what is already known in the light of exper-
imental evidence; using tools to gather, analyze, and interpret
data; proposing answers, explanations, and predictions; and
communicating the results. Inquiry requires identification of
assumptions, use of critical and logical thinking, and consid-
eration of alternative explanations.”3 While this is true of sci-
ence, we shouldn’t limit these skills to this subject matter.
Every aspect of life—including spiritual life—needs to be in-
quiry based, and teachers need to model these skills through-
out the curriculum.

Within every unit of study in each grade level, the ByDe-
sign curriculum incorporates many activities, such as struc-
tured and guided inquiry Explore-a-Labs, that lead students
to ask questions and engage in critical thinking. For example,
the 1st-grade textbook includes a structured inquiry Explore-
a-Lab that poses this question: “What gives a ball more
speed?” (p. 272). The lab instructions are as follows:

During and after this lab, the teacher can dialogue with
students about their experience and use this knowledge to
help them enhance their understanding of classroom and text-
book instruction.

A guided inquiry Explore-a-Lab entitled, “How Does Your
Brain Perceive Moving Images Viewed Through a Vertical
Slit?” (p. 146) from the 6th-grade textbook proceeds as fol-
lows: 

While space constraints do not allow us to reproduce the
more complex activities included throughout the ByDesign se-
ries, these two short examples provide a glimpse into its ap-
proach to inquiry learning. 

At first, this approach may seem intimidating to the
teacher, as students may ask questions for which he or she
does not know the answers. It may seem much safer to stick

to the book so everyone has a reference for the “right” an-
swers. However, when the teacher sees himself or herself as
an inquirer rather than the source of all “right” answers, sci-
ence can become very enjoyable, as students and teachers
work together to find answers to their own questions, driven
by natural curiosity. When teachers model this approach for
their students, it becomes a very powerful example of learning
through discovery 

With inquiry activities being an integral component of this
program, readers may wonder if the textbooks are still necessary.
While over-reliance on the textbooks is ineffective, the body of
scientific knowledge contained in textbooks provides founda-
tional knowledge that the students need to know. To truly dis-
cuss and understand science, the students must begin using the
vocabulary of science. This article discusses methods for helping
students understand—not just memorize—the scientific con-
cepts presented in the textbook and reinforced by the activities.
The ability to learn from a textbook is crucial for student suc-
cess, especially as they proceed into high school and college.
While teachers may be tempted to focus on the many activities
in the ByDesign books, they should also help their students learn
from their textbooks and improve their reading skills.

Why Do Students Need Literacy Support in Science?

Sometimes teachers fail to realize how vocabulary-inten-
sive many science textbooks are. Yager6 found that the num-
ber of new vocabulary terms presented in secondary science
textbooks is higher than that recommended for junior high
and high school foreign-language classes. The ByDesign text-
books do not approach this level of vocabulary density, but
they still have a significant vocabulary load. The 6th-grade
ByDesign textbook, for example, has approximately 360 vo-
cabulary words that are to be explicitly taught and many
other words within the text that students likely may not
know. Similarly, there may be many spiritual concepts in the
text that are unfamiliar to students. Teachers have a crucial
responsibility to skillfully use formative feedback and assess-
ment7 to ensure that students truly understand what is being
taught. 

With the high concentration of vocabulary words in text-
books, teachers may be tempted to have students create vo-
cabulary cards and then memorize the definitions or even
complete worksheets containing questions at very low levels
of thinking. While this method may be efficient in the short
term for rote regurgitation of facts on tests or quizzes, it does
not ensure that students understand the concepts or retain
the words in long-term memory. In this article, we present
methods designed to go beyond memorization to ensure un-
derstanding. We also urge that the teachers’ manuals be ex-
amined, as they provide many different ideas on how to ap-
proach the text material. The methods described below are
not limited to the ByDesign textbook program but may be
used in any subject containing extensive vocabulary.

Strategies to Enhance Comprehension of Science Textbooks

Strategies abound for improving reading comprehension in
content-area reading.8 Some strategies that we have found suc-

“Roll a ball across the room. Use a stopwatch to measure the
time it takes. Measure the distance traveled. Roll the ball at dif-
ferent speeds from the same spot each time. Re cord the time it
takes.”4

“Using a knife, carefully cut a slit in the cap of a mailing tube
2.5 cm (1 in.) long and 3 mm (0.1 in.) wide. Replace the cap. Hold
the tube so the slit is vertical. Close one eye and look through the
open end of the tube. Keeping the body still, sweep the tube in
an arc while looking through the slit. Try again at a different
speed. What do you see? How does this activity explain how

moving pictures work?” 5
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cessful at the K-12 levels are: concept mapping, SQ3R, selective
underlining, and using quick writes with academic word walls.

Concept Mapping
Concept mapping,9 a visual content-area reading strategy,

requires students to grapple with the relationships between
the various aspects of the topic of study. (The concept map in
Figure 1 uses terms from a ByDesign unit, but this strategy can
be used in any content area.) Concept maps, as well as other
techniques explored in this article, provide scaffolding for in-
dividual students to construct their own meaning based on

their prior knowledge and understanding of current texts and
content. Each student in a class may create significantly dif-
ferent concept maps than his or her peers, but each map,
whether created individually or collaboratively with peers, will
enable students to construct knowledge. Teachers should ask
students to explain how they made their connections, since
this process leads to deeper and more refined understandings. 

Concept maps are useful in several ways. Based upon the
learning theory called constructivism,10 concept maps build
upon the principle that memorization of individual, uncon-
nected facts does not increase understanding; instead, new
learning must be connected to previous knowledge about
which students have gained a thorough understanding. Sec-
ond, as students create concept maps either individually or

in groups, they increase the connections between facts, which
enables them to better synthesize and hold ideas in long-term
memory due to the increased number of connections or links
to previous knowledge. Third, creating a concept map re-
quires students to interact with content and learn at many of
the different levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy.11 This type of learn-
ing activity leads to higher levels of thinking, stimulating stu-
dents to go beyond simply remembering and understanding
to engage in analyzing, evaluating, and creating.

Another advantage of creating concept maps is that areas
requiring further teaching and review will be more readily

identified by teachers and stu-
dents. When students are
asked to create the maps with-
out using their textbooks or
other resources, gaps in under-
standing will be visible. This
formative assessment task
leads to true understanding
and enhanced results on sum-
mative assessments, and serves
as an important reminder that
not all assessment must lead to
a grade. One of the benefits of
this approach: It gives the stu-
dents sufficient time to master
the subject without penalizing
them if they do not master it as
rapidly as their classmates.
(See http://www.edweek.org/
 ew/articles/2015/11/11/ should-
forma  tive-assessments-be-grad  
ed. html for more information
on the disadvantages of grad-
ing formative work.)

SQ3R
Another useful method for in-

creasing student comprehen-
sion in content area reading is
SQ3R, an acronym that repre-
sents the following learning se-
quence: Survey, Question, Read,

Recite, Review. In the first step, Survey, students inspect the
chapter by viewing the titles, headings, picture captions, and
graphs to get an idea what they will be studying. This can
help students start a mental or actual concept map, which
they complete during subsequent steps. The next step is Ques-
tioning. Students generate questions about the chapter. For
optimal learning, students must be able to create good ques-
tions, yet many of them find this difficult. Many resources are
available to enable teachers to help students learn how to
question. For example, The Right Question Institute12 is a good
source of information on how to formulate questions. When
students can create good questions about the topic under
study, they are ready for the next step. Returning to the earlier
example of a concept map created from words in a ByDesign

Nervous System

Axons

Hearing

Touch

Taste

BrainSpinal cord

Senses

Figure 1. Concept Map for Nervous System
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unit on the nervous system, a teacher might conclude that
students are ready to read if they formulate questions such as
“What do axons do in the nervous system?” 

