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INTRODUCTION 

STRUCTURES AND COMMUNITY 
One of the key issues faced by a school in trying to develop “Community is the fact 
that the school is an organisation and as such must have structures that guide action. 
However, it is just as true that a Christian school must be a community and these two 
aspects of the school will often be in conflict.  We cannot create community by 
developing the right structure. Structure can never replace relationships. However, 
structures can damage relationships and make the creation of community difficult. 
How do we apply Biblical truth so that the structures within our schools do not inhibit 
the creation of good relationships and a genuine Christian community?   

Fowler (1990) contrasts the secular ideal of freedom with the Biblical idea of liberty 
or Freedom in Christ. Relationships based on the secular ideals of freedom are likely 
to be competitive, professionally detached and on the whole self serving. 
Relationships based on the liberty we have in Christ will be Christ focussed, other 
centred and cooperative in nature.

Relationships will deepen in a community but are likely to be more superficial and 
more influenced by secular ideals in a school that operates as organisation and not a 
community (Fowler 1990 l pages 107 – 113). We also need to make a distinction 
between co-operative action and community. Cooperative action is found in many 
areas of life but that does not necessarily mean that there is community there. 
Congenial relationships are warm but not deep while communal relationships are deep 
even when they are not warm. We do not have a choice about community if we follow 
Christ we are his Body and so we are committed thereby to love each other regardless 
of the warmth of our feelings toward each other. He places us in the community and 
with the people he knows are best fore us. So we should not complain about the 
difficulties we experience in community relationships as they are there to build us up 
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just as much as are the encouragements we encounter (Romans 8:28 compare Romans 
5:3-5). 

Christians Schools typically have well thought out vision and mission statements 
expressing godly and lofty ideals.  In most case the staff is fully committed to carry 
out these ideals. However, as Fowler (1990 P 105) pointes out “the pressures of a 
secularist society bring distortion into the social structure of the schooling; distortions 
that lead to oppression where there ought to be the freedom that Christ has won”.  The 
net effect of these distortions can result not only in the loss of people’s freedom to be 
whom they were designed to be in Christ, through legalistic and rule based 
approaches (Galatians 5:1) but they will also undermine the quality of the 
relationships that are vital if a Christian school is to become a Christian learning 
community. These pressures can be considered unde two headings the informal and 
the formal structures of a school 

INFORMAL STRUCTURES 
A school that is truly Christian does not just happen it must be structured in such a 
way as to promote true Christian freedom. Schools must pay attention to the informal 
as well as the formal aspects of the school. This is particularly so since a recent study 
in a Christian school suggested that the informal approaches used in inducting 
teachers were much more powerful than the formal approaches. (Frisken M 2001) 

Relationships in a Christian school should be the most obvious thing that people 
notice when they visit a school. Paul (Ephesians 5:21) gives us the principle of mutual 
submission out of reverence to Christ as a basis for godly relationships. This involves 
putting the interests of others ahead of ones own interests.  He also outlines 
(Colossians 3:12-14) the type of relationships that should exist if members of the 
school community are living as God's chosen people on earth. Here the ultimate 
quality is seen as love which when added to the other virtues listed, binds the 
members altogether in perfect unity. 

The impact of Secular views 
A secular society expects that its teachers will operate from a professional, academic 
paradigm. Teaching in this way may make it difficult for the teacher to really teach 
well or to teach in a godly way.  Palmer (1998 142 explains,  

“Resources that could help us teach better are available from each other-if we 
could get access to them. But there, of course, is the rub. Academic culture 
builds barriers between colleagues even higher and wider than those between 
us and our students. These barriers come partly from the competition that 
keeps us fragmented by fear. But they also come from the fact that teaching is 
perhaps the most privatized of all the public professions. 

Though we teach in front of students, we almost always teach solo, out of 
collegial sight-as contrasted with surgeons or trial lawyers, who work in the 
presence of others who know their craft well. Lawyers argue cases in front of 
other lawyers, where gaps in their skill and knowledge are clear for all to see. 
Surgeons operate under the gaze of specialists who notice if a hand trembles, 
making malpractice less likely. But teachers can lose sponges or amputate the 
wrong limb with no witnesses except the victims. 
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When we walk into our workplace, the classroom, we close the door on our 
colleagues. When we emerge, we rarely talk about what happened or what 
needs to happen next, for we have no shared experience to talk about. Then, 
instead of calling this the isolationism it is and trying to overcome it, we claim 
it as a virtue called "academic freedom": my classroom is my castle, and the 
sovereigns of other fiefdoms are not welcome here”. 

