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There’s Christian Education and There’s ‘Not Exactly’ 

 

The Protestant Christian school movement has gained considerable momentum in both 

Canada and the United States during the last forty years. Two organizations have played key 

roles in the maturation of Christian education within this movement. Christian Schools 

International (CSI), founded in 1920 by Dutch Calvinist immigrants,1 has promoted a 

Reformed perspective on education. By contrast, the younger but much larger Association of 

Christian Schools International (ACSI) has embraced a broad spectrum of Evangelical 

traditions.2 A great deal could be said about the unique histories and the distinct contributions 

of these two associations. However, our attention in this article will be directed toward the 

central challenge that defines the movement as a whole, namely, understanding the distinctive 

character of Christian education and implementing it within a post-modern society.  

Contrary to the prevailing view in the Christian school movement which assumes 

that Christian education more or less happens when Christians teach in Christian schools, I 

side with those who associate a higher level of difficulty and frustration with this challenge. 

In fact, I am convinced that the obstacles connected with this challenge are sufficiently fixed 

in place that Christian school educators typically settle for a smaller vision of Christian 

education than the one they aim for. Furthermore, I believe this trading down of visions 

follows a well-established pattern in the broader world of public school education. 

With some justification, many Christian school educators will find this interpretation 

of the situation exaggerated and even contentious. They can appeal to the rich body of 

literature written in support of Christian education as proof that Christian school teachers 

know what they are talking about and how to carry it out. They could also legitimately argue 

that the education provided by their Christian schools, though imperfect, is noticeably 

different from the one the local public school delivers.   

 
1Based on CSI’s latest Directory, the organization represents 475 elementary and 

secondary schools serving a total of 100,000 students in 34 American states and 6 Canadian 

provinces.  

2According to figures released in its annual report for the year 2000-2001, ACSI 

serves about one million students; most of whom live in the southern half of the United 

States. 
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I do not dispute these claims. Christian schools are distinguishable from public schools 

and we who teach in them are not clueless about the meaning of Christian education. What 

concerns me is the fact that in spite of the things Christian educators know and do, what 

normally passes for Christian education can be more accurately named Christians 

educating. At first glance, the difference between these two terms may seem trivial, if not 

simply semantic, but I believe they represent two very different visions for Christian 

schools.   

Christian education connotes a biblically grounded, alternative kind of education 

that rejects the whole matrix of scientific and humanistic ideals which currently vie to define 

the purpose of the public school. In order to put this large biblical vision of education into 

action, Christian educators must base their schools on a comprehensive and distinctively 

Christian educational philosophy. The expected consequence of implementing such a 

philosophy is the transformation of the school’s educational goals, curriculum, pedagogy, 

student evaluation and organizational structure.    

Across the ledger, Christians educating stands for a Christianity-enhanced public 

school brand of education. Inside this status quo frame of reference, the distinguishing 

character of the Christian school revolves around what the teachers ‘add’ to the students’ 

educational experience by means of their moral integrity, devotional piety and biblical 

insights into a select group of controversial topics. Guided by this smaller vision, Christian 

school educators can expect to reach their goals without overhauling either the school 

system or the popular notion of what it means to be educated. Whereas Christian education 

leads to a new and different model of education, Christians educating utilizes different 

people (people of faith) to elevate the academic and spiritual standards of the traditional 

public school model. Stated succinctly, Christians educating changes the personality of a 

public school education while Christian education seeks to reshape its structure.   

To explore the ramifications of my thesis, this article addresses five connected topics. 

First, we examine ‘biblical perspective’ as the root meaning of Christian education.  Next, we 

assess the extent to which this perspective does or does not transform the present model of 

education. Following that discussion we subject to critical scrutiny the basic assumption that 

Christian education refers to a different kind of education. We then conduct a major review of 

the public school reform movement to see what relevance it has for Christian school educators. 
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Finally, we reconsider what Christian schools can do to stay committed to the larger vision of 

Christian education.   

 

Christian Education as Biblical Perspective 

 

 The literature surrounding the Christian school movement covers a broad spectrum of 

categories, everything from worldview, vision, philosophy and curriculum theory to unit and 

lesson planning. On every front, Christian educators stress the need for an alternative approach 

to the public school system. However, very few authors manage to connect the details of reform 

with the rhetoric of vision, and this leaves Christian school educators with a vague picture of 

their task and a false sense of security.  

Paul Keniel, a long-time ACSI executive director, is one of many writers who have 

outlined the basic contours of a Christian education. In a little book that offers a set of 

rationales for choosing a Christian school over a public school, he says Christian education 

entails parental responsibility, academic excellence, a community of believers, a Bible-

based curriculum, moral integrity, evangelism, Christian perspective, and firm discipline.3 

In a more recent article, Jack Fennema summarizes what Christian education means 

to Reformed Christian educators.4 According to Fennema Christian education is driven by a 

biblical worldview centered on the theme of creation, fall and redemption. Several key 

theological principles are embedded in this worldview such as the sovereignty of God, the 

authority of Scripture, the creation as God’s Kingdom and the covenantal nature of God’s 

relationship with creation. Along side this theological substructure, which is a trademark of 

Reformed thinking, Fennema also acknowledges the contributions of Evangelical educators. 

These include an emphasis on the place of holiness and piety, a personal commitment to 

Jesus Christ, a prominent role for the Bible and room for the Holy Spirit to work in the lives 

of students. Authors like Keniel and Fennema perform the important task of identifying the 

prerequisite conditions for an education to qualify as Christian.  But, they rarely unpack the  

 
3Paul A. Kienel, Reasons for Christian Schools (Milford, MI: Mott Media, 1981), 

pp. 14-17. 

4Jack Fennema, “Education within the Reformed Tradition: What are we really 

talking about?” Christian Educators Journal February, (2001): 20-21. 
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implications these conditions have for the day-to-day operation of the school as an 

institution. What emerges is the general idea that Christian education refers to Christian 

teachers educating Christian students in a Christian environment for the purpose of 

promoting Christian thought and action.   

Efforts to transcribe foundational principles, biblical worldview and educational 

vision into a working Christian educational philosophy have sharpened our image of 

Christian education to some degree. Typically, Christian school educators compress their 

Christian philosophy of education into catch phrases like: a Christ-centred curriculum, an 

inner reformation of the sciences, a biblical perspective on all areas of learning or a 

Christian world and life view. Over time these slogans have dove-tailed into one universal 

concept called Christian perspective, and this term more than any other has become 

synonymous with Christian education. 

