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Boredom : Gate or Wall? 



•tUtorial 

How Do We Face 
Boredom. All of us have experienced 

this sorry state of affairs. I remember be-

Boredom? after being chased out of Paradise, had 

ing bored as a teenager. But I was smart enough not to tell my 
Mom because I knew that she had a prescription for it- Why 
don't you do the dishes?" or "Here's a broom; sweep out the 
back shed." I preferred to linger in my state of boredom, hoping 
that I could find my own way out of it. Maybe something excit­
ing would take place on our Main Street that would stimulate 
me into a happier state of mind, without requiring me to exert 
myself with a task that seemed to yield no personal benefits. 

I didn't know it then, but apparently I had fallen prey to a 
disease that had not been named until Charles Dickens used it 
for one of his characters in Bleak House in 1852: he suffered 
from the "chronic malady of boredom" (Robert Fulford in his 
National Post column of August 5, 2008). Naming it apparently 
accompanied the trend of rising individualism. With this rise 
came the notion that we as individuals have a right to be happy. 
This notion has entered the church and the life of Christians as 
well. 

Inalienable rights 
Someone told me about a man who had remarried after leav­

ing his wife and divorcing her. His family was against it, believ­
ing that he should seek marriage counseling, especially since his 

"Do Nothing" 

times that they were bored stiff. Fulford 
writes: "Boredom indicates a lack of desire, a blank space where 
we normally store our hopes, needs and wants." Being away 
from Paradise must have seriously affected Adam and Eve's hopes 

and wants. Just imagine - life in Paradise must have been a 
riot. Naming the animals is so much better than working on a 
Sudoku puzzle! 

Who's at fault? 
If our fall into sin resulted in a loss of enjoyment in life (pains 

in childbearing and sweat on your brow when working) then 
may we not conclude that boredom is primarily a spiritual defi­
cit? Or is it? When a student sits in a classroom, let's say your 
classroom, and he finds himself "bored to tears," is that because 
he is spiritually empty, or is it because you as a teacher fail to 
engage his mind- "his hopes, needs and wants"? See, one 
difference between teachers I had in 1940 and teachers who oc­
cupy the front of a classroom today is that my teachers of yore 
could be boring with impunity. Nobody thought of a teacher as 
being in the business of entertaining his charges. If anyone dared 
to complain that his teacher was boring, he would probably re­
ceive forty lashes minus one- the "minus one" being the obliga-

tory assurance that there was a limit to 
acceptable torture. Anyway, a teacher who 
lacks passion and preparation as well as 

wife was willing to go for counseling, 
and the break-up of their marriage 
would seriously and negatively affect 
their three children. But he believed that 
God was in favor of his divorce andre­
marriage because "God wants me to be 
happy." Where does this notion that God 
wants us to be happy come from? You 
will not find any Scripture telling you 
that we can make decisions based on 
the principle (a basic truth or reason) 
that God wants us to be happy. We know 
that he wants us to be holy, obedient, 

I'm just living in a life without meaning 
I walk and walk, do nothing 

the skill to hook into the needs of a young 
person can induce boredom. 

But the burden of justification may also 
fall on the student, of course. Do students 
have a right to be bored if the teacher has 
opened up an area of study that is chock 
full of creational treasures? May a student 
resort to boredom when Shakespeare's 
Shylock pleads, "When you prick me, do 
I not bleed; when you tickle me, do I not 

I'm just living in a life without feeling 
I talk and talk, say nothing 
Nothing ever change, oh no ... 
Nothing ever change. 

(Sung by The Specials) 

loving, kind, compassionate, blessed and joyful. Yes, "joyful"! 
But "joyful" is not the same as "happy." "Joyful" is a fruit of the 
Spirit, not a right. And fruit of the Spirit come to us by the grace 
of God, not by inalienable rights, such as those declared in the 
United States Declaration of Independence: "Life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness." (Is there a significant difference be­
tween pursuing happiness as a human right and claiming it?) 

So the naming of boredom seems to be linked to a modern 
social trend. But the existential experience of being bored must 
have been there from the beginning. I'm sure that Adam and Eve, 

laugh?" (This quotation comes to my mind 
because I recently met Rev. John Koole, who played the role of 
Shylock at Calvin College in the mid-fifties. An examiner at Calvin 
Seminary had later questioned him on the propriety of memoriz­
ing words coming from the mouth of a hate-filled Jew. Would it 
not have been better had he memorized Scripture instead? This 
man had obviously been bored by Shakespeare's Merchant of 
Venice.) But I digress. The question is: do students have a right to 
be bored? In other words, a person may have a "lack of desire, a 
blank space" in her soul simply because she refuses to take the 
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cultural mandate seriously. Surely such a person (maybe you know 
a few from the classes you try to teach) is now firmly on the path 
of spiritual decay. How can anyone, made in the image of a 
creative God, not be fascinated by the potential that the Creator 
has laid in the diverse and challenging curriculum called "The 
earth and all its fullness," which includes Shakespeare? 

When I consider 
How can anyone lack curiosity after reading Psalm 8? 
"0 Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

You have set your glory above the heavens . . .. When I consider 
your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, 
which you set in place, what is man that you are mindful of 
him . ... You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you 
put everything under his feet : all flocks and herds, and the beasts 
of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, all that 
swim the paths of the seas." 

That sounds like a pretty full curriculum right there. And it 
requires a fully dedicated and curious mind. A Buddhist saying 
has it that, "when you are bored, you have drawn a curtain be­
tween yourself and the potential of the moment." Write that on 
your blackboard and ask your students to discuss this statement, 
or give it as an assignment. 

A gateway to freedom 
But sometimes we Reformed Christians have a tendency to 

become too achievement-oriented. Is it the cultural mandate that 
makes us shun boredom completely? There is a positive side to 
boredom. Did you know that? Boredom can also be a gate to a 
fuller experience of life. 

For this I'm going to quote a bit more from Robert Fulford's 

Christian Educators Journal Board of Trustees: 

column on "Boredom": "I recently came across a quote from 
Diane Arbus, the photographer: 'The Chinese have a theory that 
you pass through boredom into fascination.' If something is bor­
ing for two minutes, do it for four minutes. If it's still boring, do 
it for eight minutes, then sixteen, and so on. 'Eventually you 
discover that it's not boring at all."' Maybe that's what my mother 
had in mind when she would tell us to sweep out the shed. If you 
do it long enough, it becomes fascinating. Teachers might want 
to experiment with this approach. Ask your students to do some­
thing they consider boring for two minutes, then four, then eight, 
and so on, until they finally come to the nerdy conclusion that 
maybe it is not so bad after all. Mathematics can be fun! 

Pray and work 
Monks apparently have to learn to go through boredom into a 

contemplative and richly rewarding mystic experience. One Fa­
ther counseled a younger monk by saying, "You must realize that 
"acedia," [spiritual sloth or apathy] will attack all the more se­
verely because you have deserted your post [in this case, his cell], 
unless from now on you strive to subdue it through patience, 
prayer and manual labor." My mother always favored the "La bora" 
part of the "Ora et Labora" saying that graced our living-room 
wall. She was not interested in my becoming a monk. 

So now I am torn between considering boredom a state of 
grace or an opportunity for the devil to keep us from attaining a 
state of grace. I think it depends on whether you enter a state of 
acedia intentionally, with the "ruler" concept of Psalm 8 goading 

you into conquest - prayerfully, of course, or whether you al­
low yourself to be conquered by ennui, feeling sorry for yourself, 
and whining about your teacher who failed to entertain you with 
jokes and videos. @ 

Bert Witvoet 
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Eight Theses About Boredotn 

by Curt Gesch 
Curt Gesch (curtgesch @hotmail.com) 

teaches part-time (grades 3-4 and 5-6) at 
Houston Christian School in British 
Columbia. He never drinks brandy in his 
cabin, and his students are never bored. 

1. Either a compliment or an insult 
Re(.';~ntfy, I received a strange request 

fr<i>m the editor of CE]: Would I consider 
writin _ad article about "boredom as a pro­
ductive state of mind." And he thought 
about me. The last article I wrote for CE] 
was about creativity and imagination. 
Times change. The truth will out. 

I once wrote an article about bear poo 
(Christian Courier, November 24, 2008) 
and received my inspiration while sitting 
in the little cabin I built last summer, 
watching bears stand in a field grazing and 
defecating. I guess that could be consid­
ered boring. Perhaps I am qualified after 
all. 

I admit that while trying to come up with 
an article that would satisfy the editor, I 
became distracted with self-pity, a most 
boring emotion. And then ... I thought of 
Napoleon. His name just jumped into my 
bored head as I passed the pantry and my 
eye caught a container with a label on it 
that said "St. Remy. Napoleon Brandy." 
Serendipitous, I thought, because Napo­
leon also spent a long boring time in Mos­
cow during the winter, so maybe he knew 
the key to boredom. And he even appeared 
to have St. Remy on his side. So I com­
muned while I watched the bears, my mind 
numbing all the while until a state of pure 
boredom was achieved. Who says you can't 
learn from history? 

2. Tedious, not boring. 
At one time, master teacher John Bron 

taught all his children a new word the first 
week of school: tedious. They were never, 

never, never to say boring. This type of 
denial was successful in impressing par­
ents with the teacher's vocabulary-build­
ing skills and even vaulted him into 
principalship where - as Master of Te­
diousness -he presides over staff meet­
mgs. 

3. Boredom: the antithesis of sloth 
Sloth is so important it's called a sin. 

You have to work at it. You plot, and scheme 
and conjecture: "What could I avoid doing 
and how could I excuse myself?" Boredom 
and its cousins, apathy and ennui, do noth­
ing and still succeed. 

4. Boredom prolongs life 
Did you ever notice how days take for­

ever when a teacher is droning on and on 
about something-or-other that she pretends 
is vital to one's well-being? The hour seems 
to last forever. Cultivating boredom pro­
longs the illusion of a long life, making 
one more successful at that elusive goal of 
longevity. Note: if teachers don't work as 
stimulus to boredom, try preachers, or 
"American Idol," or curling tournaments, 
or simply contemplate the sex life of a slow 
loris. 

5. "Mulling things over" 
Long ago, when Christian schools barely 

knew what "curriculum" meant (didn't we 
have textbooks?), my friend and I received 
a grant to write an up-to-date summary of 
major Canadian denominations for a 
church history class. We worked very hard, 
and met the deadlines, even producing this 
booklet on a "spirit-master" ("Ditto") ma­
chine. Two pages of my submission were 
yanked as substandard. 1 In the words of 
one member of the committee who (un­
fortunately) had listened to me blabber on 
and on about creativity in the past: "Gesch, 
you told us once that Bertrand Russell was 
able to write so prolifically because he ac-

tually was working on a bunch of projects 
at the same time. So if he published a book 
or paper each month, it actually took him 
much longer to write each piece because 
-as you told us- he "mulled things over" 
for a long time and then ... SNAP! the work 
was ready for writing. Gesch, you need to 
"mull this work over" some more. 2 

Mulling things over is not the same as 
slaving away at them. It's more like letting 
something percolate (no instant coffee 
metaphor works) or ferment. Ah, ferment . 
That's a nice word. Fermenting may be part 
of a larger process of distillation, which 
reminds me of Napoleon again. The bears 
are hibernating, but there must be some­
thing interesting out in the backfield. All I 
have to do is miss it. 

6. A different way 
Once, for a birthday present, my wife 

announced: "Oh, I made you an appoint­
ment with the Christian counsellor at 5:00 
p.m. this afternoon." So I paid good money 
to Dick Fahrenhorst, who asked me how I 
did my creative work. Proudly, I explained 
that I grit my teeth, light a cigarette, and 
walk in a circle while I think, talking ideas 
through with myself and then furiously 
hammering them out on a typewriter (yes, 
that long ago, when I still smoked and 
punched out articles on an old Remington). 
For $50, Dick told me to try to write an­
other version of the story by sitting on the 
couch, slouching, with sloppy handwrit­
ing, to accept distractions, and not to fin­
ish a paragraph before putting it aside. Then 
I should take a walk, hunting for ducks 
without shells in the gun, without a watch, 
and no plan- just wander the 100-acre 
farm. 

So I wrote two versions of the same ar­
ticle: one was a high-intensity article that 
cost me lung capacity and produced stom­
ach acid, and the other one that was very 
frustrating. The unfocussed activity, incom-
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FACULTY OPENINGS 

Calvin College, one of the largest Christian 
colleges in North America, is internationally 
recognized as a center of faith-anchored liberal 
arts teaching and scholarship. The college is 
seeking applications for openings beginning 
September 2009 in the following departments: 

Arabic 
Business (2) 

Chemistry (2) 
Computer Science 

Economics 
Education (2) 

Engineering 
History 

HPERDS (PE and Recr.) 
Korean 

Mathematics and Statistics (2) 
Nursing (4) 

Political Science 
Sociology (2) 
Spanish (2) 

Calvin College seeks faculty members who affirm 
the Christian faith as expressed by the Reformed 
confessions and who have academic and personal 
qualifications for teaching and scholarship . 
Calvin is building a tradition of diversity and 
accessib ility and welcomes applicat ions from 
persons whose personal characterist ics will 
further that commitment, including racial and 
ethnic minorities , women, and persons with 
disabilities. Interested persons or persons who 
wish to make nominations should correspond 
with the Provost's Office or the respective 
department chair. Further specifics are posted 
on the college website. 

http:l/www.calvin.edu/golfacu ltyopenings 

Calvin College 
Spoelhof Center 

3201 Burton Street SE 
Grand Rapids, Ml 49546-4388 USA 

www.calvin.edu 

Ca lvin College is an equal opportunity employer. 

plete activity, non goal-oriented activity 
nearly killed me until I realized that ver­
sion two of the story was just as good as 
version one, and that- with practice- I 
could cultivate another approach.3 

7. Meditation, usually best accom­
plished without thinking about 
Napoleon, might even match our 
editor's idea of boredom. 

Meditation may involve intentional non­
focus. When I'm intent, bird-book in hand, 
binoculars around my neck, and mind and 
eyes peeled, I get stressed. Other times, 
however, I daydream. And it's then that I 
spot most unusual bird species and other­
wise-missed activities. When in a medita­
tive daze, I walk right up to a deer, watch 
a hooded merganser land on a fence post, 
see a meadow lark crash into a blackberry 
thicket. 