The idea of “academic freedom” is a classic example of the conflict between secular 
ideas of “freedom and the idea of Christian liberty or freedom which, according to 
Fowler (1990 p.106)is,  

“the ability to fulfil life's calling as a calling to the service of love. It is the ability to 
fulfil the law of love in accordance with the gifts given to me in every human 
relation. To submit willingly to others' judgments recognising their authority, to 
make the interests of others my own, to act in communal harmony with others 
are essential ingredients of this freedom. It is not the freedom of a rugged 
individualism but the freedom to be human in the inseparable communion of love 
to God and my neighbour (Matthew 22:34-40; Romans 12:1-13:14; Galatians 
5:1-25; Philippians 2:1-18). Oppression, then, occurs when power is used to 
disable another in the fulfilment of this calling to the service of love. The 
oppression is no less when the end in view is a good end. Love cannot be 
coerced.” 

But this paradigm has other or more pervasive affects. The idea of being a 
“professional;” carries with it attitudes that set limits to responsibility, views the 
student more as a client than a fellow member of a community and promotes a  
professional objectivity and an emotional detachment that makes it difficult to 
develop the types of nurturing relationships needed to form a Christian learning 
community.  

Love, unity and humility should mark relationships in any Christian community. 
(Ephesians 4:1-3 and Philippians 2:1-5). The staff should work together as a team - in 
a spirit of co-operative service each using his own gifts and abilities: (Romans 12: 3-
21 and compare Ephesians 4:16). The love of the staff should be demonstrated to 
others through humble service which should be particularly evident in the relationship 
of leaders to those who are led. (Mark 10:43-45 and John 13:2-17). The Apostle Paul, 
(Romans 12 verses 1 and 2) reminds us that Christians should not be conformed to the 
pattern of this world but rather be transformed by the renewing of the mind. In the rest 
of the chapter he shows that a godly pattern of living that will lead to a renewed mind 
and a life lived according to God's will. This pattern involves working together in love 
and cooperative service and implies that people’s minds are renewed by living 
authentically in a godly community where each uses his or her gifts. 

Personalism or personal interest 
People whether they are clients or customers respond well to feeling that they are of 
personal importance. Thus the well trained professional along with other people 
dealing with the public such as shopkeepers, airhostesses and most professional 
people to make you feel they are personally interested in you. This technique may be 
called “personalism” and it can help a person to show apparent empathy and concern. 
Personalism is the basis for much clever marketing. In many cases the professional go 
beyond personalism and may well develop a very genuine personal concern for a 
client but the professional paradigm will sill set firm limits to this interest.  The 
Christian teacher must go beyond both personalism and professional care and should 
seek to develop love, concern and a real personal interest. The evidence of such love 
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and concern will be shown in a real concern and a desire to help and consistent follow 
through of problems. The teacher will regularly pray for a student with problems and 
will refuse to gossip about them in the staff room or elsewhere. 

Concern will be demonstrated in the way a teacher handles crisis times in the life of a 
student when they face the bereavement of a loved one, family break-up, serious 
illness, family disgrace, or sexual or physical abuse? 

The Effect of Legal Structures 
Australian society is in an increasingly litigious society where moral absolutes are no 
longer accepted; thus the definition of what is right and wrong is seen as the 
responsibility of the government through making law and the courts in interpreting the 
laws. Regulation, by the government covering mandatory reporting of suspected 
physical or, emotional or sexual abuse  what constitutes harassment, what constitutes 
physical abuse by a teacher and what is  proper “child protective behaviour and so on 
create attitudes that are often inimical to the best interest of the children and place 
artificial constraints on teachers.  Teachers in these circumstances need to act with 
both wisdom and courage. The best interest of the students and learning community 
should have priority over issues of preventing possible litigation. These are issues not 
only for the teacher as an individual but are issues that the school community 
including the Board, the parents and the staff and students should be involved at what 
are appropriate levels.  