To unpack Christian perspective as the defining concept in Christian education we 

must look primarily at John Calvin and one of his chief interpreters, Abraham Kuyper, the 

leader of the neo-Calvinist movement in Holland. In his seminal work, Institutes of the 

Christian Religion, Calvin likens the Bible to a pair of spectacles. Only by looking through 

these “glasses” can a person see the world in proper perspective.5 Without the aid of the 

biblical lens our picture of the world is both incomplete and distorted. For Calvin, neither 

biblical perspective nor the world it interprets can be limited to the so-called religious side 

of life. He totally rejects the segregation of reality into the realms of the sacred and the 

profane. Calvin’s expansion of Scripture’s role in the pursuit of truth paved the way for 

today’s Christian school movement and its claim that the Bible underpins learning in all the 

academic disciplines. 

Kuyper believed that Calvinist Christianity offers an “all-embracing system that 

transformed the way people engaged in society”.6 The system must be all embracing 

because biblical perspective is all embracing. Christianity starts, but does not end, with a 

person’s “rebirth into Christ.” Personal regeneration naturally leads to societal 

 
5 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I. 6. 1, Henry Beveridge, trans., 

(Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 1964). 

 

6John L. Hiemstra, World Views on the Air (Lanham, University Press of America, 

1997), p. 14.  
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transformation. Central in Kuyper’s social theory is the belief that the world holds two kinds 

of people, those transformed by the power of God and enlightened with biblical perspective 

and everyone else. The fact that there are two kinds of people means that inevitably there 

must be two kinds of science, two kinds of politics, two kinds of economics, etc. 

Wolterstorff7 cites this key quotation from Kuyper’s Principles of Sacred Theology:   

…but one is inwardly different from the other, and consequently feels a 

different content rising from his consciousness; thus they face the cosmos 

from different points of view, and are impelled by different impulses. And 

the fact that there are two kinds of people occasions of necessity the fact of 

two kinds of human life and –consciousness of life, and of two kinds of 

science…8  

Kuyper’s understanding of social structures not only rejects the idea that science 

stands outside the authority of Scripture, it places him at odds with the Enlightenment notion 

that politics and science are philosophically and theologically neutral. For Kuyper, one 

either takes a secular or a Christian approach to all societal responsibilities, including 

education. In his view Christianity and secular humanism function as two antithetical faiths. 

A compelling logic upholds the neo-Calvinist perception that Christian education is 

the natural product of teaching from a coherent biblical perspective. The line of reasoning 

goes like this: a) all schools embody a philosophical perspective, b) the public school 

personifies a secular perspective that greatly diminishes the claims of biblical Christianity, 

c) to overcome this deficiency in Christian schools, teachers must implement a Christian 

philosophy of education, and d) the implementation of this philosophy naturally culminates 

in a distinctive, biblical model of education. Adhering to this series of locutions, many 

Christian school educators firmly believe that their schools and public schools not only offer 

two distinct species of education, but they do so necessarily.   

Throughout my teaching career, I have found this way of thinking both persuasive 

and elusive. I am left chagrined by the fact that the thing we Christian school educators most 

take for granted consistently escapes us. As far as I can tell, Christian schools do not provide 

 
7Nicholas Wolterstorff, “On Christian Learning,” in Stained Glass: Worldviews 

and Social Science. Paul Marshall, Sander Griffioen, Richard J. Mouw, eds., (Lanham, 

University Press of America, 1997), p. 59. 
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an alternative Christian education, if by that term we mean that our biblical perspective on 

life leads to a biblical model of education. To negotiate the jumps, from worldview and 

theological principles to educational philosophy and from there to transformed school 

model, Christian school educators must ultimately demonstrate how biblical perspective 

changes the contours and content of education. In other words, Christian perspective must 

reshape and redirect the curriculum, pedagogical theory, student evaluation, educational 

goals and school structure—a general concept which includes various mechanisms for 

controlling student behaviour, everything from the way classes are timed and students are 

grouped to the arrangement of classroom furniture. And this, I maintain, we have yet to do! 

 

Good Gaps, Bad Gaps! 

 

After twenty years of teaching in a visionary Christian high school, I know first hand 

how difficult implementing a Christian education can be! My colleagues and I made 

significant headway on several fronts in that school, but we never developed a new model. 

In fact, the more radical we tried to be, the greater the resistance we faced. Does that mean 

we failed to provide our students with a Christian education? The answer is not a clear-cut 

yes or no.   

In the face of this difficult (and personal) question, I find it helpful to distinguish 

between a gap challenge and a gap problem. Every school community with clearly stated 

ideals can expect to come up short in meeting those expectations. In fact, one could argue 

that achievable ideals do not make very good ideals. In line with this way of thinking, the 

gap that separates educational ideals from actual practice is unavoidable and even desirable. 

Bridging this gap represents the perpetual challenge for every good school.   

Gap challenges can degenerate into gap problems, however. This occurs whenever 

the distance between the ideal and the real becomes so great that we lose sight of the goal. 

Or, it happens whenever the implicit ideals of practice are incongruent with the espoused 

ideals.   

With these categories in mind, I look back on my former school as one engaged by a 

gap challenge. To the extent that we stayed on track with respect to our vision, our school 

 
8Abraham Kuyper, Principles of Sacred Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954), 

p. 154.  
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delivered a Christian education—even though, as I have noted, we never disentangled 

ourselves from the public school model or its supporting structures. Insofar as we 

conformed to that model we succumbed to the practice of Christians educating. 

Several studies conducted in the nineties indicate that many Christian schools face 

gap problems rather than gap challenges. My own study of thirteen Canadian Christian high 

schools revealed that school vision statements are not usually education specific.9 Their 

generic form makes them equally applicable to every other kind of Christian institution. 

Predictably, this leaves the educational vision of the school open to different interpretations. 

The schools I visited seemed caught between two different understandings of their vision for 

Christian education. Some teachers equated Christian education with the task of discipling 

students into a biblical lifestyle. Others thought of it as the formation of Christian minds.  

Neither interpretation seemed very effective. The following quote from a student expresses a 

popular sentiment: “The Christian perspective is forced, added on, and we know the game; 

if you want points, you give the teacher the expected answer. Then when they say, ‘Finally, 

you’ve got it!’ you feel funny, because you don’t really believe it, you just put down the 

expected.”10 

After sifting through dozens of surveys, interviews and observation notes I 

concluded that, on the whole, there was nothing distinctively Christian about these schools 

in terms of their curricular design, pedagogy, evaluation procedures, organizational 

structure, or the lifestyle of its students. 