The next steps in the SQ3R sequence are Read, Recite, and
Review. In the Read step, students look for answers to the
questions they formed after surveying. Students must be
taught to set different purposes when reading nonfiction, like
their science textbooks. They should read this type of text
carefully, monitoring their comprehension and stopping to
reread if they have difficulty understanding the content. In
the Recite step, ask students to say aloud or write the answers
to the questions they generated earlier. Remind them to use
their own words to answer the
questions and to check their an-
swers against their notes for ac-
curacy. 

The final step, Review, consti-
tutes an ongoing process. After
each section, the students are
asked to consider how their read-
ing connects to what they previ-
ously knew. They can reread notes
they have taken, revisit headings
to see if they can still summarize
what they learned in that section,
and add to ongoing concept map-
ping.13 When I (TO) taught this to
my students a few years ago, they
complained that it was too much
work. But several came back a few
years later and told me they were
glad they had learned it because it really worked.

Selective Underlining
Often, students are prohibited from underlining in text-

books because the books will be reused in subsequent years.
However, selective underlining,14 a process in which the
reader underlines or highlights elements of the text that are
crucial to understanding, can aid the learning process. Pho-
tocopying and distributing some pages from a textbook allows
students to practice this technique without reducing the value
of the textbook for subsequent students. Another option is to
have the students use the highlighter in the electronic version
of the ByDesign textbook. 

To increase the effectiveness of this method, teachers
should vary what they ask students to underline. Students can
underline (1) the topic sentence of each paragraph; (2) vo-
cabulary words, along with their in-context definitions; (3)
ideas about which they would like to know more; or even (4)
each concept from which they can draw a spiritual lesson. 

This method can be augmented by using different colors of
highlighter for varying purposes. For example, students might
use one color highlighter for topic sentences and another for
important vocabulary words. When I (TO) last read the book
Education, I highlighted with green all the references to nature.
This technique helps students learn that their underlining
should be targeted to text that specifically needs attention. Stu-

dents who are not taught this skill will often underline too
much material, negating the effectiveness of this strategy.

Another option for using this technique could be used in
schools where each student has a tablet or laptop. Various ap-
plications,15 such as iAnnotate or PDF Max, allow students to
create notes and to highlight PDFs.

Academic Word Walls and Quick Writes
Many elementary teachers have used academic word walls

and quick writes in content-area teaching. An academic word
wall (AWW) is different from the word walls typically seen in
elementary classrooms, which usually contain high-frequency

words.16 AWWs are collections
of content vocabulary words
placed on the wall of the class-
room. These words are used to
preview, practice, and review vo-
cabulary, thereby providing the
students with many opportuni-
ties for meaningful exposures to
the words.

A quick write17 is a brief writ-
ing sample created in response to
reading or instruction. Teachers
using this strategy ask their stu-
dents to respond to a prompt for
a short period of time, usually
less than 10 minutes. Quick
writes allow students to think
critically while manipulating con-
tent and vocabulary and organiz-

ing their learning in meaningful ways. Reading students’ quick
writes helps the teacher assess their synthesis of learning and
understanding of key concepts.

Here is a recommended sequence of instruction for using
an academic word wall with the second chapter of the 7th-
grade ByDesign textbook.18 First, make cards for the vocabu-
lary words for each lesson in the chapter, being sure that the
cards are large enough to be seen from every student’s desk.
Different-colored cards could also be used to include spiritual
lessons from the chapter. (Make only one set of cards. The
students do not create cards at this point.) Write the words
from each chapter section using a different color marker or a
different color paper/cardstock. The cards for the five lessons
from Chapter 2 might include the following vocabulary words:

Lesson 1: symmetry, bilateral symmetry, radial symmetry,
and asymmetry.

Lesson 2: sponge, spongin, regeneration, cnidarian, and
annelid.

Lesson 3: mollusk, mantle, radula, bivalve, echinoderm,
endoskeleton, water-vascular system, and tube foot, Proverbs
6:6-9: sluggard.

Lesson 4: arthropod, exoskeleton, antenna, molt, complete
metamorphosis, and incomplete metamorphosis. 

Lesson 5: ocelli, compound eye, olfaction, pheromone, and
chromatophore.

Before teaching Lesson 1, post its vocabulary words on the

Asking the Right Questions.

Teaching students to ask the right

questions is beneficial in all areas of life,

including religion. We want students to

be able to ask good questions about

their beliefs. Only by doing this can the

beliefs become theirs and not just of

those of their parents or the teacher. 
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academic word wall. Introduce the words to the students, pro-
nouncing each word and asking the students to repeat them.
Tell the students to pay careful attention to these words since
they will see them in the upcoming lesson. While teaching
Lesson 1, refer to the academic word wall when each vocab-
ulary word appears in the lesson. At the completion of Lesson
1, ask the students to close their textbooks and take out a
sheet of paper to do a quick write. Instruct them to write as
much as they can remember about the lesson, using as many
words from the academic word wall as possible. A typical
amount of time for a quick write would be three to five min-
utes; however, let the students’ developmental level guide you
when choosing the appropriate
time for this task. 

At the end of the allotted time,
collect the quick writes and read
them later in the day. Recogniz-
ing the value of this activity as
a formative assessment, many
teachers choose to give students
a standard number of points for
completing the assignment, or
give points for completion of spe-
cific parameters, such as the
number of sentences or number
of vocabulary words used. This
activity enables students to solid-
ify their understanding of the les-
son’s concepts through manipu-
lation of the vocabulary in a
non-threatening setting. Before
the next day’s lesson, choose a
few quick writes that adequately
synthesized the lesson’s content
to share with the class. 

Before science class the fol-
lowing day, review the vocabu-
lary words by reading the words
on the academic word wall for
that lesson with the students.
Next, read the chosen quick
writes aloud, noting that you se-
lected them because they provide
a good review of the lesson’s
content. Often, students who did
not fully understand the lesson
will greatly benefit from hearing its concepts explained in the
words of a peer. (Since some adolescents would prefer not to
receive public recognition, teachers may choose not to iden-
tify the writers of those quick writes they read aloud.) 

Each day, repeat the paired use of the academic word wall
with quick writes. As summative assessment time ap-
proaches, ask the students to do a comprehensive quick write
using as many words as possible from all lessons to review
what they have learned. 

Teachers could also ask students to use the words from the
academic word wall in their science journal assignments. Incor-

porating important vocabulary into their writing about inquiry
activities will enhance the usefulness of this important tool.