In a sermon-inspired daze I realize that 
Joe is sitting alone again, that the carving 
on the pew in front of me is actually a 
love-note Qohn V. loves Sarah), not graf­
fiti, and that the smell of Holy Commun­
ion is as real as the taste. 

When a Power Point projector goes on, 
my attention goes off the screen, and I see 
words reduced to physical images, a living 
speaker replaced by electronic wizardry, a 
hard-working farmer valiantly fighting the 
room's heat to pay attention while won­
dering about mastitis, and a student zeal­
ously taking notes for extra credit. I doodle, 
filling in all the "o"s on my handout, draw­
ing lines, thinking about various curves and 
straight lines and how they fit together, 
wondering why my doodlings drive every­
one else crazy when they have a screen to 
look at. 

I shift position a hundred times; 
listen to the chair creaking; 
cross and uncross my legs; 

contemplate eternity 
and observe my life moving 
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yet more slowly 
toward something in which intensity 

is matched by acceptance, 
activity perfectly merged 

with passivity: 
a place in which I know my own place 

- a state of grace. 

8. Telling students about the value of 
boredom: a deadly sin. @ 

Important Notes: 

1. They paid me anyway. 
2· The booklet is out of print. 
3· I'm still ticked at Dick for charging me 
$50 for that lesson, but, then, he took all 
those boring classes to earn his doctorate 
in psychology, so .... 

Bored? 
Most people blame boredom on the cir­

cumstances, but psychologists say this emo­
tion is highly subjective and rooted in as­
pects of consciousness - and that levels 
of boredom vary among people. Some in­
dividuals are less - and others consider­
ably more -likely to be bored than oth­
ers. 

Boredom is not a unified concept but 
may comprise several varieties, including 
the transient type that occurs while wait­
ing in line and so-called existential bore­
dom that accompanies a profound dissat­
isfaction with life. 

Boredom is linked to both emotional 
factors and personality traits. Problems 
with attention also play a role, and thus 
techniques that improve a person's ability 
to focus may diminish boredom. 

From: The Scientific American 



Who Cares Anyway? 
Engaging Apathetic Students 

by David Mulder 
David Mulder ( dmulder@schristian. pvt. 

k12.ia.us). teaches seventh- and eighth­
grade science and Bible at Sioux Center 
Christian School, Sioux Center, Iowa. 

tertainment available to our students gives 
them cause to tune out, lest they become 
overwhelmed by it. And I've observed that 
the way we "do school" absolutely fails to 
engage some students at all. 

Now, I know that some teachers are con­
tent to accept the apparent fact of student 
indifference toward the curriculum. Never 
mind that the students in their classroom 
are slowly dying of boredom, or subcon­
sciously plotting their escape, or con­
sciously planning their rebellion! 

What troubles me is a painful truth ly­
ing beneath students' classroom apathy: 
teachers often do nothing to entice their 
students into wanting to learn! So your stu­
dents don't seem to care about least com­
mon multiples, the geography of sub-Sa­
haran Africa, the water cycle, subject-verb 
agreement, or Amos's prophecies against 
Israel. What are you going to do about it? 
Assign the same readings, ask the same 
"discussion" questions, work through the 
same problem sets, give the same quizzes 
you used the last time you taught your sub­
ject? What are you doing: continuing to 
"teach, test, and hope for the best?" 

No surrender 
Teaching is hard work, after all, and not 

for the faint of heart. Oh, sure, you can 
pick up a suitably "teacher-proof" curricu-

lum guide telling you just what to say, 
which assignments you must give, and ex­
actly what to spoon-feed your students. But 
is this really teaching? I would say not! 
Such an approach reduces the teacher to a 
mere technician. Teaching is a complex, 
holistic task, one that is much more than 
simply presenting information and expect­
ing students to somehow siphon it into the 
gray matter between their ears. Surely, this 
type of "teaching" provides a sort of edu­
cation, but what a sorry, frail, and lifeless 
education that must be! Yet, sadly, if I go 
by what fellow teachers across North 
America tell me, this is just the sort of edu­
cation many students receive, even in Chris­
tian schools. 

Shouldn't we who claim to view the chil­
dren in our classrooms as "unique image­
bearers of God" actually teach them as 
such? What would it look like if we actu­
ally put this catchphrase into practice in 
our classrooms? Would students experience 
a more engaging, robust, and vibrant edu­
cational experience? Would students' class­
room apathy begin to evaporate? 

I'm not going to pretend to have this all 
worked out yet; my teaching practice defi­
nitely remains a work in progress! I have, 
however, begun to work at reducing the 
gap between philosophy and practice in my 
classroom, trying to find ways of creating 
a desire to learn. What follows are short 
explanations of several different things I've 
begun to change in my teaching practice to 
combat classroom apathy - practices I 
have found successful. 

Tell stories 
I confess- I am a storyteller. I love to 

tell my middle schoolers stories about the 
silly things my two-year-old daughter says 
and does. I love to tell my students the 
story of climbing Half Dome in Yosemite 
National Park. I love to tell my students 
the story of the mission trip I was on when 

my faith in Christ became something I lived 
rather than just believed. 

Students love stories. I've found that even 
the most reluctant learner in my classroom 
will sit and listen to a well-told story. 
Stories have a powerful way of affecting 
students emotionally that simply reading a 
school textbook or filling in a worksheet 
can never do. 

The good news is, almost any content 
can be taught by telling a story. When my 
seventh-grade science students are learn­
ing about simple machines, I tell stories 
about my days working as a masonry ten­
der, using pulleys, levers, and other tools 
to make the work easier. As my eighth­
graders study bones and joints, I tell the 
story of how, when I was in the sixth grade, 
I dislocated my elbow in a terrible bicycle 
accident. In my seventh-grade Bible class, 
I often take on the role of a character in a 
story from Scripture and retell it in the 
first person. Even the college students I 
teach as an adjunct instructor love to hear 
stories about my classroom experiences! 

Granted, I happen to love telling stories. 
But I think any teacher can hone their craft 
by developing their skill at telling stories. 1 

Just be prepared- your students will want 
to tell you their stories as well! 

Teach for understanding 
This might sound obvious, and, indeed, 

it ought to be. However, it took me seven 
years of teaching to figure out that I was 
not teaching with the goal that my students 
understand the content. Sadly enough, I was 
teaching to cover the content. 

This is an incredibly important distinc­
tion. Of course, many of my students did 
understand what I was teaching before I 
became committed to teach for understand­
ing. What I'm really talking about is our 
focus as teachers. I was much more con­
cerned that I "covered" the assigned cur­
riculum in a year than I was concerned 
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that my students should ac­
tually understand the content 
I was teaching. I needed to 
change my focus from my 
teaching to my students' 
learning. 

Planning backwards 
Realizing this need has 

meant a change in the way I 
approach lesson and unit 
planning. These past few 
years, I've incorporated more 
backward design into my 
teaching practice to help me 
focus on teaching for under­
standing, rather than just for 
coverage. In "backward" de­
sign, we begin (as with traditional unit plan­
ning) by planning goals for my students, 
including knowledge and skills I want them 
to learn and key ideas they must under­
stand as a result of studying this unit. The 
"backward" part is what comes next. Rather 
than planning any learning activities or 
teaching strategies, I plan the assessment 
of the goals I've set. Only after the assess­
ment plan is in place do I begin planning 
specific lessons. 

Why would I do this? The key here is 
"understanding." I've begun telling students 
on the first day of a new unit exactly what 
they are going to need to know at the end. 
I have actually handed them a half-sheet of 
paper with a list of the key things they 
should know, understand, and be able to 
do at the end of the unit, as well as key 
questions for them to consider throughout 
the unit. When I first began doing this, my 
students thought I was a little crazy. After 
a few units planned this way, however, my 
students have come to see the benefit. 

Planning the assessments first helps me 
keep focused on specifically how I'm go­
ing to ask students to demonstrate their 
newfound learning. If I am intent on en-

suring that my students really understand 
the content I'm teaching, I'm going to need 
to teach it in such a way that they actually 
know it! The specific lessons I teach them 
are all aimed at ensuring students will meet 
the goals I've set for the unit. I really want 
them to understand the content come final 
assessment time. Some teachers have called 
this "teaching to the test." I call it teach­
ing for understanding!2 

Give choices 
Have you overheard colleagues lament­

ing that their students just don't seem to 
"take responsibility"? I have. In fact, I have 
uttered the same lament myself. Then I 
realized how little students actually have 
to take responsibility for during their 
school day. Oh, sure, you might point out 
that your students don't do their homework, 
that they leave their locker or desk a mess, 
and that they don't study enough for quiz­
zes. But there is a deeper issue here. 

Do the students in your classroom have 
any real decision-making power? Giving 
up "control" as a teacher can be a scary 
thing. What might happen if you let stu­
dents decide what specific content they 
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would learn? Or decide 
how they would learn 
it? Or decide how they 
would show what they 
have learned? Are you 
brave enough to try it? 

I don't give students 
free reign in my class­
room, of course. But I 
do give reasonable 
choices to my students. 
It might mean giving the 
choice of half a dozen 
different research topics 
to specialize in before 
reporting what they've 
learned with the class. 
It might mean giving the 

choice of reading individually, reading qui­
etly with a partner, or reading in a small 
group with me. It might mean allowing 
students to either take a traditional pencil­
and-paper test, or write an essay, or par­
ticipate in an "interview" to show me what 
they have learned. 

Teaching this way might mean you have 
groups of students doing very different 
things in your classroom, all at the same 
time. You might be shaking your head, ex­
claiming, "Chaos!" But what if this is what 
meeting the needs of "unique Image-bear­
ers" is all about? Are we totally sold on 
"one-size-fits-all" instruction? Or is there 
room in our classrooms to meet individu­
als where they are? This is the key idea 
behind "differentiated instruction," one of 
the biggest buzzwords in education today. 3 

In my estimation, giving students the power 
to make these kinds of choices is the beat­
ing heart of differentiation. 

I'll be honest. As I've incorporated dif­
ferentiation into my teaching practice, 
there certainly have been moments when I 
feel like I have eighteen things all going on 

in my classroom at once - and sometimes 
I do! However, as I've worked to give stu-



dents more choices in their learning, I've 
found that their interest, motivation, and 
responsibility have increased as well. Dif­
ferentiating instruction seems to me to be 
a very "Christian" way to teach. 

Lighten up 
I confess: my classroom is a noisy place. 

(I am one of the main culprits!) But people 
wandering past my classroom door would 
surely note an energetic "buzz" even if my 
voice wasn't ruling the roost at that mo­
ment. It wasn't always this way. I once 
thought my classroom had to have no 
sound other than the sound of my voice in 
order for learning to take place. I once 
thought students had to be seated rigidly 
in their desks in order to be learning. I 
once thought the best way for students to 
show what they know was by pencil-and­
paper tests. I once thought I had to wear a 
tie when teaching to be taken seriously. 
My students are thankful that I don't think 
this way anymore. 

I realized that if I want my students to 
learn, and perhaps even enjoy being in my 
class (who said school has to be unpleas­
ant?), I need to lighten up. For instance ... 

• I try to not take myself too seriously. If 
you visit my classroom today you are as 
likely to find me sitting on top of my po­
dium while teaching as standing behind it. 
A colleague who teaches language arts has 
used me as an example when teaching the 
definition of the word "whimsical." Un­
beknownst to me, she once challenged stu­
dents to get out of their seats and lie down 
on the floor during my class, promising to 
take the blame if their experiment went 
poorly. When I lay down with them, the 
whole class broke down into a fit of giggles. 

• I encourage my students to move in 
my classroom. If a student needs to sharpen 
a pencil or get a tissue in my classroom, I 
encourage them to do so by all means! 
Sometimes the short walk around the room 

is just what they need to refocus. If I know 
I'm going to be lecturing for more than 20 
minutes in one shot, I plan to break it up 
with a stretch break or a body-crossing 
exercise.4 These are small things, perhaps, 
but my students have come to appreciate 
the freedom to move. 

• I want students to think in my class. 
Thus, I want them to not only answer ques­
tions I ask, but to ask their own questions 
as well. I'm learning to let them ask ques­
tions and be willing to let my lesson plans 
go, for a while at least, while we follow 
where their questions might take us. Some­
times we've discussed more important 
things than the lesson plan I had written 
for that day! 

• Students want to talk to each other in 
class- why not let them? As long as they 
have a purpose beyond simply socializa­
tion, I have found this to be a productive 
teaching technique. I love to pose a ques­
tion to the class, give them a minute to 
think about it, and then have them talk 
with a partner about it for a few minutes. 
This gives them a real chance to both think 
critically and to converse! 

• If I'm having a downer of a day, I'll 
(kindly) let my students know it. I encour­
age them to do the same for me. The way 
I explain it to them is, if I'm grouchy and 
someone gives me a hard time, I end up 
grouchier and more likely to snap. If I'm 
grouchy and someone shows me some kind­
ness, my bad mood often begins to lift a 
little. I've found this helps foster an atti­
tude of respect and honesty about the needs 
and feelings of others. 

Taking this sort of approach to my class­
room atmosphere has made a huge differ­
ence in the way students perceive my role 
as a teacher and their role as students. They 
see me as a human being, while I see them 
as the unique image-bearers I claim them 
to be. 

Teaching from Who We Are 
We need to recognize that we teachers, 

too, are unique image-bearers of God with 
our own gifts, talents, challenges, strengths, 
and weaknesses. We teach from who we 
are.5 And we are all distinct individuals! 

It may be that as you've read about these 
things I've experimented with in my class­
room, you've thought, "This guy is nuts!" 
Perhaps I am. But that's okay with me- I 
am learning, more and more, to teach from 
who I am. 

This wasn't always true. When I started 
teaching, I tried very hard to emulate an 
excellent high school math teacher I had 
and from whom I learned a lot. I soon be­
gan to realize, however, I am not that 
teacher. I am ... me. 

If the sort of classroom I've described 
doesn't seem to resonate with you, that's 
okay. You are probably teaching from who 
you are. And that is a good thing! 