(These) schools are patterned after the comprehensive school model 

that streams students into earlier and later entries into the work force. From 

scheduling to the organization of the school day (these schools) adhere to the 

traditional production mould of schooling. Neither is there evidence of a 

distinctively Christian curriculum tailored to facilitating a transforming 

vision of education. The fact is, in one school after another no CSI published 

materials can be found in use, not even in Biblical studies. The curriculum is 

dominated by textbooks written from nonChristian perspectives, and other 

materials that require constant teacher interpretation in isolation from other 

Christian colleagues. Many educators are quite adroit in discerning the 

difference between Christian and nonChristian ideas, but few have the time 

 
9John E. Hull, Christian Education and the Deep Structure of Schooling 

(University of Toronto: doctoral dissertation, 1993), p. 83. 

10Hull, Christian Education, p. 81. 
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or resources to evaluate the presuppositions that shape the curricular 

framework these books assume or to properly fill-in what is known to be 

missing in their texts.”11 

In his study of American Christian high schools, Kaufmann12 wanted to find out if 

Christian school graduates take ownership of their schools’ vision. Taking into account what the 

vision statements of these schools said about Christian education, he assumed the graduates 

would stand out as both ‘competent’ and ‘culturally maladjusted.’ Competent students refers to 

those who have discovered and developed their gifts for service in God’s Kingdom. Culturally 

maladjusted students reject the “wisdom” and priorities of their surrounding secular culture in 

favor of the wisdom and priorities expressed by their school’s vision for Christian education. If 

Christian high school graduates receive a truly Christian education, then by definition, they are 

people who not only “dream about (but) begin to work for a world characterized by justice, 

compassion, and moral integrity.”13 Kaufmann concludes that the graduates he observed did 

neither. 

 After teaching in the Christian school movement for many years, Badley observes 

that both CSI and ACSI educators have recently adopted the common rhetoric of 

faith/learning integration.14 But, according to Badley, each association has a particular 

weakness that prevents it from successfully addressing faith/learning integration in its 

schools. The Evangelical tradition still “lacks philosophical reach” and is only just 

beginning to grapple with the implications of saying faith re-forms the academic disciplines 

in particular and the school in general. Despite the fact that the Reformed tradition has a 

strong legacy in the theological and philosophical foundations of education, Badley argues 

that these theoretical building blocks have yet to be incarnated into a distinctive Christian 

brand of educating. 

 
11Hull, Christian Education, p. 100.  

12Stephen Kaufmann, “Student Ownership of the Mission of Selected Christian 

Schools,” unpublished conference paper Toronto: Christian Schools International 

Convention, (July 30-31, 1992). 

13 Kaufmann, “Student Ownership,” p. 4. 

 
14Ken Badley, “Two ‘Cop-Outs’ in Faith-Learning Integration: Incarnational 

Integration and Worldviewish Integration,” Spectrum, 28, no.2 (Summer, 1996): 110. 
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 Stronks and Blomberg,15 edited a book for the Calvin Center for Christian 

Scholarship in the early nineties that involved a variety of Christian school leaders. The 

research team conducting this extensive study found the following questions to be the 

most pressing for educators in the Christian school movement: “What is Christian 

education? What makes a Christian school distinctive? How can we define our identity in 

the context of the current discussions in education?”16 The study indicates that under the 

veneer of high road, visionary rhetoric we hide our uncertainty about the meaning and 

purpose of Christian education. The underlying assumption in this book says a lack of 

faith/learning integration prevails in Christian schools precisely because educational 

vision is not accompanied by an equally strong sense of task. Without alternative goals 

and a stronger commitment to reflective planning, the Calvin team does not believe a 

distinctively Christian education can emerge.    

 When confronted by all this evidence, my own allegiance to the ideal of Christian 

education sometimes wavers. The challenge of implementing a different, biblical model 

of schooling appears so far out of reach that I am tempted to think the whole idea might 

be wrong-headed. At times I wonder if there really is such a thing as a Christian model of 

education. This suspicion not only burdens my career, I think it plagues the whole 

Christian school movement.   

 As I see it, the history of the Christian school movement in Canada and the United 

States boils down to this: either its pursuit of Christian education has been a struggle to 

implement the right kind of educational vision, or it has been barking up the wrong tree! 

If the first interpretation is true, then we must better understand what makes the 

implementation of Christian education so difficult. If we have been chasing after a false 

vision, then we have to change some of our basic assumptions about Christian education. 

Let us consider these options in the next discussion. 

   

 
15Gloria Stronks and Doug Blomberg, eds., A Vision with a Task: Christian 

Schooling for Responsive Discipleship (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1993). 

16Stronks and Blomberg, A Vision, p. 9. 
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Must Education be Different to be Christian? 

 

Does the failure to bring about a different school model signify the absence of Christian 

education? A definitive yes, it seems to me, would denigrate the past efforts of classroom teachers 

and researchers dedicated to the transformation of Christian schools, and I am not prepared to go 

that far. I know only too well how much my own teaching was shaped by the biblical perspective 

implicit in major curriculum projects such as Joy in Learning17 and Man in Society, A Study in 

Hope.18 In addition to these trail blazing curriculum projects, I am indebted to educators like Al 

Green19, Geraldine Steensma20, Harro Van Brummelen21, John Van Dyk22, and Nicholas 

Wolterstorff23 who applied vision, educational philosophy and curriculum theory to particular 

educational reforms. I have no desire to diminish the significance of these mileposts on the road to 

establishing a Christian alternative education. Nevertheless, I must remain steadfast in my 

conclusion that no biblical model of education has materialized because of them. 

 
17Arnold DeGraaf and Jean Olthuis, Joy in Learning (Toronto: Curriculum 

Development Center, 1976). 

18Ary DeMoor, et al., Man in Society, A Study in Hope (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Christian Schools International, 1981).  

19 Al Green, Reclaiming the Future of Christian Education (Colorado Springs: 

Association of Christian Schools International, 1998). 

20Geraldine Steensma, To Those Who Teach (Terre Haute, IN: Signal, 1971.) 

21 Harro Van Brummelen, Stepping Stones to Curriculum (Seattle: Alta Vista 

College Press, 1994). 

 

22 John Van Dyk, The Craft of Christian Teaching (Sioux Center, IA: Dordt Press, 

2000). 

