Nurturing Faith Through Online Learning

Part 1:
Planning Faith
Integration

he surge in online learning re-
sulting from the COVID-19 pan-
demic! is but an escalation,
albeit a dramatic one, of a
growing global trend in the use of on-
line or blended modalities in educa-
tion.? Online learning certainly pres-
ents significant advantages, such as
enhanced accessibility, a more flexible
schedule (including the potential for
self-paced learning), and a more global
perspective, in terms of interactions
with both faculty and fellow students.

However, online modalities can
also pose significant challenges.® For
students, online learning may call for
greater self-motivation, better time-
management strategies, and even
new technology skills. For teachers,
the move to online education may in-
volve difficulties with transitioning
content and learning activities to a
virtual setting, as well as the chal-
lenge of motivating student engage-
ment, encouraging collaboration,
staying connected with students, and
overcoming technical demands posed
by online teaching tools.

Perhaps one of the greatest chal-
lenges, however, for Adventist educa-
tors is the matter of faith integration.
How can we shape the online learn-
ing environment to nurture the faith
of students? How can we provide on-
line experiences that clearly reveal a
Seventh-day Adventist identity and
mission alignment?

Foundational Constructs in Adventist
Education

Whether online or face-to-face (FTF),
four cornerstones are foundational to
Adventist education. These are:

1. Whole-person development.
Ellen White, describing the facets of
true education, pointed to the harmo-
nious development of the “physical,
mental, and spiritual powers™ in
order to prepare the student for a life
of service, a key component of the so-
cial arena. This multifaceted educa-
tion is highlighted in the development
of Jesus while He was on earth: He
“grew in wisdom and stature, and in
favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52,
NIV).* Accordingly, the student, as
the product of online learning, must
be engaged in a whole-person experi-
ence in at least these four key dimen-
sions (see Figure 1).

2. Recognition that all truth is God’s
truth. Scripture affirms that “Every good
and perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father” (James 1:17)
and that “grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). Proverbs 2:6
further affirms that “the Lord gives wis-
dom; from his mouth come knowledge
and understanding.” Recognizing God
as the Source of all truth® is a sustaining
paradigm in Adventist education. Con-
sequently, Adventist educators must in-
tentionally seek to connect all knowl-

edge to its Source, and students should
be made aware of that relationship.

3. Educate for eternity. Sometimes
teachers regress to a restricted vision of
what students can become, and focus
only on helping students pass the sub-
ject or seeking to ensure that they can
graduate. At times, that vision is ex-
panded by endeavoring to prepare stu-
dents to be successful in the broader
context of life—in their professions,

Figure 1.
Whole-person Development
of the Physical, Mental, Spiritual,
and Social Dimensions
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their relationships with friends and
family, and as responsible citizens. Ad-
ventist education, however, envisions a
broader scope: that “the work of edu-
cation and the work of redemption are
one.”” Consequently, the ultimate prior-
ity of education is to prepare students
to be candidates for heaven.

4. Integrate faith and learning. Ellen
White wrote, “The students in our
schools and all our youth should be
given an education that will strengthen
them in the faith.”® This process of
faith integration’ is biblical. “Whether
you eat or drink or whatever you do,
do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthi-
ans 10:31). Given that God’s glory is
found in the attributes of His character
(Exodus 33:18, 19; 34:5-7), our role as
educators is to present a clear, attrac-
tive picture of who God truly is. Paul
further writes: “Whatever you do in
word or in deed, do it all in the name
of the Lord Jesus” (Colossians 3:17,
NKJV). As we teach our classes and
interact with our students, we en-
deavor to say what He would say and
to do what He would do."

While each of these foundational
constructs presents special challenges
(as well as opportunities!) in online
teaching and learning, in this article,
we (the authors) will focus on the
fourth cornerstone: how to nurture
faith in online contexts. We recog-
nize, however, that the four con-
structs are interrelated. Consequently,
while highlighting faith integration,
we will also address whole-person
development, biblical paradigms, and
our purpose of educating for eternity.