Perhaps, however, there is some part of 
all this that piques your interest and makes 
you say, "I'd like to know more about that!" 
or, "Hmmmm ... a little odd ... but I'd be 
willing to try that." If so, I'd strongly en­
courage you to experiment with some of 
these things. Learning to embrace who I 
am as a unique, creative, talented, enthu­
siastic image-bearer has made a difference 
in learning to honor my students' God-de­
signed individuality as well. Christian 
teachers who make an effort to truly un­
derstand their students' needs, struggles, 
gifts, and talents can't help caring about 
the individuals. And that is something that 
will engage your students! 

References: 
1 This isn't just my idea, by the way. 

Check out Kieran Egan's Teaching as 
Storytelling: An Alternative Approach to 
Teaching and Curriculum in the Elemen-
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~ 
"Carpe Diem" 

~ tary School (1986, University of Chicago Above all, trust in the slow work of 
Press.) for more thoughts on arranging cur-

~ 
God, 

~ 
riculum along the idea of telling stories. We are, quite naturally, 

2 Again, this isn't my bright idea. Check 
impatient in everything to reach the 

out Understanding by Design >c (ASCD, 
end without delay. 

1998.) by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe 

~ ~ for more on backward design, and lots of We should like to skip 
other great ideas to help ensure students the intermediate stages. 
understand the content you are teaching! We are impatient of being 

3 I had the opportunity to hear Carol Ann 

~ 
on the way to something unknown, 

~ Tomlinson (the "guru" of differentiated something new, 
instruction) speak at a National Middle 
School Association convention a few years and yet it is the law of all progress 
back. She makes differentiation seem like 

~ 
that it is made by passing through 

~ the most reasonable and appropriate class- some stages of instability -
room methodology, and you'd be doing And that it may take a very long time. 
your students a disservice to not consider 

~ ~ 
doing so! Her book Fulfilling the Promise 

And so I think it is with you. of the Differentiated Classroom (ASCD, 
2003) is full of examples, and tips to make Your ideas mature gradually -
incorporating differentiation in your class-

~ 
let them grow, 

~ 
room easier and more productive. let them shape themselves, 

4 Stand up and touch your left elbow to without undue haste. 
your right knee. Now touch your right el-

Don't try to force them on, bow to your left knee. Repeat about 10 
times. This is a great way to keep their 

' 
as though you could be today 

' 
right and left cerebral hemispheres com- what time (that is to say, grace and 
municating! circumstances 

5 This is one of the key themes in Parker 

' 
acting on your own good will) 

' 
Palmer's excellent book The Courage to 

Teach'cOossey-Bass, 1998.) @: 
will make you tomorrow, 

>:- (Reviewed in previous issues of CE]) Only God could say what this new 

' ' 
spirit 

gradually forming within you will be. 

"God may not come 

' 
Give our Lord the benefit of believing 

' 
that his hand is leading you, 

when we want him to, 
but he's right on time!" 

~ 
and accept the anxiety of feeling 

~ yourself in suspense and incomplete. 
Sung by Mahalia Jackson 

Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) 
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They Have Everything 

by Jan Verburg 
Translated from the Dutch, with 

permission from Familieblad Terdege, by 
Bert Witvoet. The author is a teacher of 
pedagogy in the Netherlands. 

Our children have an abundance of 
ch<Dices to be able to turn every holiday 
into a festivity. Alas, the opposite seems to 
be the norm. Along with the growth of the 
supply of toys the moments of boredom 
seem to increase as well. Someone has said, 
"When you increase prosperity you increase 
boredom." 

Few parents are at peace when they watch 
their children being bored. Parents, espe­
cially mothers, quickly come to the con­
clusion that they are responsible for the 
boredom of their children. They think they 
have not been successful in making the pro­
gram for the day interesting enough. As a 
result they immediately become busy try­
ing to solve the problem. Parents love the 
idea of making their children have a good 
time. That's understandable, because if 
their child is happy and satisfied, they get 
the feeling they are doing a good job. 

There is a temptation, therefore, that 
parents play the role of courtiers to their 
princes and princesses. There is a better 
way. Children have to learn to solve their 
own problems with boredom. Just tell 
them that you yourself know what it's like 
to be bored, and, thus, you leave the emo­
tion with the child. This way he learns that 
the feeling is normal and temporary, and 
that it disappears as soon as you are gripped 
by something else. And make them aware 
that they themselves can do something 
about it. That discovery strengthens the 
child's self-confidence and prevents a lazy 
mind. 

choose between 30 kinds of bread, 15 
caregivers and hundreds of holiday desti­
nations. The supply of entertainment pos­
sibilities has dramatically increased. The 
number of attractions and events has mul­
tiplied at least eight times since 1985. In 
spite of all these possibilities to fill our 
time, we don't know what to do with our 
free time. Even during the holidays, while 
in a hotel, we get bored. Many vacation 
brochures add the statement: "You won't 
be bored for a minute." 

When children in the '50s and '60s spent 
a week on a camping trip, they would talk 
about it for two months. Today a child of 
12 has traveled to a variety of exotic places 
and is not particularly excited anymore. 
They can be quite blase about the things 
we offer them. 

In other words, our children do not dif­
fer from their parents. When we are not 
working, we amuse ourselves to death. We 
bike through the countryside of Spain, we 
shop in Rome, and we take our baby along 
to Thailand. The main purpose is not to 
get bored. Research has shown that the way 
the parents use their free time and the room 
they create for their own imagination, is 
the best indicator of how their children 
will handle similar situations. 

Learn to be bored 
The strange thing about boredom is that 

it's one of the most difficult things to get 
the hang of. When you think of all the 
things that children learn at school, then 
it's mighty strange that there are no les­
sons available on how to deal with bore­
dom. Children will often encounter situa­
tions in which they have to provide mean­
ingful activities to fill the free time avail­
able to them. And that "free time" is only 
increasing. 

Too much choice Waiting passively for Mom to come up 
We and our children simply have too with all kinds of ideas is actually a reward 

much to choose from. Every day we can they should not be given. We tend to re-

ward passive waiting. Indeed, it's the kind 
of thing that characterizes the life of many 
adults. They don't actively tackle things, 
but they allow themselves to be entertained. 
And, of course, there's a huge industry that 
is prepared to entertain you. But the dura­
tion of this entertainment does not go be­
yond what this industry offers. And the el­
ement of thinking things through yourself 
disappears. If you as a parent continually 
provide something to make boredom dis­
appear, the child will learn not to escape 
the situation on his own. 

A little advice 
Yet, I want to give parents some practi­

cal tips. 
• Agree with the child that you under­

stand that she is bored, but that she should 
experience that in her own room, not in 
the living room. That way you don't have 
to be irritated by demonstrations of bore­
dom. 

• Avoid the average toy store! Buy toys 
that have no end product that needs only 
to be assembled. Simple basic Lego sets 
are much more fun than the kind that can 
only produce one result. 

• Make cards that show all the fixed 
activities of the day, such as: getting up, 
breakfast, brushing teeth, lunch, supper and 
going to bed. For the in-between moments, 
you or the child make cards that indicate 
things she can do herself. After a while, 
your child can make her own daily rhythm 
cards. It might even be good idea to make 
a card that says, "I'm bored." You can show 
that card when it's required. In this way 
you make your child aware of what's go­
ing on. @: 
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There's Nothing Like a Good Story (teller) 

by Ruth O'Neil 
Ruth O'Neil (roneil@liberty.edu) lives 

in Lynchburg, Virginia. 

I ove a good story. It doesn't mat­
teF if I'm writing it or watching it as 
a play or movie. Reading was one of 
mx favorite hobbies as a child. My 
sister and I would ride our bikes to 
the library on summer days and then 
spend the afternoons in front of the 
pool with our noses in books. I read 
so much that after a while it became 
difficult to check out books that I 
hadn't already read. 

When my oldest daughter was old 
enough to enjoy being read to, we 
would pick out a new book at the gro-
cery store each week. That would be 
her "well-behaved" treat. I thought a book 
was better than candy. When we got home 
and had put groceries away, we would sit 
together and read our new book. My other 
daughter would bring out all of her favor­
ites when Aunt Susan came to visit. They 
would sit together and read several books 
in a row while they ate chocolate. 

As my kids got a little older and reading 
wasn't on their own top ten lists of favor­
ite things to do, I would bribe them by 
offering money for each book they read. It 
worked because they would read and find 
they actually enjoyed a book at which they 
had previously turned up their noses. 

Recently I have rediscovered reading to 
my kids. Most parents read to their kids 
when they are young, but we all seem to 
stop as the kids get older. Because one of 
my kids is a teenager and another one al­
most, I didn't think they would like to lis­
ten to me read. 

I started with the Chronicles of Narnia, 
and they loved it! Since the movie was com­
ing out soon, I wanted to get them excited 
about seeing it. Reading it worked! Every­
day they would ask me to read another chap-

ter. It was a story they looked forward to 
hearing more of everyday. 

A passing custom? 
Despite the excitement of a good story 

in our household, I have learned, the art of 
storytelling is something that seems to be 
on the verge of extinction. Most children 
aren't taught to read aloud in schools any­
more; therefore, when they do have to read 
out loud, it is choppy and not easy to lis­
ten to. How to tell a story is something 
that should be continued and passed on to 
our students and children. This can be a 
fun and exciting way to pass the time and 
enjoy being with our children (or if your 
house is like ours, the children of the en­
tire neighborhood). 

Don't let storytelling fall by the wayside. 
In my experience, even the children who 
have difficulty sitting still and being quiet 
have no trouble being still and quiet once 
they have been drawn into and are mes­
merized by a good story. You can help 
storytelling to be something that your chil­
dren look forward to. Make story-telling 

10 Christian Educators Journal February 2009 

days special days. Rainy days are perfect 
for this because otherwise we will be 
tempted to allow them to watch too much 
TV. Instead, sit everyone in a circle on the 
floor or cuddle up on the couch with a 
quilt if it is a cool day and help their imagi-
nations run wild as you tell them a story. 

Storytelling is a great way to con­
nect with kids and let creativity 
flow - theirs and ours. Don't be 
afraid to relax and let your hair 
down, so to speak. Don't be afraid 
to let kids laugh at you. If it is a 
funny story and they laugh, you 
have told the story successfully. 
The same is true if it is a sad story 
and they look like they want to 
cry. 

Storytelling is a good way for kids to 
learn about deceased relatives. Whenever 
one of my children does something that 
reminds me of my mother, the grandmother 
they never knew, I tell them a little story 
that they will think is funny or that they 
will enjoy. This gives them an opportunity 
to get close to her even though she is gone. 
It also is a way they can see where their 
own idiosyncrasies came from. 

Storytelling can be a way to minister also. 
At one point all the children that were in 
our Sunday night class at church were ones 
that my husband and I had brought from 
our neighborhood. My husband had the 
idea of having something special at our 
house. This was great for all the kids, but 
especially for all those children whose par­
ents wouldn't let them come to church 
with us. We have them come over at a spe­
cific time, and they hear stories from God's 
word. 

Helpful pointers 
So, how can you make storytelling in­

teresting? 



- When you read a story, read loud enough 
for all to hear and understand. Trying to 
listen to someone speak whose voice is hard 
to hear is more stressful than enjoyable. If 
my family is watching TV, I am in charge 
of the remote because I turn the volume 
up during the show and down on the com­
mercials. My family finds this annoying. If 
your listeners can' t hear you, they will be­
come annoyed and tune you out com­
pletely. During lectures or sermons, if I 
can't hear the speaker, I have a tendency to 
zone out and not pay any attention. When 
working with children, this is definitely 
not something we want to happen. 
- Read with excitement in your voice 
instead of sounding monotone. I have lis­
tened to books on tape, and I have to ad­
mit that I much more enjoy the versions 
where the reader uses different voices for 
different characters. Kids are going to be 
the same way. They like to hear those voices, 
especially if they are silly. This helps their 
imagination to develop. When they begin 
to do more reading on their own, the 
character's voices will develop in their own 
heads. 
- When you are telling a story from 
memory, use facial expressions and make 
eye contact. When you make eye contact 
with those who are listening, you keep their 
attention better. When I was a child and 
had been caught daydreaming by my 
teacher, I felt embarrassed. I felt guilty that 
I had been caught not listening. Also, fa­
cial expressions keep kids' attention. If you 
have a funny face for a particular charac­
ter, the children will wait in anticipation 
for you to do it again. 
- Allow the children to participate. Let 
them tell the story in their own words. Let 
them reenact the story using drama, by giv­
ing different children different parts. In­
terrupt your storytelling to ask them what 
they think will happen next, then continue 

talking or reading the story to see if they books of the Bible. Even the youngest chil­
are right. dren were able to keep up with the rest of 

the class. 
Telling Bible stories 

If you are telling a Bible story and want 
to read directly out of the Bible, read a 
kid- friendly version like the New Interna­
tional Version or The Living Bible. They 
need to be able to concentrate on the story 
as a whole, not trying to rearrange the 
words in their heads so that they make sense. 
Reading stories directly from the Bible is a 
great way for kids to learn to read the Bible. 
In our class at church my husband and I 
bought the kids Bibles. These Bibles were 
all the same, so that all the kids could find 
the right place, by using the page numbers 
if they were unsure of the order of the 
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My Best Field Trip 

by Pete Post 
Pete Post (pete.post@trnty.edu) is 

assistant professor of Special Education at 
Trinity Christian College in Palos H eights, 
Illinois. 

Somewhere sandwiched in the middle 
of my 30 years of teaching high-school spe­
cial education at Elim Christian School, I 

as asstgned to teach my fine crew of nine 
students with various disabilities in a por­
table trailer just beyond the playground. 
There was a building project going on at 
Elim (a credit to a progressive administra­
tion and often a nuisance to laboring teach­
ers), and the trailer was to be our class­
room away from school for the year. Actu­
ally it was a fine facility with three com­
partments - one for computers, one for 
the general class, and even a small room 
for an office (a little perk that I had never 
before experienced as a teacher). A ramp 
had been constructed so that my two stu­
dents in wheelchairs would have access, 
and the trailer seemed sufficiently level and 
stable. 

There was just one problem -we had 
no electricity. 