23 Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Task and Invitation,” unpublished conference paper 

Toronto: Christian Schools International Conference on Christian Education, (July 30 and 

31, 1992). 
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  Let us continue to assume for a moment that Christian education should 

eventually lead to a new kind of education as the neo-Calvinist, transformational vision 

implies it must. What prevents those who hold to that vision from developing such a 

model?  Our main conceptual categories certainly interfere. We habitually distinguish 

between a ‘secular’ and a ‘sacred’ domain, and our struggle to define and implement 

Christian education is deeply rooted in our ambivalence about where it fits in this 

dualism. The term ‘Christian’ primarily refers to persons—those “religious” folk who 

follow Christ through their adherence to biblical beliefs and their conformity to practices 

like regular church attendance and daily devotions. Within the confines of the sacred 

realm, we may also speak meaningfully about Christian art and music, Christian 

agencies, Christian organizations, Christian relationships or Christian acts.   

Problems arise as soon as we attach the adjective ‘Christian’ to activities, roles, 

institutions, or anything else remotely associated with secular life. Who knows, for 

example, what Christian jazz, Christian politics, Christian business or Christian plumbing 

might entail? We may be acquainted with Christians who happen to play jazz, who hold 

political office, who own businesses or who do plumbing for a living. The fact that they 

are Christians may make them compassionate, sensitive to justice issues, honest or hard 

working. But, when we compare what they actually do in these capacities with non-

Christians similarly engaged, we assume that jazz is jazz for the musicians, government 

is government for the politicians, economics is economics for the business owners and 

plumbing is plumbing for the plumbers.   

Conceptually, the relationship between faith and the structure of these tasks is 

dubious. Thus, when singer Amy Grant made the switch from performing contemporary 

Christian music to secular pop music a few years back, she stopped being a Christian 

musician and became a Christian and a musician. Similarly, the term Christian teacher 

only has a clear meaning in the limited context of “religious education.” Outside that 

context the person is an educator and a Christian. 

Nothing jars our conceptual patterns when Christian education connotes the 

teaching of doctrine, ethics, life-style, church history, catechism, and Bible stories. But, 

to stretch the application of Christian education to include the sciences and the academic 

subjects derived from them, makes about as much sense as advocating for Christian 

plumbing. Concepts like Christian psychology, Christian mathematics and Christian 
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social studies quickly slip through our mental grasp. Even the idea of a Christian view of 

an academic discipline has proven difficult to explain.   

We have trouble grasping the concept Christian education because in our liberal 

environment education is education, is education. Everyone expects traditional subjects to 

remain the same for teachers of all persuasions. In fact, faith (or any other kind of 

indoctrinating impulse) must be de-coupled from learning before one can even claim to 

be educated. Simply saying the two are harmoniously brought together in Christian 

schools flies in the face of the way people normally think. Consequently, all our attempts 

to articulate what a biblically based Christian model of education means fall outside the 

comfort zone of our conceptual landscape.   

 Our inability to conceptualize the scope of Christian education runs parallel to a 

second obstacle, the inconsistent implementation of our schools’ vision statements. Our 

problem is not that we lack vision, but our habit of setting artificial limits on faith-

learning integration. According to Christian education rhetoric, Christian perspective 

transforms every facet of the school, but Holmes24 has identified four approaches to faith-

learning integration. These four relate to each other like concentric circles; each one more 

inclusive than the one preceding it. Holmes says that in the smallest circle faith-learning 

integration impacts our attitudes toward learning. From there faith ripples out to 

encompass first the ethical dimensions of education, then foundational perspectives and 

finally worldview. 

 Christian school educators favor the worldview approach to faith/learning 

integration, but we typically integrate faith on one of the three smaller scales described 

by Holmes. According to Badley, this drawing of the line on faith’s role typifies even the 

most outspoken integrationists. He identifies an Evangelical and a Reformed way of 

copping-out on full scale faith-learning integration. Evangelicals, he contends, endorse 

personal transformation to the exclusion of a foundational perspective while Reformed 

educators are guilty of the reverse.25 As a result, faith-learning integration rarely 

combines faith-inspired thought with faith-inspired action. 

 
24Arthur F. Holmes, The Idea of a Christian College (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1991). 

 
25Badley, “Two Copouts,” pp. 115-118.  
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 This mixture of conceptual and visionary ambiguities seriously affects our 

understanding of Christian education. Consciously or unconsciously, most Christian 

school educators adhere to Kienel’s26 principle of decreasing distortion. According to 

this principle, the further we move “down” the curriculum ladder from the “higher” 

studies of theology, philosophy and history to the “lower” fields of biology, physics and 

mathematics, the less distortion from unbelief we meet. Underlying this principle is the 

assumption that natural sciences exhibit a normativity that resists human deformation. By 

contrast, the so-called humanities and social sciences are predisposed to distortion. Thus, 

the latter subjects require progressively greater applications of Christian perspective to be 

redeemed. In this scheme, a Christian approach to social studies makes sense, but a 

Christian slant to physics does not. Somewhere along the spectrum of academic 

disciplines the distortion factor must move from the acceptable to the unacceptable, but 

the discipline that contains this line of demarcation remains a mystery. The need for this 

line at all, reminds us how vulnerable we are before the categories of philosophical 

dualism. 

 Without a philosophical framework that accounts for the unrestricted interplay 

between faith and learning as implied by our vision statements, Christian school 

educators will continue to confuse Christians educating with Christian education. We 

will keep on applying faith in ways that may improve upon, but which do not 

fundamentally change the basic priorities of education. Until we find what we are looking 

for, Christian education cannot supply biblically grounded answers to humanity’s 

questions of ultimate educational concern: e.g., What is worth knowing? Who is a good 

student? What is good teaching? How should the curriculum be organized? What is the 

purpose of education? How should students be evaluated?   

But, what if our main assumption is wrong? What if Christian education need not 

be substantially different from the public school model? Wolterstorff is one of the few 

Reformed thinkers who seriously argues for this point of view. He thinks it more fruitful 

to define Christian education by its fidelity, not its difference. 

 
26Paul Kienel, The Philosophy of Christian School Education (Whittier, CA: 

Association of Christian Schools International, 1971). p. 34. 
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Faithful scholarship will, as a whole, be distinctive scholarship; I 

have no doubt of that. But difference must be a consequence, not an aim.  