Ensure Successful Strategy Use Through Modeling
The strategies for increasing students’ comprehension of

science curriculum and other content-area reading introduced
in this article, as well as the many other strategies, are taught
best through modeling along with teacher think-alouds. In
order to help make thinking and strategy use explicit, use a
document camera to project written or electronic text while
teaching the various skills and modeling how to use them.
Too often, teachers ask students to try something they have

never tried themselves and/or
have not demonstrated in class.
When teachers illustrate and de-
scribe how to use a particular
method and show how a strat-
egy can be useful for increasing
learning, students will be much
more likely to master and use
that skill. Narrative text is often
easier for readers to understand,
so stories are a schema that can
be used from very early child-
hood. However, the processes
that enable readers to under-
stand nonfiction text like the
ByDesign Science textbooks are
often more difficult for readers to
grasp, making the teacher’s role
in helping develop those skills
and processes more crucial.20

Conclusion 

While science teaching should
be inquiry-based at both the ele-
mentary and secondary levels,
textbooks and other text-based
materials are still an important
part of the learning process. Each
of the methods included in this
article offers an important tool
for a teacher’s instructional prac-
tice and for the student’s strategy
toolbox. Teachers should ensure
that each method is taught and

its use scaffolded until the students can use it with ease and
success. However, over time, teaching several methods offers
greater likelihood of success, as each student will naturally pre-
fer and learn more using one method than another. 

We have had success with each of these methods with stu-
dents at many grade levels. As they became more proficient in
strategy usage, our students’ comprehension increased, and
their ability to use their textbooks as tools for learning and in-
quiry improved. Observing as students articulate complex sci-
ence concepts with appropriate vocabulary while participating
in meaningful inquiry with ByDesign materials and texts will

Helpful Suggestions for Selective

Underlining 

The Pilot FriXion™ pen,19 available at

many stores or on Amazon.com, uses

the friction from the motion of erasing

to generate heat that causes the high-

lighter ink to disappear, leaving no

marks or eraser dust. Use of this device

might alleviate the concern of highlight-

ing within the actual textbook and will

eliminate the need to make multiple

copies of the text for underlining prac-

tice. While the pen should be tested for

use before implementation with new

textbooks, it could prove useful and

highly engaging for students. 
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ventist beliefs, improving students’ ability to read with high
levels of comprehension and to inquire and think deeply in all
they learn is an aspect of education that we must address. 
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or the past four summers,
Southwestern Adventist Uni-
versity (SWAU) in Keene,
Texas, has offered a “summer
bridge program,” an intensive

three-week session designed to help
at-risk students prepare for college. 

Summer bridge programs have be-
come increasingly numerous and im-
portant across the United States, as a
growing number of students are apply-
ing for college without having ade-
quate college-level skills in key areas,
especially reading, writing, and math.1

At SWAU, the Admissions Committee
(composed of the vice-president for ac-
ademic administration, the vice-presi-

dent for enrollment, the director of ad-
missions, and several faculty and staff
members) selects students to invite to
the Summer Bridge program and grants
them admission for the fall semester on
the condition that they participate in
three weeks of planned activities.2

All invited students meet one, but

not both, of the two academic en-
trance requirements for regular admis-
sion (GPA and SAT/ACT scores).3 The
program focuses on helping the stu-
dents close the gap between their cur-
rent skills and the skills necessary to
do well in non-remedial college
classes. The participating students
also receive one unit of academic
credit (in kinesiology) for the three-
week program.4

A Description of the SWAU Summer

Bridge Program

The program has four primary
classroom instructors: one each for
reading, writing, math, and study

B Y  R E N A R D  D O N E S K E Y  a n d J A Y N E A N N  D O N E S K E Y
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Helping

Prospective
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Success
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skills. These instructors are regular
SWAU faculty members who have a
separate summer contract for working
with the program. Amy Rosenthal,
vice president for academic adminis-
tration, noted that “Faculty are chosen
based on the discipline and their in -
terest in remediation. One of the
strengths of the program has been the
consistent participation of the original
group of faculty and staff, which has
allowed us to reflect on and adjust
program components in an effective
way.”5 Others involved in the program
include a coordinator for reading and
writing, student tutors/mentors for
both the English and the math compo-
nents, support staff from the Center
for Academic Success and Advising
(CASA) and other volunteers who as-
sist in worships and field trips, com-
prising a total of approximately 13
people working in the program. This

number has remained stable for the
three years of the program, with con-
sistent participation by the same class-
room instructors and support staff.

Modeled after the wholistic approach
that has proved successful in other sum-
mer bridge programs, the SWAU sum-
mer bridge program is designed to en-
gage participants in all aspects of a
successful college experience.6 The stu-
dents, even those living close to cam-
pus, are required to live in the dorms
and become a part of the campus life. In
addition to courses that help them build
academic skills in math, reading, and
writing, students learn much more: how
to study for college-level exams, how to
eliminate test anxiety, and how to pay
for college (through financial advising),
and how to form friendships and build
connections to faculty members, staff,
and administrators. In other words, the
students’ ability to learn new material
in college is placed within a social
realm—they learn in groups, in classes,
with friends, and from others such as

peers or student mentors, as well as
from teachers. 

Summer Bridge Program Based in Social

Constructivist Theory

The interactions incorporated in the
summer bridge program are grounded
in a social constructivist model of
learning, a wholistic approach derived
from the theories of the Russian devel-
opmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky,
who said that the best learning is con-
structed by groups of learners in socio-
cultural environments.7 Vygotsky theo-
rized that optimum learning happens
when people work together in groups
on meaningful tasks. A constructivist
approach8 frames the learning process
in a building metaphor that involves
the creation of knowledge through in-
teractions by people with different per-
ceptions and values.9 This concept
views knowledge as constructed and
created rather than being transferred,

Summer Bridge students visit the Fossil Rim Wildlife Center in Glen Rose, Texas, where more than 1,000 animals and 60 different species
make their home.
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transmitted, or copied. A construc-
tivist frame for learning braids to-
gether activities such as reading, writ-
ing, speaking, and listening into the
process of building knowledge rather
than seeing them as separate skills. 

In keeping with this theoretical
framework, SWAU’s Summer Bridge
program focuses on three academic
areas: math, reading, and writing, but
also incorporates worship, study
skills, and social interactions among
students, teaching faculty, staff, and
administrators. The students move as
a cohort throughout their days in the
program, and Summer Bridge person-
nel have noticed continued cama-
raderie among the Bridge students for
the rest of their freshman year. 

The weekly schedule includes five
academic days, plus an additional day
designated for special social activities,
such as field trips to places like the Fort
Worth Museum of Science, an animal
reserve, a baseball game, a swimming
pool party, or a go-kart track (these
have varied over the years, but we in-
clude about three such events each
summer). On Sabbath, students partici-
pate in non-mandatory worship serv-
ices and visit the homes of Summer
Bridge faculty members and administra-
tors for food and social activities. 

The academic days begin with an
early breakfast at 7:30 a.m. in the stu-
dent center where Summer Bridge fac-
ulty, staff, and administrators prepare
and serve the food and present wor-
ship talks. After worship, the students
spend an hour in physical exercise and
then attend classes and tutoring ses-
sions in math, followed by lunch with
their tutors and teachers in the univer-
sity cafeteria. After lunch, they visit
the Center for Academic Support and
Advising (CASA), where they work on
study skills and discuss various as-
pects of academic success. Later in the
afternoon, they attend writing and
reading classes and tutoring sessions.
Each academic day ends between 5:00
and 5:30 p.m., with the students hav-
ing the evening for study, free time,
planned activities, or socializing with
their cohorts. In sum, the three-week
program contains 12 intensive aca-
demic days, one day each for pre-tests

and post-tests, and several days de-
voted to worship and social activities.