I had worked pretty hard to create a 
friendly atmosphere- going so far as to 
create a sign that declared our sanctuary 
"The Post Office." Desks were in place and 
supplies had been delivered. All seemed 
ready except for the fact that there were 
no lights and no air conditioning. Our ad­
ministrators assured me that the situation 
was temporary and that power would be 
coming soon. I was advised to be patient, 
and, since I had put the classroom together 
without power, it surely seemed possible 
to conduct classes out there for a while. 
But after two days, the temperature had 
begun to rise, the novelty of our dark quar­
ters had worn off, and patience was run­
ning a bit thin. 

Give us power 
So on the third day of school I proposed 

to my class that we take a little field trip in 
search of "power." Since I always drove 
my Special Olympic basketball team to our 
games, had acquired the proper driver's 
license and Elim had a trustworthy fleet of 
lift busses just outside our door- it wasn't 
too hard for my teacher aide and me to 
load our crew into a bus and head off to 
our neighborhood Commonwealth Edison 
facility. I have to confess that after work­
ing for years with students with special 
needs that I may not see them in quite the 
same light as the general population. As 
we unloaded and moved slowly to the en­
trance of the power company's office, I 

"We have 
a very nice trailer 

but it would really help 
if we had lights." 

suddenly realized that we certainly made 
an interesting spectacle - something like 
that famous Revolutionary poster with the 
soldiers hobbling back from a battle with 
flag and drum - and one that the secre­
taries inside may not have been used to or 
experienced before. 

I can remember feeling fairly conspicu­
ous as the stares of the corporate workers 
checked us out. I thought that one secre­
tary may have been reaching for the tele­
phone to contact security as another asked 
us, "What can we do for you?" I quickly 
declared that we were not here to cause 
any trouble but that we were from Elim 
Christian School, and we were simply 
looking for power. I'm not sure that the 
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message was conveyed just right, and it may 
not have helped that one of my students 
asked if he could have a pencil as a me­
mento (after he had already snatched it off 
a secretary's desk) . 

Quick response 
"Where are you from?" 
"From Elim Christian School. We are in 

a portable classroom and our principal says 
that we should be hooked up soon but so 
far - Oops .... " One of my student wheel­
chair drivers came a little too close to the 
desk and rammed it, startling both secre­
tary and wheelchair occupant. 

"Let's check on the computer, shall we?" 
the secretary suggested. 

"That's a great idea," I answered. 
"Patrick, quit sitting on the secretary's 
desk." 

"I don't see any work order for Elim." 
"Well, that must be the problem. Thanks 

for your help. We'll tell our principal that 
we need to get on that list." And as our 
class turned to leave, the students waved 
goodbye and yelled back a hearty "Thank 
you." All except for Aaron, who com­
plained that he wanted to stay because it 
was much cooler and lighter here - plus 
he had made a new friend. We made it 
back to our trailer without anyone know­
ing where we had gone (which, of course, 
I will admit was not a good idea). The stu­
dents were very excited about our won­
derful adventure- wondering where else 
we could go that was bright and cool. 

But then some very interesting things 
began to happen. Within an hour a black 
Mercedes pulled up to our trailer and a 
man in a suit approached. '1\.re you the 
people looking for electricity?" 

"Yes, please come in and meet my class. 
As you can see we have a very nice trailer 
but it would really help if we had lights." 
'1\.nd air conditioning!" Aaron chimed in. 



"Well, we'll be sure that you get what 
you need," the man said and he was gone. 

As I came in the next morning, I was 
greeted by a large Commonwealth Edison 
truck and two workers declaring that we 
were "good to go." Our first lesson of the 
day would be to express our appreciation 
for the persons who got us our power (and 
gave Patrick a pencil). 

Personal touch 
Recently I was reminded of this story as 

I sat in the audience at the Orland Park 
Civic Center surrounded by parents and 
some children who had come there to hear 
local legislators respond to a printed sta-

tistic that declared that Illinois had dropped 
from #1 (in 1977) to #51 (including the 
District of Columbia) in services to per­
sons with disabilities. I couldn't help feel­
ing impatient as the lawmakers introduced 
themselves and spoke of personal commit­
ment to making things better. There wasn't 
much time for questions from the audi­
ence, but I will never forget the statement 
of one mother who said ... 

"I am the mother of a 23-year-old who 
has the mental capabilities of a five-year­
old. If I were to leave my five-year-old at 
home while I went to work- and some­

thing happened - DCFS would immedi-

ately file charges, and I might end up in 
jail. But if I leave my 23-year-old at home 
-nobody seems to care." 

The legislators really couldn't respond 
with any great new plan for aid. They did 
make a point that e-mails, or faxes, or 
signed petitions really don't make much 
of a difference and may not be worth the 
effort. What was needed was the personal 
touch. 

And I began to think about how I could 
round up my old crew - all of whom are 

probably older than 22 today- and take 
another one of our "best field trips." @: 
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p@neleedu 
Should the adjective "Reformed" be dropped? (Part II) 

In the December issue of CEJ, Al Boerema raised the question whether it is still important for our communi­
ties to use the adjective "Reformed" in identifying our schools. What are the implications of using it or not 
using it? The Panel took a crack at answering the question, but they got so excited that they wanted a second 
round. You can tell how passionate they are by the fact that their answers are getting longer. 

Bruce Wergeland had the last word in the previous issue. His 
main contention was that we are "making huge assumptions that 
the Reformed tradition is really embraced by all CSI schools .... 
From my own experience, it is apparent that this tradition, in 
most CSI schools, is only about the sovereignty of God. The 
totality of the reformational perspective has been flattened." 

October 14, 2008 
Tim Leugs responds with: 

You make good points, but they lead me 
to ask what your interpretation is of the Re­
formed tradition ... and what our purpose is 
as Christian educators. 

We really have to consider what the role 
of the Christian school is - and I don't 
believe it is to indoctrinate or to convert students (although the 
turning of a young heart to Christ may often be a wonderful part 
of teaching). I don't believe that, even from the start, the brand 
of Christian education we are talking about was intended. In­
stead, from the beginnings of our Christian Schools, parents of 
students (and not denominations themselves) wanted to help their 
children to see the world both the way it is and the way it should 
be. If you are saying that a Reformed tradition is a matter of 
holding to creeds and confessions, I would have to agree that we 
are probably not aligned with the Reformed tradition. 

On the other hand, if you say the heart of the Reformed tradi­
tion holds that God created the universe, redeemed it, and is in 
the process of making all things new, I would say the sovereignty 
of God is central to the Reformed tradition in our schools. 

This second perspective is what I hold to, and it is where I try 
to do the best job I can of being faithful to God (and to the 
parents of my students) through my teaching. I believe that Chris­
tian education provides an opportunity for my students to see the 
world as it really is- fallen, but redeemed and in the process of 
renewal. They no longer are seeking knowledge of the world 
from a worldly point of view; instead, through the grace of Jesus 
Christ, they are working towards the integration of their faith 
and learning. 

Tim 
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AI restates the question: 
Thanks for that clarification, Tim. Don't other Christian tradi­
tions also hold that "God created the universe, redeemed it, and 
is in the process of making all things new," as well as the idea of 
the sovereignty of God? And if they do, what is the purpose of 
the adjective "Reformed"? 

October 17, 2008 
Bruce Wergeland adds: 

The Reformed tradition is distinct 
within Christendom and must be recog­
nized for its intrinsic differences from the 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox or other Prot­
estant streams of the Christian faith. John 
Calvin and company established a nar­

AI 

rower interpretation of Christian theology as they reacted to the 
hypocrisy of the Roman Catholic Church. If people are going to 
call themselves Reformed, they must embrace the entire tradi­
tion: election, two sacraments, covenant faithfulness, sanctifica­
tion, priesthood of believers, and, of course, the confessions that 
outline the theology. 

As a teacher in a CSI school, I believe that the label "Re­
formed" has become a symbolic marker that is used by Christian 
educators to set themselves apart from other schools- Chris­
tian or public. This adjective no longer represents a distinctive 
view of the Christian faith because the word "Reformed" is no 
longer linked to the totality of the Reformed tradition. I believe 
that the growing separation of the adjective from the noun is a 
result of the secularization of the Christian church in the West, 
which has allowed Christian education to become more inclu­
sive, both to its benefit and detriment. Ironically, the use of this 
adjective for a school that is authentically participating in the 
Reformed tradition would probably invite alienation in the pub­
lic and Christian community of the school, because of the social 
connotations associated with this word and the religious impli­
cations associated with the Protestant Reformation. 

Bruce 



December 27, 2008 
Pam Adams rejoins the Panel with a personal story: 

Perhaps I can add my personal experience of encountering the 
Reformed perspective in the church that made it so meaningful 
to me. I was raised as a Roman Catholic 
and went to elementary Catholic schools. 
It was what I expected. When I was a teen­
ager, I started dating Charlie, my husband 
now, and we, right from the first date, 
talked religion. His family was going 
through a crisis with his father, a Roman 
Catholic, objecting to the children being 
sent to the local Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church. This led Charlie and me to go see 
a priest and ask him some questions. Unfortunately for the Ro­
man Catholic Church, he said not to ask questions but to accept 
whatever the church said. 

This did not sit well in two teenage minds. So we went to the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church and asked the same questions of 
Ray Commeret, the pastor of the Grace OPC. He gave us straight­
forward answers but allowed us to question them. This openness 
helped us look to the Bible for answers to our questions. It le.d 
me to the church of which Charlie was a member of. It was th1s 
attitude of openness that became a life-line to us.My conclusion 
is this: we must allow openness in our schools but not give all 
thoughts equal status. For if Ray Commeret had not allowed 
questions, I might not have understood the Reformed nature of 
that church and the several Christian Reformed churches we have 
been members of in the years following. We need to allow our 
students to question as well as have possible answers for them. 
We need to present them with our answers, derived after years of 
searching, reading the Bible, and praying. 

January 2, 2009 
Christian Altena concludes the discussion: 

I've been thinking about Bruce's comment 
about the word "Reformed" being a sym­
bolic marker of what might distinguish a CSI 
school from another Christian school. Has 
describing ourselves as Reformed, or adher­
ing to the Reformed tradition, become 
merely our brand of Christian schooling? If 
these and other distinctive words and phrases 

Pam 

do make it into our promotional material, are they adequately or 
correctly explained? Are they honest about who we are? As I 
noted in the discussion in the previous issue, the overwhelming 

Albert Boerema 
ajb37@calvin.edu 

majority of my students can't confidently identify or explain the 
finer points of Reformed theology - with the exception of pre­
destination, which often sets off a spirited classroom debate. 

So how brand-loyal are we? How does our brand influence 
what goes on in the classrooms? What books are in the libr~ry? 
What textbooks are in the lockers? What are our chapel serv1ces 
like? What about our mascots? (The Crusaders, really!?) 

CSI schools vary in their emphasis on the brand. Some strictly 
guard theological homogeneity, particularly among the staff and 
board, while others, for a variety of reasons, have allowed for or 
even promoted diversity. What do the former believe they are 
preserving, and what do the latter think they are gaining? . 

To me, a school in the Reformed tradition, apart from stnct 
theological points, is about the kind of openness Pam (welcome 
back!) describes. Our classrooms should not be cloisters. Our 
students should read and discuss works by non-Christians with 
the expectation that they can learn profound things about their 
lives in Christ. We take Scripture seriously- studying it across 
the curriculum, wrestling with it, even at times questioning it. 
We promote the idea that, irrespective of vocation, there is King­
dom work to be accomplished. We teach that all good things can 
be done worshipfully. We remind ourselves to step outside the 
sacred versus secular world view to recognize that every last thing 
belongs to our Lord and is controlled by him. 

Christian 

January 3, 2009 
Bruce Wergeland summarizes the discussion: 

After re-reading the entire discussion, I think that there is a 
general consensus that we believe CSI schools are not "Reformed" 
schools, but places where students can receive a holistic educa­
tion that constantly points them to their Creator. They can make 
mistakes and receive grace (along with the consequences); they 
can investigate and critique the great ideas and literature of our 
culture; they can explore the revelation of God through Scnp­
ture, creation and each other; and they can serve the members of 
their community with acts of compassion and forgiveness. How­
ever I believe that the most important idea in this discussion is 
the importance of Christian education for Christian families in 
their local communities, not the distinction between CSI schools 
and other Christian schools. Our North American culture is 
working hard to sever our society from its Christian heritage, 
and the children of this generation witness minimal evidence of 
the Christian faith in public places. 

Christian schools offer the last refuge where a diverse 
Concluded on page 23 
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The Puzzling Student: 

an uncoordinated, pudgy, messy writer 
by Paulene Kamps 

Paulene Kamps (drkamps @telusplanet. 
net) is a registered educational psycholo­
gist and kinesiologist who used to be a 
special education teacher. She and her 
husband, Don, have four children and live 
in Calgary, Alberta. 

ay be a first-year teacher, or one 
wtth many years of experience. One way 
or a other, there may be students in your 
classroom that have you very puzzled -
because you can't quite put your finger on 
the cause of their difficulties at school. For 
instance, you may have one or more pu­
pils who are actually quite bright - they 

quickly tell you answers to questions -
but they have tremendous difficulty with 
any written assignment. In fact, you are 
fully aware that these students have very 
poor penmanship, and their efforts at 
printing or writing actually seem labori­
ous. You may have observed them holding 
their pencil with a "death grip" and press­
ing very hard on the paper. Usually these 
students write exceptionally slowly; in 
contrast, these same students sometimes 
write with "break-neck" speed- just to 
try to get their written work done as quickly 
as they can. Have you also seen them posi­
tion their head close to the paper? Are their 
fingers right at the very tip of the pencil? 
Do these students also hold their pencil 
with an unusual grip? And do these learn­
ers cover their work when classmates are 
looking - or when you walk by their 
desk? 

act like the "class-clown"- so as to draw 
attention away from the fact that they can­
not write with skill and proficiency. When 
told to write anyway, these students may 
exhibit fine motor problems in all language 
arts assignments, whether they are copy­
ing notes, doing spelling tests or working 
on assignments. Furthermore, the problems 
with penmanship may extend to their math 
papers and work sheets as well. 

