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W
ith nearly 7,500 schools, 75,000 
teachers, and 1.47 million stu-
dents in 145 countries, the 
Seventh-day Adventist educa-
tional system is a global phe-
nomenon with multifaceted 
challenges from varied cul-
tures, religious backgrounds, 

and philosophic emphases. The challenge is particularly acute 
when the introduction of academic subject challenges a stu-
dent’s faith perspective or worldview. 

The issue raises four basic questions:
1. How sensitive should an Adventist teacher be about initi-

ating faith-based discussions, given the various religious and 
cultural views represented on many Adventist campuses? Are 
there issues he or she should avoid? 

2. When the teacher learns that topics presented in class or 
in the reading assignments have unintentionally challenged a 
student’s faith, how should this be handled? 

3. Should the teacher ever intentionally choose curriculum 
content (e.g. science, theology, or philosophy) that challenges 
his or her students’ faith convic-
tions? If so, how should this ma-
terial be presented? 

4. What is a reasonable approach to use in studying and dis-
cussing topics where scientific data/perspectives differ sig-
nificantly from the biblical perspective? How can the teacher 
maintain a comfort level for students holding conflicting views?

Offering students opportunities to explore different ways of 
obtaining knowledge in specialized fields of study, and in the 
varied social and religious contexts in which education is of-
fered, has the potential for either creative or unproductive ten-
sion. In addition, the Seventh-day Adventist philosophy of 
education1 has some unique elements, and therefore, it is not 
surprising that the application of this philosophy would cre-
ate tension for those who embrace a secular worldview, as well 
as those from other faith traditions, and even those at varying 
points along the Adventist theological continuum. Such ten-
sions may not necessarily be intentional, but rather the inevi-
table outcome of philosophical differences that form the bases 
for, and some of the content of, instruction.

This article discusses educational models and principles, pro-
vides a practical example, and includes some principles from 
Ellen White that may be useful in dealing with such tensions 
in the classroom.

Educational Models
Many educational models in-
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clude recommended techniques for introducing subject matter 
to students. Each has an underlying philosophy and a set of as-
sumptions, and is designed to achieve a particular purpose. Let 
us briefly review five models that are relevant to our study.

1. Good Teacher Model. Early definitions depicted a good 
teacher as someone who met the community ideal for a good 
citizen, a good employee, or a good parent.2 This model gave 
way to one that emphasized the psychological characteristics of 
a good teacher such as achievement, motivation, commitment, 
empathy, experience, flexibility, and so forth. More recently, 
the focus has shifted from good teaching to effective teaching. 
Researchers have focused on teacher-to-student and student-
to-teacher interactions in the classroom, specifically looking at 
the effect teachers have upon students. More research is under-

way on the patterns of effective teaching and how 
to achieve desired student outcomes. 

2. Question Models. Concern about facilitat-
ing learning has prompted educators to review 
the methods of questioning that occur in class-
rooms. Some questions are intended to be an-
swered, while others are rhetorical. Students of-
ten cannot distinguish between the two, and 
in some instances may not even be aware that a 
question has been asked. Thus, researchers felt 
the need to define the characteristics of effective 
questions—the questions that get students ac-
tively involved in composing a response and 
thereby engage them in the learning process.3

Questions that elicit a memorized factoid, mul-
tiple-choice exams, fill-in-the-blank questions, 
matching questions and the like and thus require
a single, “correct” answer or a narrow range of 
responses are called convergent or closed ques-
tions. Questions that encourage a general or open 
response are referred to as divergent or indi-
rect questions and require higher-level thought and synthesis. 
An example of divergent question would be one that asks stu-
dents to recognize and explain the differences between politi-
cal systems, philosophical positions, peoples, and groups. The 
amount of critical thinking and depth of investigation into 
deeper cognitive areas required by the test questions should 
relate to the goals of the teacher, the desired outcomes of the 
course, and the grade level and maturity of students. Teachers 
should consider carefully their goals and objectives before em-
ploying a particular methodology.