The Results of the Enrichment Program

Each student participating in the
Summer Bridge program is given two
tests at the beginning of the three-week
session: the Maple test (math) and the
Nelson-Denny Reading Test (reading).
At the end of the program, they take
three tests: the Maple, the Nelson-
Denny, and a writing sample test. Their
scores on these tests are then used in
determining the courses in which they
will enroll for the fall semester. 

During the 2013 program year,
mathematics scores showed dramatic
improvement. The students’ Maple
post-test average was 8.28, quite a con-
trast to their pre-test average of 5.12, a
differential of 3.16.10 The average score
increase was 11.68 percent. Of the 23
students in the 2013 enrichment pro-
gram, 19 improved their math score. 

The improvement was similar for
reading. The pre-test average on the Nel-
son-Denny Reading Test was 9.88,
slightly below the sophomore high
school level.11 Some individuals scored
considerably lower. Nine of the 23 stu-
dents were reading below the 9th-grade
level before instruction began. The post-
test average (after instruction) was 11.39,
representing an average improvement of
slightly more than 1.5 grade levels. For
teachers who taught the reading course,
these scores were very encouraging. 

In subsequent years, the results were
very similar, with the students showing

large gains in both reading and math
skills. Table 1 shows the average student
improvement in reading and math for all
three years of the program.

Retention and the Summer Bridge

Program

According to a study done on reten-
tion levels and summer bridge pro-
grams, “the strongest predictor for re-
tention is passing a developmental
reading course. College-level reading
comprehension and reading strategies
are essential for students to be able to
read and understand their college-level
textbooks.”12 At Southwestern Advent -
ist University, we have seen a similar
trend. Our retention rate for the Year 1
Summer Bridge cohort was 100 per-
cent from fall to spring, 11 percentage
points higher than the freshman class
as a whole. Sixty-eight percent of the
2013 cohort returned for their sopho-
more year, the same percentage as for
the regular-admission freshmen. 

This high rate demonstrates a num-
ber of important things. First, Summer
Bridge students achieve high enough
grades in the fall semester that they are
able and willing to continue in the
spring. Second, the perfect retention
rate in 2013 indicates that these stu-
dents find the environment at South-
western Adventist University conducive
to pursuing their goals—even more
conducive than the average non-Bridge
freshman. Third, the “cohort” concept
begun in Summer Bridge introduces
students to campus life, and they enter

2013 9.88 11.39 5.12 8.28

2014 8.27 9.25 5.7 7.6

2015 9.4 11.4 3.76 8.24

* Note: The reading test (Nelson-Denny) uses a grade-equivalency score; therefore, the 9.88
score for the 2013 reading test represents the average student’s level (below the 10th grade).
The math test (Maple) does not use a grade-equivalency scoring system.

Year Assessment Results

Reading       Reading            Math Math
Pre-test Post-test   Pre-test Post-test

Table 1. Summer Bridge Assessment Results*



36 The Journal of Adventist Education • Summer 2016 http:// jae.adventist.org 

the university with already-established
friendships and a study routine that en-
ables them to succeed and stay in
school. In brief, the philosophical
framework of constructivist and wholis-
tic principles works well in this Sum-
mer Bridge program, using the assess-
ments of both grades and retention.

Summer Bridge Students’ Success After

Participating in the Program

What are students’ goals in attend-
ing a bridge program? In a study by
Wathington et al., the authors note:
“Students commented during focus
group sessions: ‘I didn’t want to take
any remedial classes,’ and ‘[my pri-
mary goal in the program was to] just
get a higher grade and . . . not to take
the remedial classes.’”13 With this in
mind, bridge students’ definition of
success may differ from the institu-

tion’s measures of success. In the first
SWAU Summer Bridge program (2013),
two students out of 23 scored high
enough on the post-instruction Maple
test to avoid remedial math, seven stu-
dents avoided taking developmental
reading, and 11 students avoided reme-
dial writing and entered a regular
freshman composition course. 

The 2013 Bridge students who were
required to enroll in remedial courses
had good results in their remedial
courses, but mixed results in their
non-remedial courses the remainder of
their freshman year. Of the 23 stu-
dents in the 2013 Bridge program, 12
placed into RDNG 011 Developmen -
tal Reading; all of them passed the
course. Of the students coming out of
Summer Bridge, 71.4 percent of those
who took the remedial writing course
Composition Review received a grade
of C- or higher. Further, 83.3 percent
of the Bridge students who took the

non-remedial freshman composition
course received a C- or higher. Clearly,
the Summer Bridge program helped
students close their skills gap in read-
ing and writing. In mathematics, 75
percent of students who took the re-
medial algebra course passed the class
with a C- or higher; 40 percent of stu-
dents who took the college-level alge-
bra course got a C- or higher. In total,
9.5 percent of the Summer Bridge stu-
dents successfully completed a col-
lege-level math class with a C- or
higher within two semesters, exclud-
ing three students who withdrew.14

While the success rate in math,
when measured by a passing grade in
college algebra, is not high, 19 of the
23 enrichment students had Maple
pre-test scores of 5 or less, with 13 as
the cutoff score to get into regular col-
lege algebra. Students with very low

Summer Bridge students acquire skills essential for a successful college experience by collaborating with peers, working in groups, and
learning from others such as student mentors.
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math scores may simply not be reme-
diated quickly enough to find suc-
cess within a year of entering col-
lege, at least with the remediation
initially offered in the Summer
Bridge program. 

Summer Bridge and Continuing

Assessment

The university, based on this 2013
assessment, made modifications in
both subsequent Summer Bridge pro-
grams (2014 and 2015) and in the
way math instruction had been de -
livered, starting with the fall 2014
semester. SWAU increased its math
tutoring opportunities for the 2014-
2015 school year and piloted a sec-
tion of a college math course that
supplements regular instruction with
computer-aided instruction. Regard-
ing overall academic success, as
measured by GPA averages, we noted
that the average fall semester GPA
for the Summer Bridge students was
no different than the average GPA for
the regular-admission freshmen,
though in the spring semester the av-
erage GPA (2.29) for the Summer
Bridge students was lower than the
average GPA (2.93) for the regular-
admission freshmen.

Other tweaks were also made in the
program based on our assessments. Sev-
eral of these changes affect the non-aca-
demic elements of the program. After
the first year, we instituted a dorm room
curfew of 10:30 p.m., as the students
tended to socialize (gathering in dorm
lobbies, for example) until very late at
night or even into the early morning
hours, leaving them so fatigued by the
afternoon classroom sessions that they
had trouble staying alert. With the same
curfew in place the following summers,
we noticed improved concentration dur-
ing the afternoon sessions. Further, we
began offering fewer weekend social
events, building in rest days, particu-
larly on Sundays. 

Given the wholistic approach to
Summer Bridge, we were also inter-
ested in the students’ own assessment
of their learning abilities. As Holschuh
and Paulson note about literacy in-
struction: “We view postsecondary
literacy instruction not as a set of

technical skills to learn, but as a con-
structive series of connections that
take place within the context of col-
lege. That is, this instruction takes
place in a social network in which stu-
dents must be able to critically exam-
ine their role in the network and how
to navigate this aspect of society.”15

Part of our assessment of the pro-
gram, then, addresses these issues of
networking and navigating the college
domain. Beyond the standardized test
scores, we also have evidence that the
students succeeded on affective levels
as well. In reading courses, the stu-
dents kept a reading journal. Below
are sample entries from late in the fall
2013 semester as the students looked
back on their experiences in reading:

• “I was shy and now I feel com-
fortable because everyone in the class
needs help in the same things as me

as well. I feel confident now to be able
to read.”