Yet another condition? 
You have probably all heard about stu­

dents who have AD/HD, learning disabili-

"Research shows that, 
over time, students 

with motor learning 
problems often become 

withdrawn and 
depressed." 

ties in reading or math, problems with 
emotional or behavioral issues, autism, and 
other such conditions that affect learning. 
However, you may or may not have yet 
heard about students who have problems 
with "motor learning." In case you think 
this is another made-up condition to bring 
some extra work your way, I am able to 
tell you that this is a formal disorder iden­
tified by the American Psychiatric Asso­
ciation (APA) in their Diagnostic and Sta­

tistical Manual- Fourth Edition. It is re-
Because of their difficulties with basic ferred to as Developmental Coordination 

penmanship, you may have come to recog- Disorder or DCD. 
nize that these learners resist any type of And what you may also find very inter­
writing task. They have likely become esting is that the World Health Organiza­
"masters of avoidance," or they withdraw tion (WHO) also recognizes that when 
from doing group assignments with class- "typical learners" struggle significantly with 
mates because they are embarrassed about motor performances, over time, the motor 
their poor quality of work, or they might problems affect their psycho-social devel-
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opment as well. Although the WHO uses 
a slightly different name for this condition, 
(i.e., Specific Disorder of Motor Function­
ing) the underlying diagnostic criteria are 
very similar between the APA and the 
WHO. [From here onward in the article, 
the term used is Developmental Coordina­
tion Disorder, or DCD - because clini­
cians in Canada and the USA typically use 
the diagnostic criteria set out by the APA]. 

Before jumping the gun and asking par­
ents to check out whether or not their child 
may have DCD, realize that motor delays 
and problems with motor performances can 
be related to numerous factors. DCD is 
just one of these possible causes. And in 
order for the diagnosis to be accurate, the 
motor problems must affect more than just 
penmanship. 

Gather other data: 
If you have students who have weak 

printing and writing skills, I would en­
courage you to look at their other motor 
behaviors. For example, watch to see if 
the students are also rather klutzy and un­

coordinated when they move throughout 
the school building. Do they struggle with 
tasks in physical education and when they 
are outdoors? Is she one of the last stu­
dents chosen for sports and games? Do you 
sometimes see the same student standing 
by herself on the playfield? Does this stu­
dent also seem to have difficulty with ar­
ticulation or oral-motor control? Does this 
same student also have difficulty with fine 
motor tasks other than just writing (e.g., 
doing buttons, zippers, tying shoelaces), 
and, in the elementary grades, did she 
struggle with scissors, folding, gluing, and 
coloring activities? 

If you have a sense that the student in 
question may have struggled with other fine 
or gross motor skills, review her school 
file to see if there are any notes from an 
occupational or speech language therapist 



indicating difficulties with articulation or 
fine and gross motor control when they 
were younger. These are big red flags that 
something much more interesting is likely 
going on with this learner. 

It is very important to be a detective and 
start to gather some anecdotal data about 
the movement patterns and emotional state 
of these students- because you may be a 
large part of the solution in helping this 
child now and in future years. But remem­
ber, when students encounter significant 
problems with motor performances and 
proficiency of movement, it does not al­
ways mean that they have DCD. 

Other possible causes 
If you have noticed significant motor 

problems in certain students, have these 
students tested by a medical doctor, edu­
cational psychologist, or other professional 
who understands the motor domain -
professionals such as occupational thera­
pists and physiotherapists. Although it may 
be difficult to locate one, the best option 
is to find a professional who knows about 
DCD and understands the short- and long­
term impact of this motor condition on 
the learner's overall functioning. 

Even though testing may be expensive 
and time-consuming, it is important to as­
sess the motor component along with other 
learning issues because motor difficulties 
are often indicative of other learning prob­
lems or medical conditions. Not all stu­
dents with motor problems have DCD. A 
student may have problems only with pen­
manship and written output; if so, he 
should be diagnosed with a learning dis­
ability in that area. Or the individual with 
motor difficulties may, in fact, be a slow 
learner; have Asperger's syndrome or an­
other form of Pervasive Developmental 
Disorder. He may simply have problems 
moving because of difficulties with vision, 
balance, or depth perception. A student 

may also be overly klutzy because of high 
anxiety, the presence of AD/HD, or he may 
not be interested in moving with grace and 
efficiency because he is extremely depressed 
and unhappy. To a professional trained in 
this area, a child's motor skills reveal a 
great deal of very important information. 

Please encourage parents to investigate 
the cause of their child's motor problems, 
because there are many short- and long­
term impacts of the condition called DCD. 

Short- and long-term impacts 
Research shows that, over time, students 

with motor learning problems often be­
come withdrawn and depressed. This is so 
because they do not fully understand why 
they are struggling so much at school. In 
addition, because these "clumsy" students 

"You may have observed 
them holding 
their pencil 

with a death grip." 

cannot move with skill and efficiency, they 
become physically tired and quite ex­
hausted at the end of the day. They may 
over-react to certain situations and even 
have melt-downs when at home with their 
family members. Because of their good 
social understanding, it is quite rare to see 
such melt-downs at school. In contrast, if 
you have a student who reacts very sharply 
to certain situations at school, something 
else is probably going on. 

More often than not, students with DCD 
do understand and want social contacts. 
They can read facial cues and are not so­
cially "odd." However, they may not dis­
play much eye-contact because they are 
ashamed of their poor skills and abilities. 

Not surprisingly, students who are un­
coordinated, sad, and exhausted tend to 
spend more time alone. Without truly un­
derstanding the cause of their difficulties, 
they may end up eating food to "comfort 
them-selves." Then, because children with 
DCD do not have natural athletic skills, 
they typically do not usually engage in high 
levels of physical activity. Combine this 
with eating for comfort, and the possibil­
ity of weight gain is great- and harder to 
deal with over time. Hence, these children 
add a few pounds, and, then, have to deal 
with more rude comments and remarks 
made by classmates. 

And so the cycle continues- resulting 
in high levels of depression, isolation, and 
stress. They may resist going to school or 
being with others altogether. Sometimes 
these students are identified as having sig­
nificant emotional or behavioral difficul­
ties, when, in fact, the underlying cause 
of their difficulties has never been identi­
fied or addressed. 

Action plan 
In summary, students who have prob­

lems with motor skill proficiency usually 
develop secondary issues that affect learn­
ing, academic achievement, sense of ad­
equacy and self-worth, and, over time, gen­
eral physical and emotional health. If this 
article explains what you have observed in 
one of your students, or if you are worried 
about the potential of this happening to 
one of your pupils, encourage the parents 
to seek professional help as soon as pos­
sible. Here's what you can do: 

1. Start with a medical check-up with a 
family doctor or pediatrician to rule out 
any physiological cause for the student's 
lethargic behaviors and depression. 

2. Conduct your own (and ask parents) 
to do a web-search on Developmental Co­
ordination Disorder (canchild.ca is a web-
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A Letter to Teachers of Mathematics and Science 

by Steve J. VanDerWeele 
Steve Van Der Weele is a retired 

professor of English at Calvin College, 
Grand Rapids, Michigan. 

As I w s examining some new books 
the othen day, I was attracted to a slim 
book (55 pages) which features illustra­
tions of an assortment of measuring de­
vices from about the 1600s. The book 
gives special attention to the Kunstkammer 
Museum in Dresden, Germany, province 
of Saxony, which houses many, though not 
all, of the devices described in the book. 
It provides a history and an explanation 
of terrestrial and celestial globes, clocks, 
measuring devices, and charts and graphs 
addressing mathematical problems. It is a 
handsome book, done in lively color. 

Since I had concentrated both in gradu­
ate school and in my teaching career on 

Continued from previous page 
site at McMaster University in Hamilton, 
Ontario, that has incredibly helpful re­
sources on this topic). 

3. Take some of the printable brochures 
from the Canchild website, offer them to 
the parents, and ask them to take the same 
material to their child's family doctor or 
pediatrician. After the doctor reviews the 
information sheets, suggest to the parents 
that they ask if the doctor can help investi­
gate the possibility of DCD affecting their 
child's weight gain, sadness and behavior 
difficulties, 

4. Ask parents to seek out professionals 
who will be able to help them determine 
if DCD is related to their child's difficul­
ties. This usually involves the collection 
of data from multiple sources - a cogni­
tive assessment being one piece of the 
puzzle. 

5. Once it has been determined what is 
causing the problems, take information 
from the professional who made the diag-

these earlier materials - medieval and 
Renaissance authors such as Dante, 
Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, and the 
dramatists of those decades - I had be­
come well acquainted with this pre-scien­
tific paradigm of the universe. Understand-

"The sciences 
were part of 

the family of arts." 

ably, this book, The Geometry of Power, 
reminded me of that world, with its own 
set of questions it put to the universe, its 
own metaphors, its own orientation to the 
cosmos. 

his book The Discarded Image. Even though 
he does not wish to return to this world, 
he reminds us of an important point. The 
point is this, that scientific models vary 
from era to era, and that our present one, 
with its emphasis on verificationism, and 
on seeking to isolate the tiniest particle in 
the universe, has its own set of assump­
tions and will some day yield to other para­
digms. Those who have invested time and 
effort in understanding this older world 
cannot help harboring some nostalgia for 
it- including C. S. Lewis, whose chair, 
after all, was named Professor of Medi­
eval and Renaissance Literature. 

As I paged through this book of illustra­
tions and the accompanying text, I reflected 
about what we can still affirm in the work 
of these scientists and the craftsmen who 
constructed the artifacts with such skill and 

C. S. Lewis describes this worldview in beauty. Here are some of the observations 

nosis and ask for specific help at school. 
(If the student has DCD, Alberta Educa­
tion recognizes this condition and offers 
support for motor (and secondary) diffi­
culties via an Individualized Program Plan. 
It is assumed that other provincial regula­
tory bodies offer the same level of support.) 

6. Help parents seek out other programs 
or other resources in the community to help 
their child acquire fundamental motor 
skills. Over time, a positive response to 
such purposeful intervention will likely help 
the student gain some confidence and skills. 
Eventually, such students may be able to 
move with greater efficiency and interact 
more frequently with their peers and class­
mates, a result which will result in pos­
sible weight loss and more self-worth. 

7. Finally, once parents know with cer­
tainty what factors are contributing to their 
child's weight problems, they will be able 
to address the issues at home, and the staff 
should be supporting the child at school. 

There really is hope for the pudgy, tired, 
and uncoordinated student! 

Note: 
Although Dr. Paulene Kamps conducts 

assessments for students of any age who 
have learning, attention, emotional, or be­
havioral difficulties, her area of special­
ization is helping students who struggle 
with motor and social skills. In fact, 
Paulene believes that the promotion of pub­
lic knowledge about and identification and 
support for students with DCD is her "call­
ing" in life. She is passionate about this 
work, conducts workshops and other pre­
sentations, and has published a book with 
LinguiSystems of the USA on this topic. 
She welcomes your questions and com­
ments at (403)21 7-5749 ore-mail. Paulene, 
her husband Don, and their four children 
have been and remain active members of 
the Christian Reformed Church denomi­
nation. @: 
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and thoughts that occurred to me. I offer 
them in the hope that they may encourage 
science and math teachers to continue to 
provide the larger contexts of their disci­
plines to their students. 

1. The quality of the human mind does 
not alter, or improve from generation to 
generation. Mathematicians and craftsmen 
were no less brilliant and innovative than 
today's Nobel Prize Winners. All genera­
tions stand on the shoulders of those who 
have gone before. The sixteenth-century 
workmen were exceedingly resourceful 
and innovative in their striving for effi­
ciency, simplicity, accuracy, and concern 
"for preserving the appearances." 

2. These mathematicians and craftsmen 
never thought only in terms of utility. 

The sciences were part of the family of 
arts, and an acknowledgement of the role 
of aesthetics entered into the planning of 
the models from the start. I hope that in 
preparing the students for their MEAP or 
other exams, teachers can find time to do 
justice to the elegance of Euclid's theorems, 
the periodic chart, and the formulas of 
Newton and Einstein. And of the heavenly 
bodies. In the haste of the Enlightenment 
to dismiss astrology once and for all, it di­
vested the sun and the planets of their 
proper glory and distinctive characteristics. 
Michael Ward has demonstrated that each 
of C. S. Lewis's seven Narnia tales takes 
its quality, or atmosphere, from one of the 
seven planets-The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe, for example, takes its cue 
from Jupiter, Prince Caspian from Mars, 
The Silver Chair, the Moon, and so on. 
Lewis apparently was trying to restore some 
of the traditional wisdom associated with 
these heavenly bodies-including places in 
the Bible where heavenly bodies are used 
for their metaphoric value. 

3. The mathematicians, geometers, and 
craftsmen worked sub species Aeternitatis 
-as under the eye of an all-seeing Cre-

a tor. The Book of Wisdom has a passage 
which reads "Thou hast ordered all things 
in measure and movement and weight." 
Armed with this legitimization of their dis­
ciplines, these scholars and workmen were 
encouraged in their investigations to un­
cover the divine structure of the universe 
and to learn how to exercise stewardship 
over it for the benefit of mankind. Nature 
was one of the sets of spectacles by which 

"The quality of 
the human mind does not 

alter, or improve 
from generation to 

generation. " 

man could come to know God. (See Don 
Oppewal's article in the December, 2008 
issue of CEJ). 

4. These folk saw the world sacramen­
tally, symbolically, pictorially. They saw 
the world as a treasure-trove of both inert 
and living entities, all linked by analogy­
a device called the Great Chain of Being. 
Correspondences between terrestrial and 
celestial realities were the stuff of poetry. 
With the Enlightenment, as Bishop Hurd 
said, "We have gained a good deal of sense, 
but we have lost a world of fine fabling." 
Can we restore something of Nature as 
being more than the stuff of which it is 
made? As Eustace has to be reminded 
(VDT), a star may be made of a huge ball 
of flaming gas, but it is a great deal more 
than that as well. 