3. Inquiry Model. Designed to capitalize on student curi-
osity, the inquiry model seeks to develop the intellectual dis-

cipline and skills students need to raise questions and search 
out answers.4 This model begins by presenting students with 
a puzzling event, with the assumption that they will be natu-
rally motivated to solve the puzzle, and thus engage in disci-
plined methods of research and discovery. The teacher focuses 
on training students to develop appropriate methods for prob-
lem solving.

4. Biological Science Inquiry Model. Propelled by the ac-
ademic reform movement in American education during the 
1950s and 1960s, this model sought to revise the conventional 
curriculum, which had been built around the major ideas and 
research methods of academic disciplines.5 Instead, it advocated 
teaching science as inquiry—giving students assignments that 
enable them to replicate the reasoning that produced a cur-

rent invention or discovery, and as their skills increase, moving 
them closer to the frontiers of knowledge. All laboratory and 
classroom work focus on enabling students to investigate prob-
lems.

5. Discomfort Model. Joyce and Weil6 suggest that there is 
a relationship between styles of learning and models of teach-
ing. As students are exposed to unfamiliar content and forced 
to use learning styles that are new to them, they will experi-
ence varying degrees of discomfort. Real growth often requires 
making learners uncomfortable, and teachers must both create 
situations where this occurs, and help students deal with the re-
sults.

d Faith in Tension
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The role of discomfort appears 
not only in the literature involving 
the need for teachers to venture and 
take risks, but also in studies of de-
velopmental stage theorists that ad-
dress the best means for learners 
to achieve higher levels of develop-
ment.7 The “discomfort factor” has 
been shown to prod teachers into ac-
quiring new skills and repertoires of 
teaching strategies. But the litera-
ture has also shown that most teach-
ers are uncomfortable about using 
new strategies, even after receiving 
careful training.8

Social psychologists use the term 
cognitive dissonance to describe how 
people attempt to resolve the di-
lemma of two competing ideas that 
simultaneously demand attention. 
The student seeks to reduce the 
tension resulting from this disso-
nance as soon as possible in order to 
achieve consonance.9 

Instructional Principles

With all the different teaching 
models, what should a teacher do? 
Stephen Yelon10 lists 10 powerful principles involved in effec-
tive teaching: meaningfulness, prerequisites, open communica-
tion, organized essential ideas, learning aids, novelty, modeling, 
active appropriate practice, pleasant conditions and conse-
quences, and consistency. If teachers apply these principles, 
Yelon believes, students:

and future;

that they can focus on acquiring them; 

learned, and to solve problems; 

and solving problems through practice; 
-

ence and thus be more likely to apply what they learned; and

have learned. 
Thus, teachers must find ways to integrate the models of 

teaching with appropriate instructional principles. This be-

comes an even greater challenge 
when a teacher encounters students 
with various faith perspectives and 
must attempt to provide an environ-
ment of support while seeking to 
broaden their cognitive horizons. 

A Personal Example
Conflicts may arise as teachers 

encounter students with other faith 
traditions and/or students within
the same faith tradition but who 
have markedly different views on 
specific topics. 

While teaching sociology at an 
Adventist college, I encouraged stu-
dents to examine critically their 
views regarding a series of poten-
tially controversial topics. This ap-
proach was incorporated into a cap-
stone course for junior and senior 
sociology majors. Students were to 
develop a justification for choos-
ing a perspective on specific issues 
based on their personal research, 
using secular and biblical sources. 

Three basic assumptions in-
formed my philosophy of teaching 

sociology courses in Adventist institutions:
First, one needs to understand how to operate successfully 

within societal groups. 
Second, the Christian perspective, that all that we know has 

become available through God’s revelation and must be under-
stood in the context of relative and absolute truth, provides a 
meaningful context for the teaching of sociological concepts. 
Ellen White writes that to “learn science through human in-
terpretation alone is to obtain a false education, but to learn of 
God and Christ is to learn the science of heaven.”11 To acquire 
a true perspective on human behavior, societal views should be 
examined in light of revealed truth. 

Third, studying human behavior leads unavoidably to an ex-
amination of one’s ethical and personal responsibility for his 
or her own behavior. When considering the reasons for human 
behavior, one must grapple with the issues of nature versus 
nurture. This raises questions regarding one’s choices and thus, 
his or her responsibility for the ensuing consequences.