Registration Issues 
Compounding both of these issues is the further complication of Government 
registration of schools and teachers. Through the registration process government 
officers or inspectors operating according to secular values and principles can easily 
influence the behaviour of teachers and their relationships with students through their 
interpretation of the legislative requirements. 

Christian Community Schools Limited recognised this danger many years ago in New 
South Wales and  took the opportunity of a Government review of the education 
system to make a detailed submission on the need for Christian schools to be self 
regulating though still subject to guidance of the NSW Department of Education. As a 
result of this and other submissions made by other Christian school groups, the law 
was changed to allow the non government schools, including Christian schools to set 
up their own registration system. This Registration System has been in operation now 
successfully for a number of years in NSW.  The secular pressures are still there but 
cooperative operation of the Registration System has enabled it to stand between the 
schools and the Departmental Inspectors thus mollifying the pressures that would 
otherwise be experienced.   

It is a sad, in my view that a number of good Christian schools seem totally unaware 
of the subtle impact of the registration process on their attitudes and so refused to join 
on the grounds that the benefits did not warrant the additional expense.   

FORMAL STRUCTURES  
Schools are institutions with legal responsories to the families and to the government.  
Schools should develop policies to enable them to develop structures and approaches 
that provide high levels of care for students and staff. A school that recognises its role 
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as a learning community will seek to develop policies and practices that promote 
community, rather than to inhibit it. 

Structures are usually developed to fulfil administrative needs or legal obligations. 
However, the fact that teachers have certain legal obligations to fulfil should not make 
them forget that they are still caring for people who are valuable because they are 
God's children- his own creation. Schools should not allow structures or rules and 
procedures to destroy relationships.  

Structures Relating To Families 

Enrolment procedures 
An enrolment agreement is a contract between the parents and the school in which the 
parent delegates certain responsibilities to the school and the school accepts a "duty of 
care". In law, a teacher in a private school does not have the rights of a parent except 
so far as these are delegated in the enrolment contract but he or she does have an 
implied “duty of care”? However, before the Lord we have a responsibility of care 
that is greater than any imposed by the law (Matthew 18:6). 

In the act of enrolment there is a duty of care accepted by the school. When a teacher 
accepts a class or a student into his or her class, he or she accepts this duty of care; 
this is the case whether or not the person is aware of it or not.  

It follows from the above two facts that the school should think carefully about how it 
words its enrolment forms and the conditions that are attached to it. Schools need to 
beware of offering what they cannot be sure they can deliver or of making implied 
promises that they cannot deliver.  

It also follows that a teacher needs to be fully aware of the enrolment conditions since 
they are bound to give the care implied in it, whether they have read it or not. The 
teacher’s formal care of a student then starts from the day the school enrols the 
student. Enrolment days are important and often stressful days for student and parent 
alike. Staff should prayerfully seek to ease the stress and to meet the needs of the 
child to feel accepted and at ease. In the first days teachers will help the students to 
form the attitudes towards other students, teachers the class and the school as a whole. 
The Christian teacher should not allow administrative expedience to damage school 
relationships. 

Orientation 
A student may be interviewed as part of a family interview. The interview gives the 
school the opportunity to assess the student's individual strengths and weakness. In 
many schools the kindergarten teacher who will be teaching the students the following 
year will invite the children to meet her/him and visit the class room where they will 
be taught. At higher grades it is important to assess the student’s attitude to coming to 
the school as in this may be the key to the success or failure of the student. It is 
important to ensure in the interview that the student, as well as the parent, understands 
as far as is appropriate, the mission of the school and why the school exists. The 
school should attempt to help the students and the parents understand that it 
approaches education from a different paradigm. Only families that are committed to 
the school’s vision and mission and accept the educational paradigm on which the 
school operates should be accepted into the school.  Many school a limited enrolment 
policy and will only accept students from homes where at least one parent is a 
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practising Christian is accepted. However it is far more important to have a policy that 
ensures that all families enrolling students are committed to the ethos, the aims, the 
vision and also teaching approaches adopted by the school.  

When a new student is starting school he or she will often need help in developing 
relationships with other students. This may be assisted through peer guidance from an 
older student or a student of the same age. At times like this when the school has the 
pressures of dealing with large number s of students it is easier to seek the most 
efficient way of dealing with the issues at hand but in so doing relationships may well 
suffer.  