And if at some point the difference is scarcely large enough to justify 

calling this segment of scholarship a “different kind of science”—

Christian science in contrast with competitors which are non-Christian—

why should that, as such, bother us? Again, isn’t faithful scholarship 

enough? Difference is not a condition of fidelity—though, to say it once 

more, it will often be a consequence.27 

 Wolterstorff questions Kuyper’s basic thesis that there are two kinds of people, 

hence two kinds of science in all the disciplines, hence two kinds of education. This manner 

of thinking, Wolterstorff argues, stems from Kuyper’s “one-directional, non-interactionist 

view of the relation between religion and the practice of scholarship.”28 Some people are 

regenerated and enlightened by faith in God and the rest are shaped by a faith in man. This 

so-called ‘expressivist’ vision of life dates back to the Romantics who believed human 

activity and life are simply expressions of the self.29 Wolterstorff’s problem with this 

Romantic way of thinking is the one-way, one-to-one correlation between the tenets of faith 

and structural change. What Kuyper’s underlying philosophy fails to consider, claims 

Wolterstorff, is the following: 

 Science is not solely an expression of the self, however.  It is 

likewise the outcome of the impact of the world on us, coupled with the 

impact of the social practice of science.  Self, world, social practice: it is 

from the interplay of these three that science emerges.  It is true, indeed, 

that out of the heart are the issues of life—but into the heart go the issues 

of life as well.30 

 When Wolterstorff rejects the idea that Christian education must necessarily be a 

different kind of education, he does not opt for Christians educating. If Christian 

education should not be defined by its difference, why would he conclude that it should 

 
27Nicholas Wolterstorff, “On Christian Learning,” in Stained Glass: Worldviews 

and Social Science, Paul A. Marshall, Sander Griffioen, Richard Mouw, eds., (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), p. 70.  

28Wolterstorff, On Christian, p. 72. 

  

29Wolterstorff, On Christian, p. 72.  

30Wolterstorff, On Christian, p. 73.  
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be defined by what it adds? Wolterstorff has a third possibility in mind when he says 

Christian education should be defined by its fidelity.   

 The suggestion that Christian education can be faithful without being 

fundamentally different from public school education, could serve as a liberating concept 

for those weighed down by the responsibility of building a new educational model. 

Reformed Christian educators, in particular, have grown up with serious misgivings 

about what Christians and non-Christians share in common. Perhaps the time has come 

for Christian school educators to see school reform in a different context, what Mouw 

describes as “our search for the grounds of commonness…motivated by a faith that cuts 

against the grain of much of contemporary life and thought.”31 Even so, at the point 

where educational philosophy meets daily practice, these essential questions still require 

answers: What does faithful education look like? What obstacles stand in the way of 

implementing a faithful education? What can we do to remove these obstacles? An 

unexpected source of wisdom can help our search for these answers, as we shall see in 

the next section of the article. 

 

Riddles and Lessons about School Reform 

 

 If one could briefly sum up the history of public school reform, then Cuban32  

probably succeeded best when he posed this puzzling question: “Why do schools and 

classrooms resist repeated and sizable efforts to change them?” By most accounts, public 

school reform has been an exercise in futility. In the past four decades alone the 

American high school has been reported to be in serious trouble at least six times, and 

each occasion triggered a new wave of reform.33 Similar waves of change also broke 

upon the shoreline of Canada’s educational scene.   

 
31Richard J. Mouw, He Shines in all That’s Fair: Culture and Common Grace, 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2001), p. 7. 

  
32Larry Cuban, “A Fundamental Puzzle of School Reform Phi Delta Kappan 

January, (1998): 341-344. 

33Thomas Gregory, Gerald R. Smith, High Schools as Communities:  The Small School 

Reconsidered (Blomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, 1987).  
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Contemporary classroom teachers in Canada and the United States often appear to 

be confused and frustrated by their school’s lack of clear direction. In Alberta, where I 

live, a survey of public school teachers conducted in the nineties, gives voice to this 

widespread and perennial spirit of discontentment. 

There is no overall plan; the situation is chaotic and often contradictory. 

This view sees different levels of government imposing conflicting 

expectations (which are inadequately explained or defined), and identifies 

contradictions between such developments as program continuity and 

increased external testing, or between integration and results-based 

curriculum. An analogy is made to a medical situation: What if a patient 

were to see one doctor for a foot problem, another specialist for a throat 

infection, another for high blood pressure and so on. If each doctor, acting 

independently of the others, prescribed a medication, should we be 

surprised that the patient suffers from a drug interaction?34 

 Christian school educators on both sides of the border have generally ignored 

efforts to improve the public school. Our disinterest may be linked to the reformers’ lack 

of success. But, it probably has more to do with the feeling that whatever ails the public 

school and resists amelioration, does not hurt the Christian school’s capacity to deliver a 

Christian education. Generally, Christian school educators feel immune from the inherent 

weaknesses exhibited by the public school. Simply stated, we do not think we face the 

same kind of problems that public school reformers do. Christian schools have eliminated 

some of the problems that Christians previously encountered in the public school. 

Unfortunately, these improvements have also encouraged Christian school educators to 

underestimate the ability of entrenched assumptions, values and priorities to limit the 

overall impact of Christian perspective. Christian educators, I believe, can learn from the 

experiences of public school reformers because they take the obstacles confronting 

substantive reform more seriously than we do. Below I mention just a few of the lessons 

that we can learn from them. 

 The first example comes from a popular curriculum theory textbook authored by 

John McNeil. Taking his cue from Cuban,35 McNeil registers concern over the large 

 

34Alberta, The Alberta Teachers’ Association, Trying to Teach (Edmonton: 1993), p. 1. 

 

35Larry Cuban, How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American 

Classrooms 1890-1980 (New York: Longman, 1993). 
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distance that separates the language of school reform from actual curriculum practice 

when he states:   

There is need for understanding how the ideas of Dewey and other 

reformers became institutionalized in specific communities. The reliance 

on rhetoric instead of practice as sufficient historical evidence of 

curriculum reality is troublesome.36   

According to McNeil, too many educators base their interpretation of reality on what the 

literature reports rather than on what actually happens in the classroom. They do not 

understand that the pronouncements of curriculum reformers are unlikely to get 

incorporated into practice at the classroom level. This institutionalization of rhetoric 

represents a major deterrent of educational change because teachers become complacent.  

We can summarize the first lesson as follows: When the rhetoric of school reform 

overshadows current curricular practice, teachers fail to see the necessity of school 

reform.   

 Teachers in the Christian school movement need to learn this lesson just as much 

as our public school counter parts do. Too often we simply assume that faith and learning 

integration corresponds with current daily practice. Whenever we make this mistake, our 

vision too is sure to lose much of its power to effect change. 