The content and approach of the capstone course required 
students to explain the interrelationship between their disci-
pline and their Christian life, and the implications of each for 
the other. Students had to compare, juxtapose, or reconcile 
their personal beliefs/position, society’s perspectives, and bibli-
cal perspectives to other social issues as well. The requirement 
that students come to grips with how their personal belief sys-
tem and biblical faith coincided or diverged, and how this con-

Should the teacher ever intentionally choose curriculum content . . . that challenges 
his or her students’ faith convictions?
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sonance or divergence affected their 
concept of what is appropriate, ethical, 
or justifiable in the experiences of life, 
constituted the essence of the course. 

Students were led to reflect on is-
sues they may have regarded as already 
settled in their minds. However, when 
forced to reflect on these topics, they 
often found that these issues were not 
as clear as they once thought. I found 
it healthy to discuss students’ “reflections” in the corporate 
setting of the classroom, in a non-threatening environment, 
where their peers could participate with them as they grappled 
with important issues. We did not settle many questions, but I 
was able to provide guidance into how students might continue 
thinking about their personal responses to life’s issues in terms 
of their discipline and biblical principles. The sidebar below de-
scribes a typical assignment in the course.

The students were further required to provide societal per-
spective(s), biblical perspectives, and their personal perspective 
on the issue, with research support from the library, the Inter-

net, news and media sources, and the 
Bible. 

The above approach worked well and 
stimulated open discussion of the vari-
ous topics presented in the course. In 
some instances, students gave their 
personal views on a topic, then were 
asked to research the justification for 
the opposite point of view. Over time, 
students were able to broaden their 

perspectives on a variety of issues and to adjust their precon-
ceptions where necessary. 

Ellen White’s Perspective
One significant source of help in dealing with tension be-

tween curriculum and faith is the writings of Ellen G. White. 
Her emphasis on some key educational principles provides 
teachers with useful strategies for handling tension between 
conflicting views.

The purpose of Adventist colleges. “Our college,” wrote 
Ellen White in 1895, “was designed of God to accomplish the 
great and good work of saving souls. . . .The precepts and prin-
ciples of religion are the first steps in the acquisition of knowl-
edge, and lie at the very foundation of true education. Knowl-
edge and science must be vitalized by the Spirit of God in order 
to serve the noblest purposes.”12

When tension arises. Ellen White did not directly address 
the possibility of conflict between faith and learning. Most of 
her admonition on education relates to the teacher’s character, 
the context of teaching, the definition of proper education, and 
appropriate teacher-student relationships. It can be inferred 
from her writings, however, that where conflict does occur be-
tween faith and curriculum, the teacher must use the spirit of 
Christ in addressing these issues. For instance, Ellen White 
writes that “Teachers and students are to come close together 
in Christian fellowship. . . . The greatest of teachers are those 
who are most patient, most kind. By their simplicity and their 
willingness to learn they encourage their students to climb 
higher and still higher.”13 

The ultimate concern of teachers. “Eternal interest,” says 
Ellen White, “should be the great theme of teachers and stu-
dents. Conformity to the world should be strictly guarded 
against. The teachers need to be sanctified through the truth, 
and the all-important thing should be the conversion of their 
students, that they may have a new heart and life.”14 

On planning and settling goals. “Every teacher should see 
to it that his work tends to definite results. Before attempting 
to teach a subject, he should have a distinct plan in mind, and 
should know just what he desires to accomplish. He should not 
rest satisfied with the presentation of any subject until the stu-
dent understands the principle involved, perceives its truth, and 
is able to state clearly what he has learned.”15

Training to be thinkers. “Every human being, created in 
the image of God, is endowed with a power akin to that of 
the Creator—individuality, power to think and to do. . . . It is 
the work of true education to develop this power, to train the 
youth to be thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other men’s 

Topic: Crime and Delinquency
Issue: Capital Punishment

Capital punishment may be defined as an act of punishment, 
imposed by society, by which an individual is put to death 
for some presumed intentional heinous act or series of acts 
the person has committed in violation of law.