School Fees 
If a school has a commitment to biblical values it should have a policy that accepts 
student regardless of their ability to pay fees, because to discriminate against the poor 
would seem in breach of the scriptural injunctions to care for each other (Galatians 
6:2 and James 2:3-4) and to preach good news to the poor (Luke 4:18). Schools often 
unwittingly adopt secular values by responding to market forces rather than obeying 
biblical imperatives in their enrolment and marketing decisions   However, it is also 
important that all parents should make a contribution according to their mean towards 
the education of their children. Thus all families should pay some fees which should 
be set at levels that enable any parents to afford. Once their children are enrolled 
parents should be expected to pay fees and other dues promptly. (See Galatians 6:3 - 
5.) 

Parent-Teacher Interviews 
Most schools will have parent-teacher interviews and these are seen as important by 
most parents. However the parent teacher interview may be more a response to 
general expectations governed by secular values than a real effort to meet with parents 
and students to build relationships and deal with issues that are important to the 
family.  It would be helpful for schools and teachers to review the reasons for holding 
such interviews. Is the interview intended for reciprocal information and mutual 
support? Or do teachers see this as an efficient way of communicating with parents 
and receiving some feed back? The answer to these questions will affect the way the 
meeting is held. If the interview is more related to the teacher’s need to communicate 
and gather information it is likely to be  as brief as possible for the teacher’s 
convenience and  firmly led by the teacher to achieve the set agenda.  On the other 
hand if it is for mutual support it will be less structured, more relaxed and interactive 
and particularly with older students may involve the students as well as the parents.  

Parent and Friends Meetings 
In most Christian schools a very small proportion of parents attends P & F meetings. 
Most parents see themselves more as educational consumers than as partners in the 
education of their children. This is a tragic distortion of the role of parents. Schools 
need to take action to develop new, innovative and flexible ways of getting parents to 
become involved. The school should review the purpose of P & F meetings. Are they 
conducted primarily for fund raising, fellowship, information sharing, sharing the 
vision or the tasks that need to be carried out, for proclaiming the Gospel or some 
other reason? On the other hand many parent meetings are held for purely business 
reasons such as making important decisions about electing Board members or 
adopting a uniform with parents often liking to feel in control of these situations.  The 
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reality is that this is neither biblical nor necessarily helpful. If a School is a genuine 
community then meeting together of the community will be a vital role. Meetings 
should be primarily for fellowship, worship, building relationships, mutual support 
and discerning God’s purposes for the community  

Communication 
Communication is the key to building community.  When Paul says Instead, speaking 
the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, 
Christ, (Eph 4:15 NIV) he is reminding us that we not only need to speak the truth in 
love but to practice it. Thus communication must always be truthful. In a secular 
environment communication is manipulated for marketing purposes or to otherwise 
enhance the image of the school.  While communicating “in love” (Ephesians 4:15) 
may sometimes mean that there are things that should not be said at a particular time 
because to do so may cause damage to the people we are trying to help, Christian 
schools should be aware that to manipulate truth to suit institutional purposes is 
destructive of genuine Christian community.  

A common secular value is to demand that all important communication be in printed 
or electronic form. However this may depersonalise an important issue. And though 
prudence may dictate that after discussion with a parent, a written explanation of the 
issue should be given, in most case as personal discussion first will help build better 
relationships even though it may take more courage to do so.  

In case of conflict between a parent and a teacher or Principal all parties should seek 
to follow the principle of first trying to win over your brother before trying to win 
your point. (Matthew 18: 15-18) 

Most schools have newsletters. It is helpful to think about why the newsletters are 
sent. It is to inform, to build up families, or is it an attempt to relieve the school of the 
duty of passing on information? Does school newsletters assist families particularly 
those who come from families where English is the second language or where parents 
have low literacy skills? What happens when children do not take them home? 