A Plan for Faith Integration

Faith integration, a core construct
in Christian education, has been quite
widely developed in the literature,
both in terms of its biblical foundation
and conceptual framework, as well as
its implementation across a variety of
settings (see Box 1). While a faith per-
spective is certainly vital in traditional
FTF learning environments, it is cru-
cial to effectively nurture faith when
engaging students in online learning.
When teachers in Adventist schools
that have recently transitioned to the
online learning environment describe

their experiences, they identify the el-
ement of faith integration as one of
the most challenging to articulate and
implement.!

Effective teaching in any modality
requires planning and organizing, not
only in terms of lesson preparation
but also in designing the whole learn-
ing environment. Planning requires
understanding the nature of learners
and their contexts, and knowing what

needs to be taught and how it should
be taught so that the goals of instruc-
tion will be accomplished, ultimately
leading to student learning. Learning
is a personal process; but teachers
can facilitate learning through careful
preparation.

The nature of the online learning
environment, however, with teachers
and learners being separated by time
and/or space and its dependence on
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technology, makes planning for on-
line teaching quite challenging. It is
common for new online teachers to
ask, How do I teach this lesson from
a distance? How can I be sure the stu-
dents are learning? The need to be-
come proficient in online learning de-
livery—instructional or technical—
not only necessitates greater prepara-
tion, but also different preparation.
This forward thinking allows for
greater intentionality and enhanced
responsiveness to what is likely to
transpire in the online classroom,
thus assuring a greater likelihood of
accomplishing learning goals. Conse-
quently, for faith and learning to be
successfully integrated, teachers must
intentionally plan for this to occur.
Intentional planning for faith inte-
gration begins with (1) instructional
design and the preparation of (2) the
course syllabus. These, in turn, are re-
flected in the presentation of (3) the
course modules and learning materi-
als. Of equal importance is (4) the
personal preparation of the teacher,
who must seek to discover how God
and God’s truth exist in the course of
study that he or she is teaching.

1. The Instructional Design

Although there are many steps in-
volved in planning instruction for on-
line contexts, this article will focus first
on instructional design (ID), which
may be defined as “the art and science
of creating an instructional environ-
ment and materials that will bring the
learner from the state of not being able
to accomplish certain tasks to the state
of being able to accomplish those
tasks.”!? In short, it is a process of ar-
ranging for learning to happen.

Teachers already had to be inten-
tional about course design when they
created lesson plans for face-to-face
classes. But teaching online, whether
synchronous or asynchronous, neces-
sitates that greater emphasis be placed
on the initial planning phase.'> While
FTF teachers can often adjust “on the
fly” when something was missed in
the design process, this is perhaps
more difficult in the online classroom.
ID allows online teachers to better an-
ticipate ambiguities and address them

before they occur. It then provides
them with the opportunity to carefully
choose the more effective way to ap-
proach class lessons.!*

Instructional design, however,
must be consistent with the instruc-
tor’s underlying philosophies and be-
liefs about the learning process. If the
teacher believes that true learning
cannot be accomplished by merely
knowing what is contained in the
textbook but requires a transformed
life, then the design of instruction
will incorporate content and activities
that lead students to God.

What does a faith-integrated ID
look like? Many ID models (such as
ADDIE, Dick and Carey, Gagne, Rapid
Prototyping, etc.)!® are available in
the literature, but the most important
issue may be how these models are
used. Key questions that teachers
must ask during an instructional de-
sign process that integrates faith in-
clude the following:

® How can my students gain a
Christian perspective of this course?

e How can my students develop a
stronger relationship with God and
with one another in class?

e How can this course support the
whole-person development of my stu-
dents?

® How can I encourage my stu-
dents to be involved in the church?

® What activities can I assign that
will engage my students in Christ’s
mission?