 John Goodlad provides us with a second lesson. In a major study of schools 

conducted in the wake of the 1970s alternative school movement, Goodlad reached this 

disheartening conclusion: 

schools differ in their ambience . . . But in the how and what of teaching, a 

school is a school is a school . . . By the ‘how,’ I mean the technology of 

teaching:  lecturing, monitoring, quizzing, and so on . . . By the ‘what,’ I 

mean the topical arrangement, the form and substance of materials, the 

factual rather than conceptual orientation, and so on. How teachers teach 

and why or what students are and are not taught is made up of elements 

which defy redirective intervention.37 

 

36John D. McNeil, Curriculum: A Comprehensive Introduction (New York: 

HarperCollins College Publishers, 1996), p. 406. 

37John I. Goodlad, “A Study of Schooling,” Taking Sides: Clashing Views on 

Controversial Issues, James Wm. Noll, ed., (Guilford, CN: The Dushkin Publishing 

Group, Inc., 1983), p.145. 
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From Goodlad’s assessment of the situation, we can extrapolate this second lesson: the 

regularities of schooling are so ingrained that only superficial, personality changes can 

be made to improve the school experience; to make deep structural changes in the 

school, these traditional curricular and pedagogical practices must either be removed or 

transformed. 

 This second lesson is relevant for Christian school educators who do not often 

regard the traditional facets of schooling as threats to their vision of Christian education; 

it is especially significant for those who seek refuge in traditional practices as a defence 

against post-modern, humanistic excesses. Humanist critics of traditional education may 

be paranoid about things like teacher control, but they often clarify the connection 

between the regularities of schooling38 and the deep structural assumptions that support 

them. 39     

 Without this kind of critical reflection the alternative educational ideals upheld by 

Christian educators will be more easily compromised. We Christian educators are gravely 

mistaken if we think the staples of teaching, mentioned by Goodlad, constitute a neutral 

vehicle for learning that is capable of delivering the educational goods for any philosophy 

that adopts it. 

 Yvonna Lincoln, a self-proclaimed constructivist, made an equally important 

discovery in a related field. While struggling to find proper criteria for accurate and 

objective evaluations using a “naturalistic” mode of inquiry, she found herself resorting 

to the fixed norms of positivist thinking. Lincoln concluded that it is nearly impossible to 

devise a new paradigm of inquiry without contaminating it with elements of the paradigm 

from which one hopes to escape.40 Lesson three reads: the status quo paradigm in 

 

38Seymour Sarason, The Culture of the School and the Problem of Change 

(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1982). 

39 Barbara Benham Tye, “The Deep Structure of Schooling” Phi Delta Kappan, 

December (1987): 281-284.  Barbara Benham Tye, Hard Truths: Uncovering the Deep 

Structure of Schooling (New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University, 2001). 

40Yvonna Lincoln, “The Making of a Constructivist: A Rememberance of 

Transformations Past,” unpublished conference paper, San Francisco: Alternative 

Paradigms Conference, (1988).   
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education makes the rules and sets the standards by which all innovations—and the new 

paradigm they propose—are judged; this principle greatly inhibits paradigm shifts, 

which by definition, establish new boundaries and new rules. Whenever and wherever 

Christian school educators submit to the rules and the “wisdom” of the incumbent 

paradigm, we relinquish our right to pose the central questions, redefine limits, set 

priorities, or offer alternative answers to society’s questions of ultimate concern. 

 In my experience, Christian schools also resist efforts to induce substantive 

changes, and as I noted before, few Christian educators seem to mind. Their cavalier 

attitude toward this rigidity gives rise to a riddle of our own: Why do Christian educators 

think they can implement their alternative educational vision without contesting the same 

forces that stymie the most radical public school reformers?   

The history of school reform tells us that major efforts to make mainstream 

education more relevant to life have generally given way to a mindless instrumentalism, 

the reduction of education to problem solving sustained by society’s deeper commitment 

to utilitarianism and efficiency. Unsuspecting Christian school educators—who are often 

comfortable in their traditional settings—have hardly considered the limitations that 

scientific technicism imposes on them. 

Because lessons like these are never learned devoid of context, it is important that 

Christian school educators become familiar with our educational landscape. The main 

feature of this landscape is what Prakash and Waks41 describe as the additive approach to 

education. Rather than whole-heartedly implement one educational vision, classroom 

teachers try to meet the demands of every major philosophical orientation to schooling. The 

mere addition of Christian elements to this mix does not untangle, then correctly realign 

these competing philosophies. Before Christian school educators can implement a Christian 

education, we need to better understand the close connection between this popular additive 

approach and our habit of settling for Christians educating. 

Implicit in our need for better metaphors, concepts and examples that clarify the 

meaning of Christian education, is the fight to disentangle ourselves from the reigning 

secular paradigm in education. The next discussion explores the nature of this paradigm 

 

 41 Madhu Suri Prakash and Leonard J. Waks,  “Four Conceptions of Excellence,” 

Teachers College Record, 87, no 1. (1985): 79-101. 
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and our vulnerability to it. To facilitate this discussion, we once again turn to public 

school reformers to learn what they have to teach us. 

  When Christian educators step back from their own work and direct their attention 

toward the literature on public school reform, they cannot help but be overwhelmed by the 

sheer enormity of it. The vast and conflicting viewpoints contained in these writings resist 

comprehensive analysis. However, virtually every school reformer shares the judgement that 

“the conventional school must be changed” and makes the empirical claim that “the 

conventional school defies being changed.”   

Generally, reformers also hold to the view that throughout the 20th Century, public 

schools in Canada and the United States have been embroiled in a tug-of-war that pits the 

advocates of a traditional approach against the proponents of a humanistic education. In 

simple terms, traditional education means formal instruction in the liberal arts. By contrast, 

humanistic education connotes a child-centred, less structured and open-ended education. 

Both sides have generated numerous school reform movements in an effort to advance their 

respective ideals.  

Reformers with the traditional, scientific bent think educational problems are 

technical in nature. Their solutions typically involve the careful conceptualization, design 

development, and dissemination of new curricular packages. Not surprisingly, traditional 

school reformers hold to the motto: “the better we know how to do it, the closer we come to 

realizing our educational goals.”  

Following John Dewey’s lead, critics have accused formal, traditional schooling of 

the following: fragmenting knowledge and rendering education irrelevant to the lives of 

students,42 mutilating the child’s spirit,43 oppressing the creativity and freedom of the 

 
42T.R. Sizer, “High School Reform: the Need for Engineering,” Phi Delta 

Kappan, 64, June (1983): 680 .  

43Charles Silberman and Ann Silberman, “Hearings, U.S. Senate Select Committee on 

Equal Educational Opportunity, 91st Congress, 2nd Session, Part 1A,” in Glenn Smith and 

Charles R. Kniker, eds., Myth and Reality: A Reader in Education (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 

Inc., 1975), p. 39.  