• “My confidence in reading has
grown a lot during this class because
my boundaries have expanded, and I
have a better comprehension of the
meaning behind the words. The skills
I have learned in this class have
helped me very much in other college
classes I am currently taking. I have
been able not only to read but actually
comprehend what lessons in textbooks
are saying, and as a direct result my
grades have risen.”

• “Surprisingly enough, I read a lot
more now. I don’t know if that is be-
cause I never tried to read much in
high school, but I have been reading a
lot more, and I don’t get tired quickly
of reading. I do believe between this
reading class and my writing class, I
have become more open minded to
reading for school. Now I can see my-
self as a moderate reader, and possibly
even reading more for fun. A lot of the
skills learned here in the class will be
brought over with me throughout my
time of schooling and further.”

These sample comments reveal that
most students not only improved on
their test scores and made passing
grades, but also changed their atti-
tudes. They began to see themselves
differently as readers and as students.
This changed attitude continued with
the students as they moved through
their academic career. One student,
now a sophomore, who attended the
Summer Bridge program in 2014 noted:

“My experience with Summer Bridge
has affected me greatly in my school-
ing. I was able to get more acquainted
with the campus and some of the staff.
I was able to see what some of my col-
lege classes might be like with the
preparatory classes in Summer Bridge. I
was also able to have already accom-
plished the mindset needed for college
way ahead of time before any of the
other freshmen. I believe Summer
Bridge did prepare me well, and be-
cause of it I have been successful in all
of my classes since then. Attending this
program also gave me a friend base that
otherwise wouldn’t have happened if I
did not attend this program.”16

“My confidence in

reading has grown a lot
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because my boundaries
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sity. We may well ask ourselves where
they would have gone. With low stan-
dardized test scores and/or low high
school GPAs, it might have been diffi-
cult for them to get into any Seventh-
day Adventist college or university, or
other four-year institution. In other
words, if they hadn’t come to the
Summer Bridge program, they proba-
bly would have gone to a community
college, trade school, or perhaps not
continued with their education at all. 

As administrators and teachers
think about the mission of Adventist
institutions, we should seek ways to
accept students who want to attend an
Adventist institution even though they
don’t have college-level skills in all
areas. Philosophically, we must find
ways to balance the issues associated
with accepting such at-risk students
with the mission of the Adventist
Church and the importance of keeping
students in an Adventist environment.
Further, we must consider how we can
best help such students succeed if we
do accept them into our colleges and
universities. Southwestern Adventist
University’s Summer Bridge program
has been an important step in address-
ing some of these important questions. 

Recommendations

Based on our experiences at South-
western Adventist University, we be-
lieve other Adventist institutions
should consider implementing a sum-
mer bridge program. As Adventists,
our ideal goal must always be to meet
the needs of students who desire a
Christian education. But students ap-
plying to Adventist schools, like their
counterparts across the United States,
are increasingly less academically pre-
pared for college.19 Colleges and uni-
versities with no mission emphasis be-
yond offering high-quality education
face these same problems. Some have
decided to turn students away or to in-
sist that they “get up to speed” before
initiating a transfer. Many other col-
leges and universities though, without
any spiritual emphasis or calling at all,
have created opportunities for students
by creating summer bridge programs.
How can we as Adventist educators do
less? Our role as both educators and

Adventists is to help as many students
as we can, and let them have a chance
at the opportunities that only a college
degree can provide. Of course, we also
must maintain high academic stan-
dards. A summer bridge program can
help meet both these goals. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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In his comments about the pro-
gram, the previous student noted all
three areas we focus on during the
Summer Bridge program: academic
preparation, involvement in campus
life, and the formation of friendships
that provide support.

As Matthew Kilian McCurrie, an in-
structor in a summer bridge program
at Columbia College in Chicago,
stated: 

“Many of the young people who
enter Summer Bridge report that being
treated like a student, like a reader
and writer, was a first step for them in
defining success and an important as-
pect of the Summer Bridge program.
Part of the value in the Bridge pro-
gram has always seemed to be its abil-
ity to draw in students who felt alien-
ated or silenced in high school or in
their lives generally and give them a
space to reposition themselves as suc-
cessful students.”17

Clearly, summer bridge programs
not only improve students’ academic
skills in math, writing, and reading,
but also improve their attitudes about
themselves as well.

Implications for Seventh-day Adventist

Institutions

Based on the information above,
we can assert that the Summer Bridge
program at Southwestern Adventist
University has succeeded beyond our
expectations. The students’ math,
reading, and writing skills all im-
proved. In each of the three summers,
some students improved enough to
avoid at least one remedial class. The
monetary benefit for some of these
students represents a savings of thou-
sands of dollars, even taking into ac-
count the $400 fee18 for the Summer
Bridge program.

Academically, then, for the univer-
sity and for the students, the program
succeeded. But there is another meas-
ure of success worth noting. These
were students who, without Summer
Bridge, would not have been admitted
into Southwestern Adventist Univer-
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nia. She has made recent presentations
on reading at the Association of Liter-
acy Educators and Researchers and the
Literacy Research Association. Mrs.
Doneskey also teaches reading in the
SWAU Summer Bridge program.
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standing of life. Gregor Mendel’s experi-
ments with garden peas (1856-1863) laid
a foundation for the field of genetics, al-
though it took several decades to become
well known. This was followed by the neo-
Darwinian synthesis (or modern synthesis,
basically the union of Mendelian genetics,
Darwinian natural selection, and paleon-
tology), which remains the predominant

theoretical influence for evolutionary biologists.2

Another milestone was James Watson and Francis Crick’s
1950s discovery of the structure of the DNA molecule. After that,
it seemed that human beings now understood the instruction
book that determined all the structures of cells and living organ-
isms, and what directed the process of development from an egg
to a mature animal. But that was a premature conclusion. 

Advances in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology

We could refer to the past half century or so as the era of bio-
chemistry and molecular biology, with its exponential growth in
knowledge about the basis of life. Over the past 30 years, scien-
tists have discovered that the complexities required for carrying
out the necessities and vibrant activities in each cell are astound-
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f we encounter evidence from science
that challenges the biblical creation ac-
count, how should we respond? As Ad-
ventist educators, we can’t shield our
students from challenging information,

but we have a responsibility to guide them
to think clearly for themselves and to crit-
ically evaluate what they read or hear. 

Some scholars allow evolutionary sci-
ence to guide their understanding of theology, attempting to
make their theology fit the latest scientific paradigms. But re-
cent episodes in science remind us that this is not the wisest
approach. Even scientific research publications are often chal-
lenged within a short time by the findings of other researchers,
and this can be seen in the subject of evolution. Science is a
fascinating and productive process of discovery, but it is a very
human endeavor and has its limits, especially in the scientific
study of ancient history.1

In the mid-1800s, a living cell was thought to be like a bit
of jelly with a few things floating in it. Scientists viewed life
as based on a simple cell that could change and evolve easily
along the path toward complex life. Since then, we can point
to well-known events that mark significant growth in under-
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ing. Much of what is happening inside of a cell can’t be directly
observed but must be ferreted out with clever biochemical de-
tective work. It has been enjoyable to attend research seminar
presentations by molecular biologists and to learn about the in-
creasingly insightful logic and laboratory procedures they use to
discover what is going on in the recesses of a minute living cell. 