Your assignment is to answer the following questions 
regarding capital punishment. Give your own perspective, 
but also provide biblical or other support for your position 
where requested or appropriate. 

1. Does a society have the right to impose capital punish-
ment? Why or why not? 
2. What conclusions have scientists reached with regarding 
to the effect of the death penalty as a deterrent to crime?
3. If you were asked to serve on a jury in a capital case, 
would you be willing to serve? Why or why not?
4. What do you feel is the most reasonable punishment for 
a crime in which a person intentionally takes the life of 
another?
5. Does God have the right to impose capital punishment 
upon individuals? Why or why not?
6. Are there instances in Scripture in which capital punish-
ment was not used/was used? If not used, why do you think 
so? If used, describe under what circumstances it was used, 
and give at least three examples with circumstances sur-
rounding such use.
7. Discuss how your personal view of the reasonable conse-
quences of taking the life of another fits with your under-
standing of the biblical perspective regarding punishment?
8. What do you think are the best personal deterrents to 
crime? Why?

Concern about facilitating 
learning has prompted edu-
cators to review the methods 
of questioning that occur in 
classrooms.
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thought. . . . Instead of educated weaklings, 
institutions of learning may send forth men 
strong to think and to act, men who are mas-
ters and not slaves of circumstances, men 
who possess breadth of mind, clearness of 
thought, and the courage of their convic-
tions.”16

On books in the classroom. “It is a mis-
take to put into the hands of the youth books 
that perplex and confuse them. . . . [Teach-
ers] would measure the relative importance of 
the things to be learned in school. The com-
mon, essential branches of education would 
be more thoroughly taught, and the word of 
God would be esteemed as the bread sent 
down from heaven, which sustains all spiri-
tual life.”17

Education and character develop-
ment. True education, according to Ellen 
White, “provides more than mental disci-
pline; it provides more than physical train-
ing. It strengthens the character, so that 
truth and uprightness are not sacrificed to 
selfish desire or worldly ambition. It forti-
fies the mind against evil. . . . As the perfec-
tion of His character is dwelt upon, the mind 
is renewed, and the soul is re-created in the 
image of God.”18

Thus, Ellen White’s perspectives on edu-
cation suggest that teachers should attempt to 
develop within students the higher-order and 
processing skills necessary to differentiate 
between knowledge that is useful only in this 
world, and the knowledge and character education designed to 
prepare one for both this world and the world to come. Such a 
view requires students to focus not only on clearness of thought 
but also on the courage of their convictions.

These characteristics, however, do not develop in isolation. 
They are nurtured and fostered within the context of Spirit-
filled teachers who are committed to develop students in the 
admonition of God.

Dealing With the Tension
We have looked at various teaching models, essential instruc-

tional principles, a personal example, and Ellen White’s views 
on classroom dynamics. But how do these help teachers resolve 
the potential tensions between curriculum and faith? Let us 
now return to our original four questions:

1. Given the various religions and cultures represented on Advent-
ist campuses, teachers must be sensitive to the differing views of stu-
dents. Are there topics they should avoid? Certainly. To open class 
discussions to all kinds of topics is unwise, because there will 
be topics about which the teacher lacks sufficient information 
to ensure appropriate discussion. Topics about which a teacher 
is biased or uninformed, if opened for discussion, may only cre-
ate unresolved tension, and may even spark open hostility be-
tween teacher and student. Classroom instruction should not 

deliberately open wounds within students 
that are left for others to heal.

2. How should teachers address situations 
where tension occurs when they unintentional-
ly present curriculum content that challenges a 
student’s religious beliefs? One can infer from 
Ellen White’s writings that where conflict 
does occur, the spirit of Christ must perme-
ate the discussion in order to ensure that the 
topic is handled with tenderness and sensi-

tivity. In my experience, the approach used is often even more 
important than the resolution of the conflict. 

The Good Teacher Model discussed above is important here. 
When a teacher treats dissenting viewpoints respectfully, stu-
dents are more likely to retain openness toward and respect for 
the teacher, even though they may not be won over to the pro-
fessor’s position. This often provides an opening for further 
discussion at a later date.