 21 

individual,44 subjugating the have-nots by reproducing in the school the social and economic 

stratifications of society that block upward mobility,45 breaking down community by sorting 

students into artificial groupings,46 promoting one type of knowledge and learning style to 

the exclusion of others.47 

Humanistic educators promote individual freedoms for students and less control 

from teachers. Their qualitative approach to learning substitutes a more diversified, 

contextual program of study for the customary, measured curriculum with its dependence on 

percentage-based grades. From the traditional point of view, the humanist program of 

education leads to lower standards of excellence, a depreciation of culture and a lack of 

social accountability. 

 Critical studies by Cremin,48 and Tyack and Hansot,49 have deepened our 

understanding of the juxtaposition between “the traditional” and “the humanistic.” The first 

exaggerates the role of science and technology while the other overstates the significance of 

the individual. Although, these two camps take notoriously different approaches they hold 

many progressive ideals in common. This accounts for a third view—championed by John 

Dewey—that tries to strike a balance between the two. Cremin reports the ideological 

landscape of our polarized school system emerged like this: 

(Progressivism) began as a part of a vast humanitarian effort to apply the 

promise of American life—the ideal of government by, of, and for the 

people—to the puzzling new urban-industrial civilization that came into 

 

44Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum Publishing 

Corp, 1983). 

45S. Bowles and H. Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist America: Educational Reform 

and the Contradictions of Economic Life (New York: Basic Books, 1976). 

46Joel Spring, The Sorting Machine Revisited, Policy Since 1945 (New York: 

Longman, 1989).  

47Howard Gardner, The Unschooled Mind (New York: Basic Books, 1992).  

48Lawrence Cremin, The Transformation of the School: Progressivism in 

American Education, 1876-1957 (New York: Vintage Books, 1961), p. viii-ix. 

49David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot, Managers of Virtue: public school 

Leadership in America, 1820-1980 (New York: Basic Books, 1982). 
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being during the latter half of the nineteenth century. In effect, progressive 

education began as Progressivism in education: a many-sided effort to use 

the schools to improve the lives of individuals.  In the minds of 

Progressivists this meant several things.                                                                                          

 First, it meant broadening the program and function of the school to 

include direct concern for health, vocation, and the quality of family and 

community life. Second, it meant applying in the classroom the pedagogical 

principles derived from the new scientific research in psychology and the 

social sciences.  Third, it meant tailoring instruction more and more to the 

different kinds and classes of children who were being brought within the 

purview of the school. Finally, Progressivism implied the radical faith that 

culture could be democratized without being vulgarized, the faith that 

everyone could share not only in the benefits of the new sciences but in the 

pursuit of the arts as well.50 

According to this interpretation, traditional education and humanistic education 

represent two impulses within an overarching ideology called progressivism. One impulse 

looks to science as the consummate tool for bringing both nature and human society under 

control. The other places its trust in natural inclinations and the autonomous development of 

the individual. Human freedom serves as the core value for both, but the meaning of 

autonomy is a key point of contention. The inability of educators to sufficiently advance the 

cause of human freedom is the central issue in the history of school reform. 

To judge the success of school reform movements requires criteria. Cuban 

distinguishes between first and second-order changes. He argues that school transformation 

does not accrue from a first order change. First-order changes only   

try to make what already exists more efficient and more effective, 

without disturbing the basic organizational features, without substantially 

altering the ways in which adults and children perform their roles. Those 

who propose first-order changes believe that the existing goals and 

structures of schooling are both adequate and desirable. 51 

Second-order changes, by comparison, refer to the implementation of a new educational 

vision and mission; Cuban says they 

 

50Cremin, The Transformation, pp. viii - ix.  

 
51Larry Cuban, “A Fundamental Puzzle of School Reform,” Phi Delta Kappan, 

January, (1988): 342. 
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alter the fundamental ways in which organizations are put together. They 

reflect major dissatisfactions with present arrangements. Second-order 

changes introduce new goals, structures, and roles that transform familiar 

ways of doing things into new ways of solving persistent problems.52 

 Testifying to the difficulty of initiating second-order changes, public school 

educators have used up their repertoire of reform approaches. Three main perspectives have 

been tried, and now reformers appear to be recycling them. House defines these approaches 

as the technical, the political and the cultural.53 He makes this astute observation about the 

evolution of these perspectives on school reform: 

The technical perspective focused on the innovation itself. The studies of 

innovation failure highlighted the political drama of contending factions in 

disputing about the innovation. Innovations-in-context has been the subject 

of the political perspective. From there, it was logical to emphasize the 

importance of the context. School culture became the object of study, and the 

cultural perspective has been revived as a worthy point of view. Changes in 

research methodology have accompanied these shifts, but the conceptual 

changes themselves are more basic. So the shift has been from the 

innovation, to the innovation-in-context, to the context itself—from the 

technological to the political to the cultural perspective.54 

  

 The search for substantive change has come full circle twice. The technical 

orientation, which first appeared around the 1920s when Taylor’s55 scientific management 

 

52Cuban, A Fundamental, p. 342. 

53Ernest House, Three Perspectives on Innovations--the Technical, the Political, 

and the Cultural (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications, 1981).  Also see Terrence E. 

Deal, “Educational Change: Revival Tent, Tinkertoys, Jungle, or Carnival?” Rethinking 

School Improvement: Research Craft, and Concept, Ann Lieberman, ed.,  (Columbia 

University, New York: Teachers College Press, 1986), pp. 115-161.  Thomas Gregory 

and Gerald Smith, “High Schools.” 

54Ernest House, “Technology vs. Craft: A Ten Year Perspective on Innovation,” 

Journal of Curriculum Studies, 11, no. 1 (1979): 10. 

55Frederick Taylor, The Principles of Scientific Management (New York, 1911).  

David Tyack, The One Best System: A History of American Urban Education 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974). 
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principles were applied to education, resurfaced in the 1950s and 60s with the advent of 

packaged, programmed learning curricula.56 Our third affirmation of technical solutions in 

the 1980s and 1990s continues to leave dissatisfied those who search for a larger vision of 

schooling. In fact, Goodman goes so far as to say this newest wave of technical school 

transformation in the name of social functionalism, efficiency and productivity, 

individualism and expertism “actually reinforces the underlying values, power relationships, 

and learning experiences embedded within the conventional ways of educating children.” 57 

 Recently, some have recast the long-standing conflict between the ideals of science 

and technology over against those of personal freedom into the language of paradigm 

warfare.58 Those who favor the status quo, modern-objectivist-quantitative-positivist-

scientific tradition are vigorously pitted against reformers who seek to implement the 

ideals of the post-modern-interpretative-qualitative-hermeneutic-humanistic perspective.   