STRUCTURES RELATING TO STUDENTS 

The Teaching Program 
All good teachers plan their teaching and a well constructed program or lesson book is 
considered a standard part of any effective teacher’s work. But what teachers can fail 
to realise is that useful though planning and programming is it is a structure that is 
part of a teacher centred paradigm for teaching and learning. It assumes that the 
objectives of the teacher- or the syllabus are what are really important for the students 
that all students will roughly cover the same work at about the same time- and that the 
teacher is the expert who has the knowledge that is important for students’ success.  
Palmer (1993 p34-37) discusses some of these issues under the heading of the Hidden 
Curriculum 

The Hidden Curriculum 
First, in the conventional classroom the focus of study is always outward-on nature, 
on history, on someone else's vision of reality. The reality inside the classroom, inside 
the teacher and the students, is regarded as irrelevant; it is not recognized that we are 
part of nature and of history, that we have visions of our own. So we come to think of 
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reality as "out there," apart from us, and knowing becomes a kind of spectator sport. 
At best the classroom is a platform from which we view some subject. 

I say the classroom is a platform "at best" because in many classes students do not 
even get the chance to make their own observations. Instead, they hear the reports of a 
teacher who went out to explore reality and lived to tell the tale. Even more likely, the 
teacher reports on the reports of other explorers, the acknowledged authorities in the 
field. So the spectator-student is often sitting in the far reaches of the upper 
grandstand, two or three times removed from what is happening on the field. 

It is no wonder that educated people (such as those students in the Carnegie study) 
think of themselves as distant from the world, uninvolved in its career. From our 
platform we observe and analyze and assess, but we do not go into the arena-for that 
is how we have been taught to know. This means that virtues like compassion, the 
capacity to "feel with" another, are "educated away." In their place arises clinical 
detachment; counselors and physicians are trained not to get involved with their 
clients, journalists with their stories, lawyers with their cases. Involvement has its 
problems, but is detachment the solution? What price do we pay for a journalism that 
reports murder and mayhem in the same voice as the opening of the Met? Or for 
medical training that ignores the healing potentials of the doctor-patient relationship? 

If we believed that knowing requires a personal relation between the knower and the 
known (as some new epistemologies tell us) our students would be invited to learn by 
interacting with the world, not by viewing it from afar. The classroom would be 
regarded as an integral} interactive part of reality, not a place apart. The distinction 
between "out there" and "in here" would disappear; students would discover that we 
are in the world and the world is within us; that truth is not a statement about reality 
but a living relationship between ourselves and the world. But such an epistemology 
is rarely conveyed by our teaching; instead, objectivism is. 

Second, because conventional education neglects the inner reality of teacher and 
students for the sake of a reality "out there," the heart of' the knowing self is never 
held up for inspection, never given a chance to be known. The ideal of objectivism is 
the knower as a "blank slate," receiving the unadulterated imprint of whatever facts 
are floating around. The aim of objectivism is to eliminate all elements of 
subjectivity, all biases and preconceptions, so that our knowledge can become purely 
empirical. For the sake of objectivity, our inner realities are factored out of the 
knowledge equation. 

This explains why the teacher is active and the students passive in the conventional 
classroom. The teacher is qualified to represent the facts because he or she has 
overcome subjective bias through long years of training. The students have not yet 
achieved this state of grace; they are still under the influence of emotions, prejudices, 
and whims. To invite students into active participation in knowing would be to risk 
the distortion of the facts by those passions. By keeping students passive and feeding 
them a steady diet of facts, teachers kill their passions. Conventional education strives 
not to locate and understand the self in the world, but to get it out of the way. 

How are teachers to change this? The legal requirements may require us to cover 
certain curriculum material but the wise teacher knows that there is much more to 
learning than “covering” material.  As Palmer suggests teachers need to remove the 
distinction between “out there” and “in here”.  Teachers also need to be aware of the 
importance of the inner reality of both the teacher and the students and they should try 



NHI Paper 6 Structuring for Community Frisken 

 9

to encourage an approach to teaching that creates space for thinking and meditation 
and for knowing each other and knowing God. 

Class size and structure 
Teachers are often totally unaware of how the size and structure of a class and even 
the way we arrange our room can affect our relationships with students.  Teacher 
should experiment sometime with some different structures to see the impact that each 
will have on learning For example a teacher could have  all the students (yes even 
High school students) suit on the floor or put the chairs in a circle with the teacher 
outside the circle not in the centre. By experimenting with different structures 
teachers will be come more aware of the influence of those structures on relationship 
and on the teaching learning community.   