3. Should teachers ever intentionally introduce curriculum con-
tent (e.g. science, theology, or philosophy issues) in order to challenge 
their students’ beliefs? The Question and Inquiry models may be 
useful to prod students toward resolving problems and to help 
them develop the intellectual discipline and skills necessary to 
raise questions and search out answers.

I believe it is sometimes legitimate to introduce content 
that challenges students’ religious beliefs. The critical issue is 
whether the real intent is to challenge or to undermine the stu-
dent’s faith convictions. In an educational system designed to 
bring students to a thorough knowledge of Jesus Christ and the 
meaning of His sacrifice for our sins, Ellen White’s comments 
are helpful. She wrote that if “the precepts and principles of re-
ligion are the first steps in the acquisition of knowledge, and 
lie at the very foundation of true education,”19 then the teacher 
who is attempting to expose students to true education should 

Teachers should con-
sider carefully their 
goals and objectives 
before employing a 
particular method-
ology.
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not shrink from raising issues that may challenge students’ be-
liefs just because are a variety of perspectives within the class. 
The Discomfort Model may be useful here, but again, the ap-
proach should be carefully considered along with the expected 
outcome(s). Thus, if the approach proves non-productive or di-
visive, it should be replaced by more effective models.

4. What is a reasonable approach to use in studying and discussing 
topics where the scientific data/perspectives differ significantly from 
the biblical perspective? How can the teacher maintain a comfort 
level for students holding conflicting views?

Here, the professor should consider the “big picture” in ad-
dressing divisive topics. Within the context of the great contro-
versy between Christ and Satan, we have only limited knowl-
edge of any aspect of reality. As knowledge increases, old ideas 
are discarded and new ones take their place. This is one reason 
why there are multiple editions of the same book. With regard 
to the Bible, centuries passed before some of its contents were 
supported by evidence obtained through scientific investiga-
tion. Thus, I would strongly argue for accepting the biblical 
perspective as reality and presenting alternative views, where 
appropriate, as having been constructed using the best data hu-
mans have been able to discover. We can never afford to treat 
the relative truth of scientific investigation as if it were equal 
to the absolute truth we believe is expressed in the Bible. How-
ever, we should not fear to present to students instances where 
scientific investigation differs with biblical understanding. 
These may be fruitful areas for students to investigate. 

Conclusion
There is a great need for teachers to educate students for 

evaluation of ideas, problem solving, cultural sensitivity, and 
interpersonal skills so that they can function effectively in a 
global culture. This educative process will introduce chal-
lenging issues and perspectives, some of which may clash with 
certain students’ personal beliefs. If teachers use appropriate 
teaching methodologies, these challenges should not be too 
troublesome, for they will have helped their students to under-
stand why there are different perspectives and have equipped 
them with the tools to use in evaluating them.

There is an important difference between raising issues 
for discussion that are at odds with a student’s faith perspec-
tive and attempting to undermine his or her religious beliefs. 
A central question should be: What is the teacher attempting 
to accomplish? The intended outcome should be the basis for 
choosing a teaching method. The maturity level of students 
must also be considered. In an educational setting, the present-
ing of alternate views should not be seen as undermining an-
other’s beliefs, but as providing a different perspective. The ap-
proach chosen must also take into account the context in which 
the instruction takes place.

Perhaps the only way to avoid this sort of tension in the 
classroom would be for the professor to suppress the specific 
and unique beliefs of the Adventist Church in favor of teaching 
a set of universal or generic beliefs (if indeed such even exist), 
designed to provide a comfort zone for students from varied 
belief systems and cultures. From a biblical and denomina-
tional perspective, I believe this would be untenable and would, 

in fact, subvert the entire purpose for operating our educational 
system.

Christ, the Master Teacher, is our example. He provided 
many opportunities for the Jewish leaders of His day to re-  
examine their views of life.20 In some instances, He gently 
urged them to embrace a more accurate perspective on life; 
while on other occasions, He directly challenged their blatant 
disregard for the poor, the sick, and the downtrodden. The Bi-
ble gives us many examples of His taking both the direct and 
indirect approaches to confrontation. We can learn much from 
His example. 

____________________________________________
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