5. The scientists and craftsmen of the 
sixteenth century believed that the world 
has meaning. They would have recoiled at 
the conventional view taught in many uni-

versities that nature is a result of "a chain 
of accidents reaching back to the first three 
minutes," that it has no design or purpose. 
To folks in the earlier age, the world is a 
moral theater, where enormous moral 
battles are being waged for the soul of man. 
They saw things wholistically. They saw 
man and all of life acting out roles appro­
priate to their status as creatures function­
ing as they were created to do. 

This is some of the wisdom I would 
wish to pass on to my students were I to 
teach mathematics and the sciences. I 
would try to warn them against chrono­
logical snobbery. I might even use the term 
Intelligent Design- or some less contro­
versial phrase - when appropriate. Yes, 
and I would pay some attention to the 
way language is used, in this postmodern 
age, when this gift is often reduced to the 
strictly denotative and stripped of its con­
notative values. I would try to get my 
students to see - after they had accom-

plished the hard work of the first mile of 
discipline- the elegance of these studies 
and to develop a sense of wonder and awe, 
in order to inoculate them against the dep­
ersonalization and commercialism of the 
particle physics approach to contemporary 
science. €[ 

Note: The title of the book, The Geom­
etry of Power: Mathematical Instruments 
and Princely Mechanical Devices from 
about 1600, was written by Michael Kory 
and published in 2007 by the Deutsche 
Kunstverlag in Berlin, Germany. 
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BloucbiD62'owardBedlam 
Portrait of the Artist as a Bored Professional 

or Carpe Diem - or else! 
Jan Kaarsvlam cashed in his Christian School Pension last year 
and invested it in the stock market, then retired from teaching. 
Due to the recent economic situation, he has now accepted a job 
as full- time athletic director at Unity Christian School in Fulton, 
Illinois. He has also accepted a position as fulltime athletic di­
rector at McBain Christian (in Michigan). Kaarsvlam claims that 
with some careful scheduling he should be on the road to eco­
nomic recovery (though he is apprehensive about the commute 
-as the only vehicle he owns is a 1972 Chevy Vega hatchback 
with four bald tires. 

Generall}:i Thursday afternoon faculty meetings proceeded 
!2J.Uickly anti without interruption. Though Principal Bentley 
iVande Haar viewed it as a time to review his troops, encourage 
them in tHe fight, and pass on important intelligence that would 
ai them in their continuing battle to impart knowledge unto 
eager young minds, the faculty saw the meetings as a necessary 
evil. The sooner the meetings were over, the sooner everyone 
could get back to their grading, extra-curricular activities, or, in 
the case of art teacher Gregg "Rigor" Morriss, the sooner he 
could leave school, go home, and take a nap. 

So it was unusual to have an interruption, but even more un­
usual that the interruption should come from Mortiss himself. 
iVanderHaar had just been explaining that the school board was 
once again providing money for Bedlam Christian's faculty to 
attend the upcoming Christian Educators Association Conven­
tion. When VanderHaar was pausing for a breath, Mortiss blurted 
out, "Not again! That convention is so boring! There is only, 
like, one sectional that has anything to do with teaching high 
school art, and it's usually at 8:00 in the morning. Do we have to 
go?" 

"Boring!" Rex Kane shouted from the back with disbelief. "How 
can you call it boring? Convention is awesome!" Here Rex turned 
to Red Carpenter with a sly smile and whispered just loud enough 
for him and Gord Winkle to hear, "I get in a couple rounds of 
golf every year while you dopes are sitting inside listening to 
speakers drone on and on." 

English teacher Christina Lopez turned in her seat to face 
Mortiss. "But Gregg," she said, "you can find all sorts of things 
that are applicable if you look with an open mind." His eyes 
wide, Gregg choked on the coffee he had just sipped, spraying a 
fine brown mist across Jane VanderAsch's math papers. She shook 
her head in disgust and wiped at them with a discarded napkin 
that lay on the table. Gregg didn't seem to notice. 

"Go with an open mind?" he said incredulously. "Last year, I 
'kept an open mind' and went to that sectional you suggested. 
Suddenly I find myself trapped in a room listening to some bearded 
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dude in Birkenstocks and a ponytail talking about comic books. 
Yeah, great advice, Christina." 

"That 'dude' happened to be an education professor from the 
Kuyper Institute of Christian Studies, and he was talking about 
promoting literacy through graphic novels!" Christina said through 
a clenched jaw. Sometimes she questioned why she stayed work­
ing at Bedlam. "I found his talk fascinating, and I tried several 
new things in my classroom last year because of him." 

"Well, I found him boring," Gregg replied, "and I didn't change 
a thing in my class." He took another slug of coffee, then slammed 
his mug a bit too forcefully to the tabletop. Some coffee sloshed 
over the side, puddling around an apple VanderAsch had just set 
on the table. ''And I'm a comic book fan. As a kid, I used to 
collect first editions of Captain America, for crying out loud. But 
I still thought Professor Ponytail was boring." 

Christina looked ready to take a swing at Gregg, as did 
VanderAsch, who was in the act of wiping down her apple. Prin­
cipal VanderHaar stared, his mouth open, unsure of whether to 
call for order, for the police, or, perhaps, for pizza. Choir direc­
tor Carrie Wellema noted the tension and stepped in to try to 
preserve the peace. 

"I wonder, Gregg, if maybe part of the problem here might be 
an issue of worldview." 

Gregg rolled his eyes. 
"No, I'm serious. You guys knew my dad. I think he actually 

taught you when you were a student here, Gregg. When he was 
dying of cancer last year, we had a couple of really serious talks. 
One of the things he said to me was that, as Christians, we ought 
to take to heart the verse about this being the day the Lord has 
made, and how we ought to rejoice and be glad in it. We ought to 
be glad for every day - and that means making the most of 
whatever we've got. When you allow yourself to be bored, aren't 
you saying 'no thanks' to whatever God is giving you?" 

"Oh, come ON!" shouted Mortiss, gesticulating wildly and 
backhanding VanderAsch's apple with such force that it landed 
in the base of a potted plant behind her. "Now you are telling me 
that I can't even be bored without you questioning my Christian­
ity. What, like, you've never been bored, Carrie?" 

Christina Lopez rose from her seat. "I think she has a point, 
Gregg. Look, the CEA convention might not always be a laugh a 
minute, but it is amazing what they have there. There is a ton of 
people who work to try to make those few days worthwhile, and 
there are some cool sectionals, but that isn't even the point. Even 
if you want to skip out on sessions like Rex - don't give me that 
look, Rex - we all know you're only in the conventional hall 
long enough to make eye contact with Bentley before you head 



for the links. At least 
you could be doing 
something to benefit 
you professionally. I 
usually skip at least 
one session to have 
a long lunch with 
some of my fellow 
teachers, and I al­
ways come away 
from that lunch with 
great ideas for my 
classroom. But just 
sitting there and 
whining about how 
bored you are ... ?" 
There was fire in 
Lopez's eyes, then 
she spat out, "That's 
pretty pathetic." 

Several things hap­
pened in quick suc­
cession: Rex began 
describing the one 
sectional he had at­
tended (admittedly 
two years ago) and how it had taught him some great things 
about the difference between coaching and something else (though 
he couldn't remember what); Gregg Morriss slammed his fist 
down on the table, turning over the rest of his coffee, which 
rolled like a dark brown tsunami over VanderAsch's math pa­
pers and on to Bible teacher John Cloudmaker's study Bible; 
VanderAsch, who had been wiping the coffee and dirt from her 

Continued from page 15 
Christian community can worship together, on a regular basis. 

I believe that Christian schools provide the greatest opportu­
nity today for experiencing the same Christian communion that 
was demonstrated by the Early Church (Acts 2: 42-47). It is in 
the daily life of our Christian schools {lunch, chapel, athletics, 
devotions, math class and service projects) that our students are 
able to converse and learn with other believers who share a com­
mitment to Jesus Christ and who may or may not understand the 
purpose of his Incarnation), but may not necessarily share the 
same interpretation of Scripture or life experiences. Our class­
rooms may be the only place where our students read and inter­
pret Scripture, critique the role of science in our culture, or 

apple, wound up and 
whipped it at Morriss. 

The red missile re­
bounded off the unsus­
pecting art teacher' s 
forehead and he 
sprawled onto the 
table, further distress­
ing Jane's math papers. 
Amid the chaos, guid­
ance counselor Max­
well Prentiss-Hall 
stood on a chair and 
began pleading with 
everyone to stop the 
violence. 

After determining 
that Morriss hadn't 
been seriously hurt, 
Principal VanderHaar 
told everyone to "Cool 
out!" and called an 
abrupt end to the meet­
ing. The faculty warily 
shuffled out of the 
room. 

John Cloudmaker stayed to tend to Morriss, who was still 
semi-conscious but had begun moaning. When he was finally 
coherent enough to speak, Morriss looked up at Cloudmaker 
and managed a weak, "What happened?" 

That left Cloudmaker with the last word. "Well, Gregg, I don't 
know for sure. I can ' t say the meeting was educational, or even 
useful, but one thing is certain: it wasn't boring." @: 

analyze a movie from a variety of perspectives. We live in a secu­
lar age where Christian living (the communion between the cre­
ated and the creator), which exemplifies the founding values of 
Western culture, is usually associated with social justice or po­
litical maneuvering. Therefore, Christian education, which in­
cludes all CSI schools, has the profound opportunity to make 
real connections - not distinctions - between individuals and 
their communities, between i@:ividuals and their Creator. 

Bruce 
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Where Are the Christian Outlaws? 

by Charles C. Adams 
Charles Adams (cadams @dordt.edu) is 

Dean ofNatural Sciences at Dordt College, 
Sioux Center, Iowa. 

Uast year the issue of racial justice per­
m a ed the media's discussions of the 
Un"ted States presidential election process. 
®ne articular discussion, reflecting on the 
Civil rights movement of the 1960s, sent 
me rummaging through the bottom drawer 
of my media cabinet to find what I remem­
bered as the most valuable and exciting 
television program ever to be broadcast on 
that subject. It was a six-part documentary 
aired by PBS and titled Eyes on the Prize: 
Part II. It begins by focusing on the late 
fifties, when black Americans as a self-con­
scious body asserted their God-given dig­
nity and challenged the American system 
of apartheid. Watching the episodes unfold 
once more, I remain amazed at how, in 
retrospect, the issues seem so clear; the 
heroes and villains so easily identifiable. 
In 1964 things were not so transparent. 

Today I think of Martin Luther King as 
having been a brother in Christ and an 
American hero: a man committed to speak­
ing and living the truth much as the Old 
Testament prophets had, and at the same 
time guided by the teachings of Christ­
particularly those Sermon-on-the-Mount 
teachings dealing with non-violence. But 
in 1964 King was suspect. The FBI had 
already begun a campaign to discredit him, 
and the media often presented him as just 
another "Negro agitator." 

Today I realize that the greatest villains 
were not only those who wore hooded bed 
sheets and went around lynching my black 
brothers. Equal in wickedness were na­
tional leaders like FBI Director J. Edgar 
Hoover, Birmingham Sheriff Bull Connor, 
Georgia Governor Lester Maddox, and 
those savage police who with dogs, fire 
hoses, clubs and guns enforced the unjust 

laws. In 1964, however, my support for obedience on the grounds that we should 
the civil rights movement was inhibited not always obey the law, or, misquoting Paul, 
only by my immaturity but also by my lack that we should always obey the governing 
of clarity with regard to who were the authorities. 
"good guys" and who were the "bad guys." 

Siding with power 
Why is this? Why is it that Christians­

particularly evangelical Christians - are 
so slow in responding to the call to exer­
cise their prophetic office, to stand up and 
be counted on the side of justice and righ­
teousness? Let me suggest that one of the 

"We will need to exercise 
our prophetic office by 
protesting injustice and 

pointing the way toward 
righteousness whenever 

possible." 

main reasons for our lack of prophetic sen­
sitivity and vigor is the distorted, almost 
idolatrous concept we have of obedience 
to law and obedience to governing authori­
ties. 

Consider an example from a more re­
cent era. In attempting to speak propheti­
cally against the evil of "abortion on de­
mand," many Christians have resorted to 
forms of civil disobedience. They have pick­
eted abortion clinics even in the face of 
those occasional laws which declare such 
activity illegal. Now I do not wish to con­
done the unloving verbal, and sometimes 
physical abuse which some act out during 
such demonstrations. Surely that dishon­
ors the name of our Lord. But I find it 

Various authorities 
In Romans 13 Paul tells us that everyone 

must submit "to the governing authorities; 
for there is no authority except that which 
God has established." (Romans 13: 1 NIV) 
But submitting to the governing authori­
ties is not the same as always obeying the 
laws. In creating the world, the Lord called 
into being the potential for government 
institutions so that societies would be able 
to function properly. He also called into 
being the potential for schools, for art gal­
leries, for churches, and for businesses. 
These institutions, when functioning ac­
cording to God's norms, contribute to the 
health of society- just as normative gov­
ernment does. 

The leaders of these various institutions 
are "governing authorities" in much the 
same way that the leaders of the state are. 
Paul calls us to submit to them just as much 
as to the lawmakers and police. In verse 4 
of Romans 13 we learn why. They are ser­
vants of God for our good. In other words, 
by their work they - ideally - enable 
society to be what the Lord intends for it 
to be. So just as you obey the lawmakers 
who tell you that you must be age 18 to 
register to vote, you also obey the engi­
neers who tell you that you must change 
the oil in your car regularly, or the educa­
tors who tell you that your child must learn 
mathematics as well as music and physical 
education, or the church leaders who tell 
you that you must be a professing Chris­
tian to participate in the Lord's Supper. 

Selective obedience 
Yet none of us seem to hold these other 

close to idolatrous that many Christians authorities in the same absolute esteem that 
refrain from joining such acts of civil dis- Continued on page 27 
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The Consumer Education Model: 

by Mark Eckel 
Mark Eckel is associate professor of 

educational ministries at the Moody Bible 
Institute, Chicago, Illinois. 

Do we "love people and use things" or 
"l@ve things and use people"? At times, 
eve in Ch'ristian institutions, people can 
l;)e coHupted by prevalent cultural 
viewpoints. The Bible teaches that children 
are made in God's image, to be treated as 
Spirit-gifted individuals, prompted to 
change according to biblical truth. Viewing 
education from the vantage point of a 
consumer directly contradicts the proper 
foundation for a Christian school. 