Finally, of course some or even most of these decisions may be taken out of the hands 
of the teacher. The School Board may insist that all desks are bolted into place, or 
safety regulations may mean that certain activities must be avoided. The school may 
prescribe class ratios and structures. All these will affect the ability of the teacher to 
create new structures but the better teachers will still find ways around legalistic and 
narrow thinking. 

When I first started Christian Community High School I was very aware of the 
influence of such structures and I wanted to have a school with no class rooms where 
the students and I would learn in “found spaces” in the community such as museums, 
shopping centres, and other community spaces including church halls. This was of 
course hopelessly idealistic and reality soon forced me to change my thinking. 
Nevertheless, I had discovered a truth that served me well in my leadership and my 
teaching at the school. Though often compromised by the structures that parents, 
Department of Education and School Board decisions these ideas nevertheless kept 
me aware that often structures rather than helping true learning only assist in the task 
of controlling students and making them conform to the schools expectation. 

Other structural issues  
There are of course many other structural issues, that may be affected by  a secular 
objectivist framework that will ultimately influence the school including uniform and  
discipline policies and approaches to camping, excursions and camping to name but a 
few.. One issue that has always troubled me concerns “streaming” students into 
different levels of ability groups based on performance in a standardized intelligence 
test.  In my early days of teaching in a high school it was conventional wisdom that all 
students would be streamed like this. As a student I was fortunate to be deemed 
“intelligent” so I was put in the top stream assuming that I would therefore necessarily 
“shine” in all subjects”  Other, less fortunate students were deemed fit only for the 
bottom 1F or 1G class. In these classes teachers had low expectations of the students 
and not surprisingly the students performed “down to” the expectations.  As a young 
teacher I rejected this as wrong.- I had been  trained as a primary school teacher and  
when I wanted to teach High school, I accepted a position in a small country central 
school teaching lower ability high school  students who were classed as “General 
Activity” students. These students were generally regarded by teachers as hopeless, 
and the teaching task was seen as providing minimal basic literacy, and to otherwise 
keep them occupied and under control until they were old enough to escape from 
school.  I rejected that idea and attempted to bring hope into my students' lives by 
encouraging them to believe in themselves and by believing in them myself. I would 
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like to say I was magnificently successful but sadly that was not the case- I was young 
and inexperienced. Nevertheless I did have the joy of seeing one or two students start 
to believe in themselves and start to have success in their learning.  

Later as a Subject Master in a State selective high school, I noted that in the highly 
streamed classes that those students in the relatively lower streams, which included 
students who in other settings would have been in the elite group, often performed 
under what I thought was their real ability levels. When I became a Principal of a 
Christian school I fought strenuously against streaming students- though finally I had 
to give in to the mathematics teachers who convinced me I was making their work 
unnecessarily hard. Maybe they were right- but there were many times I wished I had 
been trained as a Mathematics teacher so that I could have disproved their theories.  

For most of my teaching career I have experimented with ways of helping the students 
who did not seem able to learn to find ways of doing so.  As we know there are many 
different types of intelligences and abilities and the old IQ test is thoroughly 
discredited as a way of predicting academic success. But the impoverishment of the 
spirit brought about by such structures still affects students. 

At high school level there are other even more significant structures that impede true 
learning. The very fact that the curriculum is divided up into specialist subject 
disciplines, with highly involved timetables can make the job of education even more 
difficult. It certainly impedes efforts to create a genuine learning community. Jack 
Mechielsen, one of the best Christian practitioners that the Christian Parent Controlled 
movement in Australia has produced once said to me “High schools are invention of 
the Devil.”  I saw his point and tended to agree with him. When we break reality into 
disciplines that are studied "scientifically", when we make sustained personal 
relationships more difficult by the vagaries of school timetables, when we put all 
students of the same age in the same classroom we are creating some real problems in 
the process of education.  

Despite this we have to live with these pressures and the best teachers are those who 
work to subvert the influence of these structures and to find ways of creating genuine 
community even where the structures are imposed upon tem.   