This detective work by the scientific community has peri-
odically received significant boosts from new analytical equip-
ment such as high-speed ultracentrifuges and spectrophotome-
ters, and combined with new techniques that fuel advances in
understanding, enable scientists to dig deeper into the complex
structures and processes of life. The use of gene-sequencing
procedures has enabled scientists to discover the sequence of
nucleotides in DNA in order to define the exact information in
the genetic library of each organism. The mapping of the com-
plete sequence of the human
genome by 2004 was an impres-
sive breakthrough.3

In time, it became evident that
having the human genome se-
quence was only the tip of the ice-
berg. In fact, in some ways, we are
just beginning to understand the
biochemical symphony that is
constantly underway in every liv-
ing cell. Until fairly recently, it
was believed that the instructions
in DNA provided one-way control
over the processes in the cell.
DNA directed the formation of
RNA, which made proteins. This
concept was considered the cen-
tral dogma of molecular biology.4

Scientists identified two types of
genes, coding genes with the in-
structions (or code) for making
specific proteins, and non-coding
genes, which were sometimes
called “silent genes” because they
didn’t seem to do anything. Many of the non-coding genes
were considered “junk DNA”—functionless leftovers from the
process of evolution that could mutate and evolve into new
genes, producing new proteins and eventually new structures
and physiological processes in the course of evolution. 

Then researchers discovered another category of genes—reg-
ulatory genes, which regulate or control the coding genes by en-
coding a protein, RNA, or microRNAs (mRNAs). There is much
more to that control process, but let’s not get ahead of our story. 

Regulatory Genes and “Junk DNA”

Small influences on the actions of regulatory genes can re-
sult in large changes in an animal, including controlling the
timing of embryological development and thereby changing the
phenotype. A simple example appears in the study of zebras.
Timing of embryonic events apparently controls the stripe pat-
tern in some zebras. The black-and-white stripe patterns on
the lower back of the zebra Equus quagga are stretched out and

unevenly spaced. This results because the back part of the em-
bryo grows faster than the rest of it after the pattern is estab-
lished. The stripe pattern in Grevy’s zebra, Equus grevyi, is not
established until after that differential growth is completed.
Consequently, the stripes in the adult of this species are more
evenly spaced (see Figure 1).5  This change in the developmen-
tal process is known as heterochrony, which is simply a change
in the timing of a developmental process.

Other discoveries have contributed to improved under-
standing. The human genome is 98 percent non-coding DNA.
If this is all junk DNA, it would imply that very little of our
genome is functional. But over the years, regions of DNA for-
merly thought to contain junk DNA have been found to be
regulatory regions, which control the action of coding genes.6

This change in thinking reached a turning point in September

of 2012 at the completion of the massive government-funded
ENCODE genetic-research project. After intensive study of the
human genome, some 30 papers were published, which rec-
ognized that most of the formerly tagged “junk DNA” is func-
tional and consists of types of regulatory regions.7 There are
still vast unknowns regarding the genetic system, and future
research may show that essentially all DNA is functional. 

Some evolutionary scientists have criticized the ENCODE
conclusions,8 but their objections are based on evolutionary
theory, not on observation. In deciding how much credence
to give such criticisms and their underlying theory, remember
that science is always a continuing search for understanding,
and it is often wise to wait for new data to provide better an-
swers to our questions, rather than concluding that a partic-
ular discovery is the “final word.” 

All those regulatory genes and the biochemical pathways as-
sociated with them are not only functional, but important in
controlling how, when, and where the coding genes make their
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Figure 1. Embryonic development and stripe patterns of the zebras Equus quagga
and Equus grevyi (after Futuyma 1986).

Reproduced by permission of the publisher from Faith, Reason, and Earth History: A Paradigm of Earth and Biological Origins by
Intelligent Design, 3rd ed., by Leonard Brand and Arthur Chadwick. Copyright © 2016 by Andrews University Press.



proteins and how each protein inte-
grates with other “building materi-
als” in the cell. This can be com-
pared to how engineers determine
when and where to use bricks and
other building material in a con-
struction project. The same bricks
can become part of a doghouse or a
palace. The engineers are the regu-
latory system that decides how to
use bricks to build the appropriate
structure. In living cells, the regula-
tory genes, formerly interpreted as
junk DNA, are the engineers that
manage the activity of coding genes.
This is truly a paradigm shift in
progress. As a result, “junk DNA” is
no longer a useful concept.

Epigenetics and DNA Functioning

In recent years, rapidly advancing knowledge in biochem-
istry and molecular biology has been forcing a re-evaluation
of evolutionary theory. Information-bearing molecules like
hormones, DNA, and proteins are astonishingly complex.
Rather than a single (DNA) information system, the genetic
system has in recent years become vastly more complex be-
cause of the discovery of cell processes referred to as epige-
netics. The blossoming field of epigenetics is revolutionizing
genetics.9 Epigenetics, which means “above the genes,” is the
study of processes outside of DNA that affect how DNA in-
formation is interpreted. 

DNA code contains vast amounts of information, but layers
of additional control systems manage and regulate how the
DNA is expressed. DNA is like a hard drive containing a mas-
sive amount of information, but this information is managed
by the epigenetic system. DNA cannot do anything by itself.
It requires the epigenetic complex of RNAs, proteins, etc. to
direct and control how the DNA information is to be inter-
preted as it is put to work in the cell.10

The epigenetic system does not just read and blindly apply the
DNA information. It uses information that the organism’s sensors
have detected from its environment, and combines this with the
DNA information to determine how to use the DNA to respond
appropriately to the environmental cues.11 In this process, millions
of chemical side groups in each cell, including methyl and acetyl,
can be attached to specific places on DNA and associated mole-
cules, and serve as chemical tags or markers that turn genes on
or off, controlling whether each gene will be active, and if so,
when and how. Genes are not always completely on or off—the
tags also act like dimmer switches, varying the genes’ level of ac-
tivity. Additional levels of intracellular management control where
and when these tags will be associated with the DNA. 

A great example of epigenetic control involves the hormone
cortisol. The reduction in this stressor in domesticated dogs has
a large impact on the difference between domesticated dogs and
wild wolves or foxes because of its involvement in these ani-
mals’ development. At a Silver Fox farm in Soviet Russia, Dmitry

Belyaev, a Russian scientist,
wanted to develop a more easily
managed breed of foxes.12

Belyaev allowed only certain
foxes to breed, selecting for only
one factor, signs of tameness,
i.e., lack of fear or aggressive-
ness toward humans. After only
10 to 18 generations, the foxes
had changed their behavior and
were much tamer. But this was
only the beginning! They had
also changed physically and
physiologically. They developed
floppy ears, shortened, curled
tails, as well as a more dog-like
snout (broader and shortened),
piebald coat color (a black-and-

white pattern), and began to sound like dogs. Some females
came into estrus twice a year instead of once, as in wild foxes. 