Worldview corruption 
Belief systems have contributed to the 
belief that Christian education is a 
commodity to be purchased, teachers are 
resources to be funded, and students are 
consumers to be satisfied. 
1. Individualism- "choice" is an assumed 
right in Western culture. While people do 
make school decisions, Christian 
education is distinctive, not an alternative. 
2. Utilitarianism- if it cannot be "used" 
then it must not be useful. While 
instruction must be applied, Christian 
education is premised upon the 
personhood, not the production, of an 
individual. 
3. Materialism - "matter is all that 
matters" to some people. While finances 
are necessary to pay teachers, Christian 
education stresses that children matter 
more than money. 
4. Pragmatism- "immediate results" are 
commensurate with goodness. While goal­
oriented training does take place, Christian 
education teaches the truth that seeds are 
planted and may take years to grow. 

Monetary Phrases 
Wall Street parlance is transferred from 
the trading floor to the school board room. 

A Christian Response 

1. "User friendly" indicates a desire for 
both access and success. People are happy 
if time and effort are reduced in procuring 
any given item. 
2. "Not the only game in town" represents 
the view that options exist. If a business 
fails to meet needs, needs will be met 
elsewhere. 
3. "I want to get my money's worth" is a 
variation on the first theme. In this case, 
the person desires every possible profit 
based on some perceived cost-benefit ratio. 

Deserving Questions 
The "I'm paying for a product" mentality 
misinterprets education as factory 
production. Children become 
commodities. Teachers become salesmen. 
Parents buy and sell. Schools are in 
competition. 
1. What is the biblical basis for the 
consumer model? If the model comes from 
outside the biblical paradigm, shouldn't 
it deserve strong critique? 
2. Does this model force us to biblical 
change or to accommodation to society? 
3. Who is the consumer: the child or the 
parent? The answer to this question forces 
a discussion of ownership. 
4. A consumer model is based on a 
business view of life. If this is true, can 
what a Christian school does be called 
"ministry"? 
5. Compare the amount of money spent 
per child in government schools versus 
Christian schools. Shouldn't we expect 
more from the government school in the 
consumer model since more money is 
spent for each child? 
6. If "getting what one pays for" is taken 
to its obvious conclusion, shouldn't we 
expect less from teachers who are paid 
poorly? 
7. If Christians lived in another country 
would this model be used? Would poverty 
force us to accommodate to resources? Are 
we allowing environmental factors (i.e., 

wealth) to drive our theology and 
philosophy? 

Potential Contradictions 
1. The teaching-learning process is unlike 
any other vocation. The consumer model 
fails to address elementary truths 
concerning education. 
2. Everyone is different. Not only do 
students have variant learning modalities 
but each individual is affected by 
multitudinous environmental influences. 
According to the consumer model, no 
machine could be made to manufacture a 
bulk product that would accommodate the 
differences. 
3 . The process of learning changes 
constantly to fit the needs of the classroom 
situation. 
4. According to the consumer model, no 
designs could be replicated consistently to 
meet the buyer's demand. 
5. Results in teaching are not seen 
immediately: sometimes, not for years. 
According to the consumer model, the 
business would go under within days when 
production lines failed to meet inventory 
quotas. 
6. Both teacher and student are responsible 
for education to take place. Transferring 
and receiving knowledge leading to 
transformation is necessary. According to 
the consumer model, the producer and 
purchaser would be responsible to provide 
a product- a self-defeating process. 

The "Paying for a product" approach to 
education reduces the enterprise to a 
physical, visible, financial "bottom line." 
Christian school education- all subjects 
taught under the authority of Christ -
rejects such a naturalistic explanation of a 
supernatural process. The Word of God 
permeating every discipline through the 
power of The Holy Spirit and biblically 
integrative teachers has the goal of internal, 
eternal transformation of each student.@: 
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Affluenza: Afflicting the Comfortable 

by Peter Schuurman 
Peter Schuurman ( eternalstudent@aol. 

com) is educational mission specialist 
(campus ministries) for the Christian 
Reformed Church of North America. He 
lives in Guelph, Ontario. 

I Femember flying home from a college 
mission trip to Haiti many years ago and 
having a stopover in Miami. Our host de­
died that a good way to spend the few 
hours was to visit one of Miami's giant 
malls. We were all immediately struck by 
the stark contrast with Haiti. We felt sick 
in the midst of the opulence. 

It was a moment of clarity. We are sick. 
Sick, not from some sort of deprivation, 
but rather from an excess, an over-abun­
dance. This is an illness of the wealthy, a 
luxury unavailable to the poor of the earth. 
I'm talking about rampant consumerism. 

My wife was at a medical conference 
where one of the experts declared that the 
children born in 2006 will be the first gen­
eration in recorded history to have a lower 
life expectancy than their parents. The 

cause: childhood obesity, and the diabetes 
and heart disease that result. The lecturer 
concluded his talk with a comparison be­
tween the opulence and decadence of the 
late Roman Empire and our society, sug­
gesting we shall witness the waning of our 
own "empire." 

"Over-eating," of course, is not the heart 
of the issue. John De Graaf et al. in their 
book Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epi­
demic ( BK, 2005) diagnose the disease as 
"affluenza," which he defines as "a pain­
ful, contagious, socially transmitted con­
dition of overload, debt, anxiety, and waste 
resulting from the dogged pursuit of more." 
The book is full of interesting anecdotes 
and trivia. For example, it's a fact that more 
people have declared bankruptcy every year 
since 1996 (in the USA) than graduate from 
college. This is not just an addiction, it's 
an illness. 

"Consumption" is a word with a double 
entendre; the word used to be synonymous 
with tuberculosis. When you have such con­
sumption, it literally eats away at you. Not 
only do you become thin and waste away, 
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but your lungs are literally eaten up. Couple 
that definition with our situation, and you 
could say that in our eating things up, we 
are being eaten up. We are eating not only 
ourselves up, but developing countries and 
the planet in our globalized frenzy of greed, 
debt and waste. We are being consumed 
by our consumption. 

"Post-Material" World 
Some groups who see that we are sick 

offer their remedies. Voluntary Simplicity, 
The Center for the New American Dream, 
and what has been called "The New Mo­
nasticism," all have on-line sites with a host 
of creative, practical, and healthy alterna­
tives. If one of these groups were meeting 
in my neighborhood, I would probably join 
up. 

The irony of this "new Puritanism," as 
some have called it, is that much of it is 
not necessarily Christian (as the Puritans 
were). A further irony of the anti-consum­
erist movement is that they offer the world 
another thing to consume: a new lifestyle. 
You not only can buy the idea, but also the 
books, the conferences, and the magazines 
(for example, Real Simple, Organic Style, 
or Frugal Living for Dummies) . Perhaps 
these function like a vaccine: a little bit of 
the disease heightens your immune system 
and thereby enables you to counteract the 
full effects of the epidemic. One writer 
called it "an aesthetic for the counter-cul­
tural privileged"- an aesthetic that may 
also produce self-satisfied feelings of moral 
superiority. 

I do not want to be too cynical of these 
worthy attempts at transformation, but I 
am wary of some of the slogans these 
groups use. Mantras such as "because the 
best things in life are not things" and "we 
must not try to meet non-material needs 
materially" may have some good insights, 
but they come with two blind spots. The 
first is that it's easy to say that "the best 



things in life are not things" if all your stuff 
is in danger of busting through the roof 
tiles. But imagine you are living hand-to­
mouth from day to day. Drinking water, 
clothing, and shelter will seem pretty close 
to "best things." 

Secondly, there is a dualism at work in 
those remarks. While I agree that having 
thousands of shoes will never fully satisfy 
the restlessness of our hearts, the assump­
tion that material objects in and of them­
selves cannot possibly carry non-material 
goodness is mistaken. In a Christian 
worldview material things are not 
unspiritual. In fact, many are God-given 
gifts to cherish. For example, we know that 
a wedding gift can carry expressions of love 
and support, and crutches speak to us of 
hope and healing long after their use has 
expired. Things can incarnate significant 
"non-material" meanings. Things can help 
and heal. 

Wanting to be deceived 
Still, the simplicity movement has much 

to offer. If consumption is a disease, it is 
most certainly a contagious one. The virus 
is transmitted through 12,000 brand name 
ads per day, and church attendance does 
not make us immune. The promises of 
power, status, or happiness is an enormous 
lie that we all "buy into." The fact is, we 
want to be deceived. Consumption has 
become our preferred way of life in North 
America. 

The issue is ultimately one of idolatry, 
stewardship, and care for the poor. Do we 
live to consume, or consume in order to 
live? Do we possess what we own, or does 
what we own possess us? How can we live 
with a frugality and generosity that doesn't 
strip the planet bare? How can we make a 
difference? 

Many students today have not resigned 
themselves to the status quo. Torontonian 
Craig Kielb urger is a child advocate in both 

senses. At age 12 he decided he wanted to 
help the poor children of the world by rais­
ing awareness and funds for poor children 
worldwide. Now, at age 23, he runs an 
organization called "Free the Children" 
which provides health care, safe drinking 
water, and education for over one million 
children in over 40 countries. 

When he spoke to about 400 students at 
Guelph University recently, he said, "We 
are global in every way, except our com-

Continued from page 24 

we do the government. We think nothing 
of questioning the church order, the school 
curriculum, or even the maintenance 
manual that comes with our new car -
even if we do so in relative ignorance. And, 
in a way, that's good! We ought never to 
accept uncritically the instructions or laws 
set down by others. We need to remember 
that there are always two levels of author­
ity higher than any we might find given by 
any institution: the authority of our own 
conscience, and, finally, God's authority 
as expressed in his Word. It is better to go 
to jail for disobeying a particular law than 
to obey it and in so doing violate either of 
these. 

None of this, however, ought to be con-

passion." He explained how the $18 bil­
lion we spend on make-up every year (or 
the $17 billion we spend on pet food) 
would be enough to eliminate world hun­
ger. It's a sobering thought. We are sick 
from too much, while so many are sick 
from too little. The comfortable are af­
flicted, while the afflicted go without com­
fort. You have to wonder how long this 
can go on. @: 

strued as advocating anarchy or lawless­
ness. Anarchy and lawlessness are one ex­
treme. The opposite is the kind of passive 
and unquestioning obedience that many 
German citizens gave to their government 
during the Second World War, that many 
American citizens gave to their government 
during the civil rights movement, and that, 
I fear, many Christians give to the govern­
ment today. 

If we are going to be faithful to the Lord, 
we will need to exercise our prophetic of­
fice by protesting injustice and pointing the 
way toward righteousness whenever pos­
sible. To let that prophetic task be inhib­
ited by passive and unquestioning obedi­
ence to civil laws - is sin.@: 

Interactive CEJ website 

The Christian Educators Journal has a new web presence, even though 
our global address on the World Wide Web is still cejonline.com. We are 
working in partnership with ''culture is not optional, an organziation that 
wants to equip Christians to redeem all of culture. Our new web presence 
means that the CEJ site has become an interactive site. Visit cejonline.com 
and drop us a line or an article. 
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A Multitude of Challenges 

Tena Siebenga-Valstar serves as Education Administrator at Fort 
McMurray Christian School, Alberta. We encourage teachers and 
principals to submit questions for this column, even if they think 
they know the answer. Send your questions to Dr. Tena Siebenga­
Valstar, 168 Windsor Dr., Fort McMurray, Alta, T9H 4R2, or 
email her at tvalstar@telus. net. 

A rainbow variety of changes 
Question #1: 

How can a teacher deal with changing classroom dynamics as 
new students are added or current students leave? What are some 
suggestions to prepare the students for the changes? 

Response: 
I believe a teacher has to acknowledge the changes that are 

going to be happening in the classroom as soon as the informa­
tion is received so that the students can prepare for the change. 
In the case of the incoming student, give the class as much infor­
mation as is permissible, such as name, grade, and the place 
from which the student is coming and arrival date. In the case of 
a student leaving, permission may be needed from the parents to 

reveal that a child is leaving. I had an experience in which the 
teacher knew that a child was leaving, but the child had no knowl­
edge of the move. This can be a sensitive matter. 

From the time information becomes available, pray for the 
child and for the student's adjustment to the new situation. Cel­
ebrate the changes. It may be as important to have a welcoming 
party for new students as it is to have a farewell party for stu­
dents leaving. To familiarize the classmates with the new stu­
dents and, as a welcome, feature them as "Student of the week." 
In this way the classmates learn about the new student's family, 
hobbies, and pets. 

It has always been helpful to partner a new student with one 
who has the God-given gift of hospitality and is familiar with the 
school facility, the school and classroom routines for the first 
few days. As the teacher observes the new students, the partner­
ship may have to be adjusted, depending on the receptivity and 
character of the partners. 

The teacher needs to explain classroom routines as the day 
unfolds. As a review for all students, it might be helpful to have 
a fellow classmate explain the routines. 

Cooperative learning strategies and games as well as team build­
ing exercises may help integrate the new student into the class-
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room culture. It is important to acknowledge that students may 
be grieving the fact that they or their classmates are leaving or 
are missing their former home and classmates. It is also helpful 
to make note of the different classroom dynamics and ask for the 
students' observations and suggestion of how to strengthen the 
classroom community. Observe the student, and occasionally ask 
the student how she or he is adjusting to the new situation. The 
loving attention the teacher gives the child will serve as a model 
for the class. These are only a few suggestions but could be the 
initiative needed for students to adjust to their own or their 
classmate's coming and going. 

Bi-polar behavior 

Question #2: 
I have had the experience of working with a child who would 

often flip out and turn on people. This included threatening, 
throwing items, and even strangling others. Even though he was 
on medication for being bi-polar, it seemed as though he could 
turn this behavior on and off quite regularly. He did not trust 
many people and felt as though he was always being cornered or 
yelled at. Also, this child did not receive much discipline at 
home. My question for you is this, how do you help a child like 
this as well as prevent the outbursts and figure out the trigger to 
this behavior? 