The Role of Teacher 
The way we are trained and the way we were taught ourselves will deeply influence 
our teaching practice. Thus unknowingly our teaching approaches are affected by the 
structures of our secular thinking. These effects include the way we see our task, our 
relationships to our students and our understanding of the matter we are teaching.  
This paper suggests that we should be looking for a new paradigm of teaching based 
on the idea of a Christian learning community where the members work together in a 
relationship of love and unity and with a personal view of knowledge not an 
objectivist epistemology.  Christian schools and teachers will never be able to achieve 
a new paradigm if they do not first change the way they think about their teaching. 
Palmer (1998) says,  

“Our knowledge of the world comes from gathering around great things in a 
complex and interactive community of truth. But good teachers do more than 
deliver the news from that community to their students. Good teachers replicate 
the process of knowing by engaging students in the dynamics of the community 
of truth. 
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Engaging students in the community of truth does not require that we put the 
chairs in a circle and have a conversation. A sense of connectedness can also 
be generated-in classes large and small, through lectures, lab exercises, 
fieldwork, service learning, electronic media, and other pedagogies, traditional 
and experimental. Like teaching itself, creating educational community can never 
be reduced to technique. It emerges from a principle that can express itself in 
endless varieties, depending on the identity and integrity of the teacher. 

But our conventional pedagogy emerges from a principle that is hardly 
communal. It centers on a teacher who does little more than deliver conclusions 
to students. It assumes that the teacher has all the knowledge and the students 
have little or none that the teacher must give and the students must take, that the 
teacher sets all the standards and the students must measure up. Teacher and 
students gather in the same room at the same time not to experience community 
but simply to keep the teacher from having to say things more than once.” 

Teaching Style 
Parker raises some interesting questions about the very purpose of our classroom 
teaching.  Do you seek to teach in a way that meets students’ needs and that is 
relevant to them in their experience or is your teaching style simply one that you are 
comfortable with, that achieves your purposes effectively?  Is it formal or informal or 
a mixture of both?  Again why do you adopt a particular style? Are your students 
generally active or passive? Are you authoritarian or relational? Is one style better 
than the other? 

For the Christian teacher, a particularly important question is to ask whether our Bible 
teaching approaches are infected with secularism.  I think in many cases they are 
because they are affected by the “Secular modernist” view of knowledge which 
stressed the importance of the rational and the logical and deemed empirical research 
to be of a higher level of knowledge than subjective knowledge. Post modern thinking 
has challenged some of these conclusions but in many cases teachers continue to 
teach the Bible from a “secular modernist epistemology” in a way that is formal, 
doctrinal and objective. If we teach from a biblical epistemology where truth is seen 
as revealed and personal the Bible becomes such a relevant book  that it is used in all 
parts of teaching and at all times.  The Bible should be taught as God’s story, not His 
book of doctrine, which reveals his creational and redemptive purposes and 
establishes his character and nature and righteous purposes for His people as well as 
for the individual members of his new Community.   

Evaluation and Reporting 
Teachers should also consider the whole question of evaluation. Why test? Surely the 
motivation for evaluation should be to better understand the students (1 Corinthians 
12:4-11), to help them in areas of need (Romans 15:1-7), to encourage them in their 
life and learning and to correct them where this is needed (1 Thessalonians 5:11 & 
14).  Testing and evaluation should be designed to encourage growth not simply to 
measure for the sake of providing information or comparisons with other members of 
the class. It should aim to inform the teacher and the student of areas that have been 
mastered and others where more learning is required.  When undertaking evaluation 
the teacher should think through who is the intended “audience” for the results.  
Ideally it should include the student, the parents as well as the teacher and the school. 
Teachers should try to design evaluation procedures that will build up students and 
not pull some down.  Where the Government mandates certain examinations or tests 
the school needs to be very much aware that unless they are handled wisely they can 
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have significant and adverse affects on some or all students.  I well remember when I 
was Principal of CCHS and our second cohort of students were being prepared for the 
Higher School Certificate Exam that the Girl Captain came to see me concerned that 
the school was being hypocritical. She said that the school talked a lot about the 
Christian aims of the school and the importance of spiritual maturity but from their 
perspective the only thing the teachers were really concerned about was high HSC 
grades- The inference was that the students perceived that their teachers were more 
concerned with their own reputations and the reputation of the school than they were 
about the spiritual growth and development of the students. 