Why these changes? Since the only thing that was origi-
nally sought after was tameness, why the other domestic
dog-like changes? Belyaev’s selection for tameness changed
the level of cortisol, a stress hormone. He found that the for-
mation of cortisol was delayed during development in the
“tamer” foxes, which played an important role in develop-
ment. This resulted in the retention of certain fox “puppy”
features in the adults (paedomorphosis), including floppy
ears and curled tails. The puppies were also much more
likely to seek out human companionship, due to a youthful
lack of adult stress responses. The animals also became sex-
ually mature at a younger age. All of this equals hete-
rochrony—a difference in the timing of developmental
processes. These changes did not result from mutations but
from a change in how the DNA information was interpreted
and applied. We are all familiar with the extreme variation
in body shapes and other features in breeds of dogs, which
is interpreted as the result of a similar process to that seen
in the fox experiment.13

The complexity and details of this system are just beginning
to be understood. Epigenetic processes have the amazing quality
of allowing environmental cues to influence changes in cells and
organisms without any change in their DNA.14 Epigenetic tags
alter the activity of certain genes, and these alterations have a
distinct influence on physiology, anatomy, and even behavior
of animals. The DNA doesn’t change, but epigenetic tags control
how the information in DNA is used or not used. The old idea
of genetic instructions going only from DNA to RNA to protein,
but never in the other direction, is now known to be false. As
one molecular biologist has described it, the amazing system
inside of a cell “decides” how the DNA will be expressed.15 

Unto the Third and Fourth Generation

These intracellular decisions, influenced by environmental
cues, can be passed on to offspring for several generations. We
can propose that this incredible epigenetic system was created
to allow living organisms to adjust to environmental condi-
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tions. However, when the environment contains destructive el-
ements, as it often has since the entrance of sin into our world,
the epigenetic results can be unpleasant.

Stress, nutrition, and other aspects of a mother’s experiences
during pregnancy can alter her young through epigenetic
processes, with the results lasting through the offspring’s life-
time, and can even affect several succeeding generations.16 This
brings to mind the Bible statement “punishing the children for
the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.”17 A
recent epigenetics article in the prestigious scientific journal Na-
ture was even entitled “Epigenetics: The Sins of the Father.”18

An example of how epigenetics affects offspring for several
generations comes from World War II. The Dutch Hunger Winter,
or the Dutch Famine, occurred near the end of the war in 1944-
1945, when German military took revenge on the uncooperative
Dutch people by blockading part of their country during most of
that winter, preventing them from receiving food or other sup-
plies. More than 20,000 people starved to death, and the rest of
the population was reduced to a starvation diet containing as lit-
tle as 30 percent of the nutrition needed by a human body. 

National health records revealed that children born during
or soon after the Dutch Famine had specific health defects, de-
pending on what portion of their embryonic development oc-
curred during the famine.19 If a mother experienced the famine
during the last few months of pregnancy, her baby was born
small, remained small all of his or her life, and had a lower
chance of obesity than normal. These children never fully re-
covered from their poor pre-birth nutrition. Those mothers who
experienced the famine only during the early months of preg-
nancy usually had normal birth-weight babies who experienced
higher-than-normal rates of obesity later in life as well as other
health problems. Some of these ef-
fects were evident even into the
second generation. Although the
grandchildren of the malnourished
mothers20 did not experience the
famine, they were affected by the
epigenetic carryover from a previ-
ous generation. 

An experiment with mice re-
vealed epigenetically inherited be-
havior persisting for more than
one generation. Mice were ex-
posed to the mild odor of ace-
tophenone, a chemical with a
sweet smell. At each exposure to
this odor, they received a mild
shock to their foot several times a
day for three days. They became
fearful and would freeze whenever
they smelled the odor, even if they
did not receive a shock. 

The mice in the experiment
were then mated with females that
had never been exposed to ace-
tophenone. Their offspring, when
mature, were exposed to the same

odor but without any shock. The young mice were more sen-
sitive to this odor than other odors, and were generally startled
by any noise when exposed to the odor. Their offspring, the
grandchildren of the initial experimental mice, showed the
same behaviors. All three generations had an enlargement of
the brain structure where the odor-sensitive neurons connect
with the olfactory bulb. This supports the conclusion that epi-
genetic inheritance can persist through several generations.21

In another well-documented study, exposing mice to an en-
vironmental toxin produced effects on epigenetic inheritance
for several generations. Pregnant laboratory mice were given a
dose of the fungicide vinclozolin. Their male offspring were
born with testicular defects and reduced fertility. These effects
lasted for at least four generations, despite no further exposure
of the mice to the toxin. Research showed that the defects did
not result from DNA mutations but were epigenetic effects.22

In some cases, epigenetics has been shown to underlie mi-
croevolutionary changes, including cyclic variation in the size
of beaks of Galapagos finches in response to variations in the
available food supply.23 Also, blind fish living in dark caves
are not sightless because of mutations to their eye genes,
which are all functional. The blindness is caused by epige-
netic processes that turned off the eye genes.24

A Challenge to Neo-Darwinism 

Evolutionary scientists have been reticent to accept the notion
that environmental factors could influence inheritance because
it is difficult to reconcile this with Neo-Darwinian theory. For in-
heritance to be affected by the environment seemed like
La marckism, in which an organism passes on characteristics
acquired during its lifetime (an idea proposed by Jean Bap-  

tiste Lamarck, a contemporary of
Charles Darwin). This concept is
not compatible with Neo-Darwin-
ism, but accumulating evidence
supports the reality of heritable en-
vironmental effects on the genome. 

Why is this a problem for evo-
lution to explain? If life forms
arose with no designer or Creator,
all new biological changes must
begin as the result of random mu-
tations, followed by natural selec-
tion. The mutation process must
be random, meaning that it can-
not comprehend what the animal
needs, or it would be apparent
that someone, somewhere in the
process, knows what changes
need to occur. But the new find-
ings indicate that beneficial, in-
heritable changes can be initiated
by environmental influence (now
called Neo-Lamarckism), further
indicating that the genetic/epige-
netic system is designed to recog-
nize, in a non-random way, what
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changes will be beneficial. Evolutionary scientists generally
ignore this evidence,25 or discount it, or assume that somehow
they will be able to explain it.

Natural Genetic Engineering

James Shapiro, an eminent molecular biologist and com-
mitted evolutionary scientist, recently published a book enti-
tled Evolution: A View From the 21st Century.26 His message
is that molecular biology research in the past few decades has
shown a level of complexity and cellular sophistication that
is incompatible with Neo-Darwinian random mutations and
natural selection as a means of change in living organisms,
since it extends beyond minor variations. When sensors in
the cell detect environmental cues, the molecular complex
within the cell uses these cues to make decisions about how
to interpret the DNA information and respond to the environ-
ment. Shapiro calls this natural genetic engineering and re-
gards the evolution of intracellular system as a mystery, along
with the origin of life. Traditional Neo-Darwinians criticize
him, but he says, “their criticisms are philosophical, not sci-
entific,”27 and lack empirical evidence and support. Their re-
liance on random mutations as the engine for evolution does
not stand up to the growing evidence. The cell, Shapiro con-
cludes, is too sophisticated for random mutations to be an ef-
fective process for evolutionary change. He has not become a
creationist, but he is honestly trying to deal with the evidence
in ways that are compatible with his worldview. 