 According to post-structuralists like Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery and Taubman,59 the 

field of curriculum theory—which today encompasses just about everything in the school—

has finally been ‘reconceptualized.’ Science and technology, they believe, no longer hold 

education theory captive. Now educators may freely employ multiple perspectives in their 

classrooms.   

 What continues to frustrate the post-structuralists, post-modernists, constructivists, 

critical theorists and reconceptualists, however, is the fact that the paradigm shift that 

 

56Tyack and Hansot, Managers. 

57Jesse Goodman, “Change without Difference: School Restructuring in Historical 

Perspective,” Harvard Educational Review, 65, no.1 (1995): 3.  

58Nathaniel Gage, “The Paradigm Wars and Their Aftermath: A Historical Sketch 

on Research on Teaching since 1989,” Teachers College Record 91, no. 2 (1989).  Linda 

Darling-Hammond and Jon Snyder, “Curriculum Studies and the Traditions of Inquiry: 

The Scientific Tradition,” Handbook of Research on Curriculum, Philip W. Jackson, ed., 

(New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), pp. 41-78. 

59William F. Pinar, William M, Reynolds, Patrick Slattery, Peter M. Taubman, 
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transformed their own theorizing has not taken hold of those who actually shape the schools. 

Government policy makers, the writers of government approved curriculum guidelines, 

administrators and teachers, they complain, all remain inexplicably committed to the 

technical approach and its promises for higher levels of performance. Education’s service to 

technology is so pervasive that critics picture quantitative evaluation as the tail that wags the 

curriculum dog. With considerable chagrin, Pinar and company (like their humanist 

predecessors of the 1970s) must admit that their critique of the status quo and the post-

modern reforms they hope to implement, survive better in theory than they do in the 

classroom.60 

 The big picture of school reform can be painted another way using five key 

questions that all school reformers must answer: 1. What should be changed? 2. What 

new thing is needed? 3. How will reform be carried out? 4. What are the indicators of 

successful reform? 5. What obstacles stand in the way of change? The following chart 

outlines the general differences between the two major camps.  

 

Questions Technology Camp Human Freedom Camp 

 
1. What should be changed? 

 

Poor levels of performance. The inhumanity of education. 

2. What new thing is needed? 

 

Better techniques, more expertise, 

efficiency & accountability. 

More individual freedom, more 

diversity of perspective. 

3. How will reform be 

     carried out? 

Through better-designed 

curriculum, clearer objectives, 

better measures. 

Through a foundational critique 

of the old paradigm and a 

commitment to the new. 

4. What are the indicators of  

     successful reform? 

Better scores on standardized 

tests. 

New focus on issues/context, less 

stress on structure, principles, & 

concepts 

5. What obstacles stand in the  

     way of change? 

Incompetence, poor curriculum 

designs, limited techniques. 

Entrenched values & power 

relationships. 

 

 Among today’s classroom teachers, there are educational optimists who feel that 

second order change is possible with the right government-supported curriculum 

initiatives. Unconvinced critical theorists like Purple61 argue that public education has a 

 

60Pinar et al., “Understanding Curriculum.” 

  
61David E. Purple, The Moral and Spiritual Crisis in Education:  A Curriculum 

for Justice and Compassion in Education (New York: Bergin and Garvey, 1989).  
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major crisis on its hands precisely because technical oriented reforms trivialize the 

purpose of education.   

Rather than dismiss the history of public school reform, Christian school educators 

should reflect upon its relevance for them. We are naïve if we think the technical tradition in 

education is easily accommodated or transformed. If the humanist camp, which shares the 

same ideological lineage, can barely carve out a space for its priorities within the prevailing 

technical model of schooling, then the task of Christian school educators to establish a 

biblically based school model that transcends them both poses a far greater challenge.  

When I look at what has happened to the humanist agenda in education, I see the 

pattern for what transpires in the Christian school movement. Humanist rhetoric is strong in 

theory—accounting for roughly half of all recent publications on curriculum development.  

The clarion call for more relevance has opened up temporary spaces for portfolios, diverse 

learning styles, and integration of students with different abilities, but these additions are 

quickly throttled by deeper commitments to quantitative evaluation and program 

prescriptions. In the contemporary classroom, science and technique prevail against the 

rhetoric of visionaries that seek to make education more human and more relevant. 

 

Paradigm Wars 

 

The challenge that confronts those who teach in the Christian school movement is 

clear and simple: provide students with a Christian education. We know what Christian 

education means in general; it refers to an education transformed by a biblical perspective. I 

have argued that Christian school educators habitually settle for something less than 

Christian education. In practice we implement a smaller vision, what I call Christians 

educating. Factors from within and without the Christian school movement contribute to this 

visionary downsizing. Based on insights derived from the literature on public school reform, 

I interpret the situation in the Christian school movement to be a replica of the one 

encountered more widely by humanist educators in the public school. Like them, our best 

efforts to transform our schools to suit our educational ideals meet heavy resistance from an 

unreceptive paradigm.   

 What can Christian school educators do to strengthen their commitment to Christian 

education? How can we prevent our gap challenge from deteriorating into gap problems? 
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What can we do to make the education delivered by Christian schools more faithful and 

probably more distinctive? If my assessment of the situation is correct, then we must engage 

in paradigm warfare. To do that we have to understand the boundaries and limitations 

presented to us by the reigning educational paradigm. We also have to concentrate our 

efforts on key battles. 

 Philosophically, we need to reconcile the issue Wolterstorff raises. Will we persist in 

thinking that Christian education must be different by intent, or should we be content with 

difference as a consequence only?  If the ultimate test for Christian education rests with its 

fidelity to Scripture rather than adding to or being fundamentally different from the status 

quo, then we must figure out what faithful education looks like at the school level.   

 It seems probable to me that a faithful education can express itself in many ways. If 

faith is another word for biblical perspective, then we need more and better examples of 

what teachers and students actually “see,” “hear,” “know,” and “do” by faith. Should the 

impact of faith result in transforming, healing, cleansing, sorting, correcting, affirming, 

deepening, focusing, separating and prioritizing, then we must be able to show how in our 

teaching, curriculum planning, student evaluations, goal selection and in the way we 

structure the school situation. If we cannot describe faithful education in these concrete 

terms, Christian perspective will continue to perform like bookends—God talk will appear 

at the beginning and end of lessons, units, courses and school years, but what lies in 

between will remain largely unaffected.     
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