School records 
Even the way teachers keep and use school records can deeply impact on the well 
being of our students. Both the way teachers write a report and the reason they write 
them will have either positive or negative impact on the life of students.  On too many 
occasions I have seen comments written in a student’s record card affect a new 
teacher’s attitude to the students when the original incident was finished and dealt 
with years prior. Some time I have seen the affect of staff room “gossip” on the sort of 
comments that a particular student has received. This can amount to the sort of 
injustice that God hates (2 Chronicles 19:7). Teachers sometimes use reports to vent 
frustration or even to punish children for their poor performance rather than 
prayerfully seeking to use them to build up both the community and the individual. If 
students are graded comparatively and awarded positions in class or if the results of 
tests are publicly made known, some students may suffer humiliation and deep 
discouragement that will make the whole process quite counter productive. 

Teachers need to ask why they keep records. Are they kept merely for bureaucratic 
purposes, or to keep track on the past failures of students or do the records exist to 
encourage the students to grow and to show the students how they have progressed 
and what knowledge and skills they have and what they may still need to acquire?  Do 
our records pass the test of love (1 Corinthians 13:4-8)?  Do they serve the interest of 
the child or the school? 

Even such an apparently procedural matter as marking a class roll can have significant 
implications.  Yet the roll call may provide moments of true pastoral concern. If a 
student is marked absent and the teacher is genuinely concerned about him or her the 
roll call may provide an opportunity for expressing care. If a student is sick he or she 
may need prayer and perhaps other help, if he is involved in a family crisis, 
counselling may be needed, if he or she is truanting discipline, correction and possibly 
counselling will be needed. 

Reports 
What pastoral principles underlay the school reporting system?  How comfortable 
shall teachers be with an outcomes basis to reporting? Why do teachers report and to 
whom?  Does our reporting build up or tear down? Do teachers use it to relieve our 
frustrations or to grow the child?  Are teachers just and compassionate in our 
reporting? 

STRUCTURES RELATING TO STAFF 
Each school, along with its Board and Principal will have hidden assumptions that 
will govern the way the school operates and therefore will limit the way that 
relationships can grow. For example if the Board perceive  the staff as employees who 
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are paid to do what they are told or on the other hand regard them as members 
together with them of an educational community. The Principal may view his staff ass 
professional instructors and treat them accordingly or on the other hand he may see 
teaching as a pastoral ministry designed to build up the Body of Christ.  There are 
profound differences in these views and of course there are many shades between 
these extremes 

The structure of the school and its leadership will also have major implications as to 
how the school can operate as a learning community. Is the school structured to 
provide communal leadership (Fowler 1990 P 114) or is it structured a hierarchically 
to ensure that the power resides with the Board, the Principal, the Pastor or the parents

The way the school conduct its communication will also have important outcomes on 
the way it operates as a learning community For example staff meetings can be formal 
–with a “devotion” at the beginning and a “prayer” at the end but with little real 
participation of staff. Or they can be designed more to build up the fellowship of the 
staff, ands to encourage teaching and learning among the staff, to help build the 
vision, to share the task as well as for times of information sharing. 

There are other communication issues. Many principals have hidden assumptions 
about the importance of formal and correct communication that means they rely more 
on written memos and newsletters and staff bulletins. Approaches such as these will 
often seem safer to the Principal and the Board but the cost in human relationship and 
genuine community will be high. People really need face to face communication and 
feed back they need communication that is personal, and two ways  

Problems can be handled formally by prescribed disciplinary processes of they 
handled by discussion and prayer and a willingness to find biblical answers to 
problems 

Forming a Spiritual Community 
We have looked a sample of structural issues that come from what I have called 
“hidden assumptions” most of which we are only dimly aware of. These assumptions 
come to us from secular thinking and they mould the way we do schooling so that it is 
more like the way schools are conducted in society at large. As radical Christian 
schools we should do better than that. These assumptions need to be tested and 
replaced by biblical values and assumptions that will build up a spiritual Community 
(Crabb 1999 P 21 ff) 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Frisken M (2001) Evaluation of induction of new teachers submitted as paper towards 
the award of M.Ed. Stud at ICTE 

Fowler, S., Van Brummelen, H. W., Van Dyk, J. (1990). Christian schooling: 
Education for freedom. Potchefstroom, South Africa. Potchefstroom University for 
Christian Higher Education  

Palmer Parker J (1998) The Courage to teach, San Francisco Jossey Bass Publishers.  