What Chimpanzee Genes Can Tell Us About Theology

This growth of knowledge about genetics brought with it
an episode that can help us understand the proper relation-
ship between science and the Bible. In 2005, after scientists
sequenced the chimpanzee genome, some geneticists deter-
mined that chimpanzee genes and human genes were 98 to
99 percent similar (comparing only genes that are found in
both species).28 It would seem, then, that humans are hardly
any different genetically from a chimpanzee, and evolutionists
asserted that this proved that humans and chimps had obvi-
ously descended from common ancestors. 

How could Christians argue against this evidence? Even
before the final analysis of the chimpanzee genome, books
were being published that struggled with the implications for
Christians of this 98-percent similarity.29 Many Christians ac-
cepted the discovery as further evidence against biblical cre-
ationism, but it turned out to be an instructive case study in
how to respond to troublesome evidence. 

Sometimes it is wise to deal with such evidence by just
waiting for future discoveries because the ongoing progress
of science very often has surprises for us. That was a wise ap-
proach in this case. The first clue came from considering the
context of that 98-percent similarity. The original study of the
chimpanzee genome in 2005 was not based on the entire
genome, but only a selected portion, and was done in a
way that emphasized genes that code for protein. Thus, re-
searchers studied only a fraction of the genome, the part that

44 The Journal of Adventist Education • Summer 2016 http:// jae.adventist.org 



is more similar. However, the part of the genome that is ex-
pected to show the important differences would be the former
junk DNA, which includes the regulatory part of the DNA.30

Also, a later comparison of the human and chimpanzee male
Y chromosome (the male sex chromosome) revealed that this
chromosome in the two species “differ[s] radically in se-
quence structure and gene content.”31

As we discussed above, scientists found that all this non-
coding DNA was not junk at all, but important, functional,
regulatory, or structural nucleotides.32 Rather than the hu -
man genome being mostly functionless junk, it is actually a
massive, sophisticated control system with a complex of pro-
teins and various types of RNA and chemical tags that direct
the activity of the protein-coding genes. These epigenetic fac-
tors tell when, where, and how much of each protein is to
be produced, and how they will connect to one another to
make the parts of cells and of animal bodies. How naïve of
us not to have realized long ago that such a control system
was essential.

Similar bricks can be used to make a doghouse or a pal -
ace. In a similar way, proteins can be used to make a human,
a chimpanzee, or a mouse depending especially on the in-
structions provided by the regulatory genes and epigenetics.
A striking example of this principle has been demonstrated
with the Pax6 gene that manages the development of the eye.
Genes like this, which control development, are common to
all Animalia. When the Pax6 gene is removed from a mouse
and placed in the area of fly DNA where the jaw of Drosophila
(a fruit fly) is supposed to form, it causes the formation of a
compound fly-eye—not a jaw or a mouse eye but a fly-eye!33

It is obvious that this gene is so similar in mice and flies that
the developmental system in the fly recognizes the mouse
gene as if it were a fly gene. But since the genetic system in
the fly is designed to make fly parts, not mouse parts, the fly
cells make the eye of a fly. 

In like manner, the human genetic/epigenetic system is de-
signed to use its proteins to make a human, not some other
animal. We could expect it to still make a human, even if our
protein coding genes were 100 percent similar to chimp genes,
which they aren’t. These new genetic insights help explain
how humans can be radically different from chimpanzees in
spiritual, mental, and fine motor skills in spite of the similarity
of our protein-coding genes.

There is a significant lesson in this, for our view of theol-
ogy. In 2005, we could have decided that our theology must
accommodate the genetic evidence for human and chim-
panzee evolution from common ancestors, as many Christians
have done. Or we could base our theology on the Bible, stay
with the Genesis creation account, and predict that new sci-
entific discoveries will resolve more of our uncertainties. 

If we take the first approach and make contemporary sci-
entific interpretations our standard, science is likely to move
on and leave our theology without a foundation, just like the
demise of junk DNA, which, within a period of a decade, left
an empty place in the theories of those who took current dis-
coveries too seriously. Additional scientific findings are build-
ing a stronger case for accepting creation. 

Conversely, those who were willing to wait patiently for
new insights in genetics were rewarded by discoveries that
greatly reduced the proposed reasons for accepting evolution-
ary conclusions about human and chimp relationships.

Today, other aspects of science are used to support the the-
ory of all of life evolving from common ancestors, but we sug-
gest that it is wise to wait to see what science will discover next,
since the biological evidence for evolution of new organisms or
physiological systems is running into increasing difficulty.34

Darwin’s theory was developed at a time of great biologi-
cal naïveté combined with a rebellion against religious au-
thority.35 Parts of the theory of evolution, including microevo-
lution and speciation, are still valid and well supported. But
modern discoveries in genetics and epigenetics are introduc-
ing more and more serious problems for the theory that
major groups of organisms have arisen by evolution. How-
ever, evolution textbooks and technical scientific publications
continue their persistent, authoritarian claims that life arose
without a designer and diversified by processes of naturalistic
evolution.36 It is becoming increasingly evident that these
claims depend more on evolutionary or naturalistic assump-
tions than on evidence. More than ever before, it is not suf-
ficient to just read and accept published claims, especially in
assumption-dominated subjects like origins. It is imperative
that we encourage our students to learn to critically evaluate
scientific interpretations before accepting them. 

This article has been peer reviewed.
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Teachers are to “. . . consider the highest good of their stu-
dents as individuals, the duties that life will lay on them, the
service it requires, and the preparation demanded.”8 This is
not a humanly directed task; it requires partnership with the
divine—God, through the Holy Spirit. To partner with the
divine is a “noble work”9—one of building character, both
teacher and student, and it is work that “cannot be completed
in this life, but will be continued in the life to come.”10

And yet, this is what we as Seventh-day Adventist Chris-
tian educators are called to do every day! Individually and
collectively, we engage in thinking about how best to pre-
pare our students to live in this world, while anticipating a
future world. When we look at our students, do we see them
as they are, or as what they can become? Do we prepare
them for the world in which they live, or the world they will
inhabit 10, 15, or 20 years into the future? What skills and
dispositions will we need to focus on so that we can em-
power them to succeed? And, when we look in the mirror,
what will we do with what we see reflected there?

The task may seem difficult and overwhelming; however,
we have help. We have a cheerleader who says “You can do
it!” In Jeremiah, we’re told: “Call to Me, and I will answer
you” (Jeremiah 33:3 NIV),11 and in James we’re reminded
that “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who
gives generously to all” (James 1:5, NIV). From navigating
the challenges of teaching in a postmodern world (John Wes-
ley Taylor V) to following after the Master Teacher (Laszlo
Gallusz) or wrestling with scientific discovery (Leonard
Brand and Carl Person), we have the assurance of divine as-
sistance. And when implementing new strategies or pro-
grams (Barbara Fisher, R. Lee Davidson and Tammy Over-
street, and Renard and Jayne Ann Doneskey), we have the
assurance of wisdom and insight. Above all, when interact-
ing with our students, let’s see them as God sees us now and
as Mr. Gatewood saw the countless children that crossed his
path each day—as characters fit for the kingdom. With
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whole-souled, large-hearted devotion, we can each continue
to grow in Him, and “. . .more fully to reflect . . . the light of
the knowledge of His glory”12 for eternity.
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