Response: 
I have not had experience with a situation exactly as you de­

scribe, but I will offer what I might try. Medications must have 
been prescribed for a reason; therefore, assuring that the medi­
cations were taken may be the first thing to be checked. Al­
though there may be many students in the classroom, an oppor­
tunity must be found to observe the child carefully for a pro­
longed period of time to see what prompts his actions or reac­
tions. You may have to observe while someone else is teaching 
your class for music, art or physical education. If that is not 
possible, a substitute teacher or administrator could possibly teach 
the class so that you can observe the child and take notes. An­
other possibility could be having someone else observe while 
you continue to teach, since the child may be reacting specifi­
cally to you or the methods you are using. 

Observe what prompts outbursts or reactions. Is it always the 
same? Are there similarities in the situations? Is it the same per­
son or a different person involved each time the outburst occurs? 
Is the person involved of the same or of the opposite gender? At 



what time of day do the incidents occur? Do they occur before or 
after lunch, snack or physical exercise? Categorize your evidence, 
looking for patterns, and then determine what can be done to 
relieve the situation. The help of a colleague or administrator 
might assist in working through the observations. 

Depending on the age of the child, make the student or the 
parents aware of the finding and together decide on an action 
plan. Set appropriate boundaries and consequences if the bound­
aries are crossed. Use both verbal and non-verbal cues for en­
couragement. Work on one situation at a time and, once success 
has been experienced consistently, build on the success and to­
gether tackle another area. Reward the child in tangible and in­
tangible ways. Above all show the child by your actions and 
words that he is loved. 

You indicate that the child does not receive much discipline at 
home. As you make progress in the classroom, inform the par­
ents of the success and kindly suggest that they might want to try 
the new strategy at home. Hopefully there can be success in both 
environments, but should it not carry over into the home, con­
tinue the consistency in the classroom so the child knows that 
the expectations apply once he is there. May you be blessed with 
wisdom, great observation and accompanying analytic skills, de­
termination, perseverance, and consistency, and a rich measure 
of grace and love as you deal with this special child. 

Cultural sensitivity 

Question #3: 
I am inquiring about what you think is an effective way to 

teach elementary students to be culturally competent. In other 
words, how can I, as a future teacher, appropriately embrace 
different student's cultures and break down stereotypes that soci­
ety teaches them. 

Response: 
The classroom in a Christian school is one of the best places to 

approach this situation because of the foundational values of the 
school. It is important to show in word and deed that each per­
son is special, created in God's image, and belongs to our faith­
ful Savior, Jesus Christ. As teachers, we are role models and are 
to show the same respect and willingness to converse with each 
parent, regardless of societal background. Sometimes it takes a 
bit longer to understand someone from a different cultural or 
language background than ones own, but it is important to take 

the time necessary. Having been involved in a school community 
which consisted of students and parents from many different cul­
tural, societal and ethnic backgrounds, I know that these barriers 
can be broken down. 

Young children do not seem to "see" differences in color of 
skin or culture. Children speaking different languages even play 
together, communicating without language. If young students do 
show a bias, it is important to determine the origin. Often this 
influence comes from someone older than themselves. Seek to 
understand rather than condemn, and discuss the specific situa­
tion of bias with the students involved. Sometimes the students 
do not even realize the meaning or impact of what they are say­
ing or doing which may offend someone else. If there is hurt or 
malice intended, it is important to get to the root of the situation 
and then once again return to the foundational Christian values. 
As children grow older and derogatory remarks toward one an­
other become evident, the situation has to be confronted imme­
diately and consistently from a biblical basis to show the value of 
each person (Matthew 18). 

What usually occurs is that by learning informally and for­
mally about the various cultures in their class and school, stu­
dents gain a greater appreciation of their fellow students. An 
evening for the whole school community which features the food, 
costumes, and cultural activities of the various cultural commu­
nities which comprise the school breaks down barriers between 
peoples of all ages and can build wholesome fellowship and ap­
preciation of one another. @: 
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David L. Smith, John Short, and John Sullivan, editors, Teaching Spiritu­
ally Engaged Reading. The Journal of Education and Christian Belief, Vol. 
11:2 (Autumn 2007). Published by the Kuyers Institute for Christian Teach­
ing and Learning, and the Stapleford Centre, 107 pages. 
Reviewed by Steve J. VanDerWeele (Calvin College, Retired) 

As one reads this collection of seven essays about the art of 
reading it is good to have in mind that episode in the Book of 
Acts wnere Philip, the disciple, encounters the eunuch headed 
for Ethiopia- the queen's official with his head in a scroll and 
bewildered by what he is reading. When Philip asks the eunuch 
whether he understands what he is reading, he is not asking 
whether he is capable of decoding the 
words on the page. The eunuch is obvi­
ously literate and has no trouble spell­
ing out the words. His perplexity in­
volves the deep meaning of the passage 
he is reading. He understands that what 
he is reading has profound implications. 
His faith may be at stake. He desires to 
understand in a comprehensive sense the 
words he is encountering. Philip is an 
able tutor, and the lesson leads to a bap­
tism. 

The authors of these essays speak with 
one voice as they remind us of the great 
gift of reading and as they inform teach­
ers how they can inculcate in their stu­
dents a deeper respect for the signifi­
cance and high potential of what read­
ing can do. Serious reading must be more 
than gathering of information, or scan­
ning for general ideas. Ultimately, the 
authors contend, wrestling with the 
printed text overlaps significantly with 
the larger quest for maturity in the life 
of the believer. No progress in one's 
spiritual pilgrimage can take place with­
out the arduous kind of effort in which the eunuch was engaged. 

Alan Jacobs starts off the collection. He points out that for a 
student to be able to achieve the higher reaches of the cultural 
materials, he needs an environment which permits leisure, play­
fulness - freedom from the practical necessities of everyday 
life. The classical world distinguished between the liberal arts 
and the useful arts and understood that the first would yield an 
education which truly liberates, and the second an education 
with more pragmatic results. John Netland addresses the givens 
of the world's diversity - multiculturalism, globalization -
reminding us that rather than interpreting this diversity as part 
of the brokenness of the world, students should regard the op-
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portunities available to them to go beyond mere tolerance of 
other languages and cultures and develop instead a spirit of 
caritas that will acknowledge God's creational goodness and 
generosity. We are hosts when we read these other literatures, 
and we need to acknowledge the demands of the hospitality we 
owe to strangers. 

Mark Pike's "Transactional Reading as 
Spiritual Investment" makes the point as 
robustly as any that reading is not only 
an enormous gift and treasure but that 
the injunction to think and live 
Christianly cannot be attained without 
reading. Reading is not optional, nor is 
it neutral. We need to read secular texts 
as well - giving to Caesar what is 
Caesar's. And we need to acknowledge 
the dynamic relationship between writer 
and reader when we guide our children 
in their reading. We must be both gen­
erous and critical in our evaluation of 
serious works. Pike's final word? 
" ... Christians' reading belongs to God." 
(p. 90) C. Rebecca Rine points out how 
Augustine - especially in his Confes­
sions- teaches us not only philosophy, 
theology, and psychology, but also the art, 
the genius of reading itself. His grap­
pling with classical literature, with the 
Manichean writings, with Ambrose -
and, of course, with Scripture itself­
serves his larger purpose of charting the 
stages of one's spiritual pilgrimage. Au­

gustine describes reading as a circuitous activity; it meanders, 
digresses, delays, and is fraught with trial and error. 

Augustine would have us know that if one's heart is right, 
one's reading will result in growth in grace and wisdom. Rine 
quotes Soskice here, "Our teaching of one another is one of the 
divinely intended ligatures of love." (48) Such an approach to 
reading is closely akin to the struggle inherent in the Christian 
life itself. 

Cynthia Slager pleads for a recognition of the power of oral 
reading to disclose the deep meanings of a poem or story. Texts 
are there to produce words, and sounds -experienced internally 
or spoken aloud. Oral reading reveals otherwise hidden nu­
ances, and can, in fact, significantly affect the interpretation of a 



given work. 
David Smith incorporates many of the emphases of the con­

tributors of this collection. He takes us into his classroom in 
German literature where his students have provided awkward 
interpretations of two contemporary poems. He analyzes what 
has gone wrong in the process of their reading. Well, they breached 
the requirement of neighborly love by failing to put forth the 
effort to work their way into the author's intent. Instead, they 
brought to bear on their reading the furniture of their own minds 
-their appropriation of their belief systems and sense of reli­
gious wisdom. But not all was lost. Smith used these flawed 
readings as launching pads to higher, more valid readings and, 
thus, enlarged the students' world, sensibility, and their capacity 
to serve God and to love the neighbor. 

John Sullivan reminds us that reading in medieval times was 
closely related to liturgy - especially when large segments of 

the population were illiterate. They acknowledged the authority 
of the materials they were reading, placing themselves under the 
text rather than above it - so much the practice nowadays. 
Reading is like a journey. It should go beyond information-gath­
ering. It challenges the reader to achieve new levels of spiritual 
maturity. We cannot replicate the medieval milieu, but we can 
induce an attitude of reverence for the great gift of reading and 
lead the student to achieve sapientia rather than mere scientia. 

These essays make much discourse about the reading process 
-such as the phonics versus whole-language debate- appear 
quite trivial. They highlight how the art of reading goes far 
beyond decoding and calls on teachers to recognize reading as 
the complex activity that it is and to challenge the students to 
enter into the fullness of the reading experience- to its difficul­
ties but also to its unique joys and rewards. €[ 

From My Bookshelf .... 
We at CEJ have come up with a new book column. We are asking various 
groups of educators to recommend books they have read and find worth­
while for other educators to read. In this issue we feature book recommen­
dations by three professors from the Education Department at Calvin Col­
lege, Grand Rapids, Michigan. In the next issue we hope to have book 
recommendations from professors at Trinity Christian College in Palos 
Heights, Illinois. 

Gee, James Paul (2003). What Video 
Games Have to Teach Us About Learn­
ing and Literacy. Palgrave MacMillan. 

An astonishing 97% of children between 
12 a a 1 play video games. Fully 79% of 
all c oo age children over four years of age 
give their undivided attention to such inter­
active games as Guitar Hero and Little Big 
Planet for about eight hours a week. These 
games are teachers of reading. On play­
grounds, at home, in malls and other places 
where people gather, children learn why they 
should read, what to read and how to work 
with print. Today, the list of sites where lit­
eracy is learned must include the console, 
screen and game disk. After just 35 years of 
development, video games have become a 

profoundly powerful educative force. 
As we in our Calvin College classrooms 

learn about literacy practices increasingly 
shaped by visual technology and interactions, 
we are turning to cultural-theorist James 
Paul Gee's recent work. At 53 years of age, 
he watched his three-year old son play video 
games with a facility that escaped him. He 
decided to learn. Then he went on to con­
sider what the games taught him. Gee found 
that "good games," the popular ones, are 
designed to teach principles. "Good learn­
ing principles are built into the very de­
sign ... "(2). A child needs to be able to pick 
up a new game, be quickly and deeply en­
gaged with its problem, learn the rules, grow 
a specialist language, and adopt the games' 
strategies and organizational methods. 
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Games are designed to absorb interest that is satisfied with com­
plexity and challenge. The rewards of accomplishment are in­
trinsic, and the game is designed to provide increments of learn­
ing that perfectly "scaffold" the player to the next step. 

Gee advises teachers to consider the efficient and absorbing 
nature of learning sparked by games; in contrast, school learning 
is led by pedantic manuals, stripped of authentic, invigorating 
contexts. 

Johanna Kuyvenhoven, 

Levin, Mel (2002). A Mind at a Time. Simon and Schuster. 
In his book entitled A Mind at a Time, pediatrician and learn-

ing expert Dr. Mel 
Levine describes in 
helpful detail, using 
common language, 
the diverse ways that 
a mind learns. Levine 
explains how eight 
neuro-developmental 
systems function to 
make learning hap-

i'itl'l'I.IQ\'~ T " pen, and he offers in­
sight into how difficul-

i.uRNrM; ltw.utT ties in the function of 
one or more systems 
contribute to struggles 
in school. 

In this book, Levine 
helps educators and 
parents identify pat­
terns of learning and 
offers assistance in de­
ciding how to over­
come weaknesses or 
accept challenges 

while enhancing abilities. This book, which forms the text for 
numerous college courses and teacher training programs, is a 
"must read" for teachers, administrators and parents who are 
interested in understanding learning patterns of their students, 
their children and themselves. As Levine writes, "To build a 
mind requires that you understand it. We can use our awareness 
of the diversity of minds .. . to ... educate ... all kinds of minds" 
(p. 307). 

Phil Stegink 
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Blomberg, Doug (2007). Wisdom and Curriculum: 
Christian Schooling After Postmodernity. Dordt College 
Press. 

One of the books that quite a few of us in the education de­
partment at Calvin have been reading this fall is Doug Blomberg's 
recently published book, 
Wisdom and Curricu­
lum. The Calvin Educa­
tion Department and the 
Kuyers Institute for 
Christian Teaching and 
Learning sponsored 
book club discussions 
and invited Blomberg to 
give a lecture. 

Blomberg's book is 
truly a book full of wis­
dom. Blomberg is a phi­
losopher of education 
who is committed to lis­
tening to teachers and 
grappling with the 
present day realities of 
schooling. Many times 
I found Blomberg articu­
lating and clarifying 
ideas that were half-formed in my thinking as he poses chal­
lenges to the ways modernity has (mis)shaped our Christian 
schools: "We should subject ourselves to God's world as well .... 
We should allow the world to retain its puzzling character. In­
stead of subjecting itself to our schemes of domination, we should 
lay ourselves open before it, making ourselves vulnerable. We 
become its subjects, inviting it to correct us, rather than vice 
versa .... There is nothing in life that is not experience ... think­
ing is also experiential, as are believing, trusting, hoping." 

Blomberg uses a variety of strategies. He conducts an inter­
view with a principal, constructs a dialogue between Solomon, 
Sophie and Socrates, and offers poetry to examine different per­
spectives. This book is also a bit tough going at points and has 
some complicated prose from time to time that require a second 
reading, as in: "But this selecting of a finite focus is of a different 
order from theoretical analysis of intellection, where one is at­
tending from the concrete entities in interrelationship in one's 
field to the properties of these entities in abstraction from them." 
However, Wisdom and Curriculum is also very readable much of 
the time and definitely worth the effort. @: 

Jim Rooks 