Supporting whole-person develop-
ment of students in an online class
may not be easy. The geographic dis-
tance between class members, the self-
directed nature of online learning, and
lack of balancing the role of technol-
ogy in class connections can make
teacher influence less overt and course
impact more uncertain. For whole-per-
son development to occur in the online
classroom, teachers must intentionally
plan activities that cover multiple as-
pects of human development.

An example of a course design
model that emphasizes the biblical
foundation of the course is the Bibli-
cal Foundation Course Design Model'®
by Gettys and Plemons. In this model,
course development begins with the
determination of relevant course con-
cepts and their connections to the
Bible, thus creating the biblical foun-
dation of the course. Such biblical
principles define the learning out-
comes (what students need to know
and do), which, likewise, define the
teaching/learning activities for the
course and the kind of assessments to
be given.

Another example of a course de-
sign model that specifically integrates
mission engagement is the Mission In-

Figure 2.
The Mission integration Model
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tegration Model (see Figure 2). This
model consists of four approaches—
worship (discussed in further detail in
Part 2), worldview, character forma-
tion, and service. Through worship,
students are led to Jesus as the model
for acts of service and, through care-
fully designed lessons, perceive the
goal of mission in every field of study
(worldview). Then, through class in-
teractions and reflections, they are
motivated to respond (character for-
mation) in order to do God’s will; and
finally, as a key outcome, engage in
specific acts of service.'”

2.The Course Syllabus

We now turn to a prime instru-
ment which results from ID: the
course outline or syllabus. As teach-
ers endeavor to nurture spiritual de-
velopment, they must consider at
least four elements:

1. Perspective. The biblical world-
view provides a distinctive perspec-
tive for each subject. The contours of
this paradigm, in turn, influence
teachers’ beliefs and priorities as they
interact with a discipline and its ap-
plications. For some examples of a
biblical perspective within an aca-
demic discipline, see Box 2.

To delineate the faith perspective
that Christians bring to the discipline,
teachers should include a specific
section in the course syllabus, per-
haps titled “Perspective of the
Course,” where course preparers pre-
sent biblical worldview elements that
form the bedrock of the course. These
biblical worldview elements can then
be extended throughout class topics
(see examples in Figures 3 and 4 on
page 8).

2. Objectives. The course objec-
tives or goals must be written with
the end in mind—what Christian
teachers expect their students to
know, to be able to do, and to be
(attitudes, dispositions, and values)
by the end of the course. As employ-
ees of Christian schools with a spe-
cial mission to this world, we must
make sure that these learning out-
comes align with the mission of the

Box 2. Examples of Biblical Perspective Within a Discipline*

Here are some examples of a biblical perspective within a discipline:

e The arts. A biblical worldview in the arts maintains that God is the Author of beauty

and creativity (Genesis 1; Psalm 96:6). It recognizes the need to assess both the
medium and the message (Exodus 32:15-19; Philippians 4:8), and to consider both
the purpose and the effect of a work of art (Isaiah 14:12-14; Matthew 7:20;

1 Corinthians 10:32). Using this approach, teachers also examine the relationship
between Christianity and cultural expression, and explore matters relating to the
spiritual and the secular, as well as the sacred and the common (Leviticus 10:1, 2;
1 Corinthians 10:31).

Language and literature. The biblical paradigm for language and literature views
God as the Master Communicator, expressing ideas through oral, written, and vi-
sual modalities (Genesis 1:3; Exodus 34:28; Psalm 19:1). It holds that humanity
was created in the image of God and imbued with the gift of expressive communi-
cation (Genesis 1:26, 27; 2:19, 23). While sin has distorted language and commu-
nication (Genesis 11:4-9), God still seeks to beautify and elevate language, and
bridge the communication gap (Acts 2:7-12; Revelation 7:9, 10). Ultimately, lan-
guage in its noblest form involves communication with and about God (Matthew
6:9-13; 28:19, 20).

Mathematics. In a biblical worldview, the elegance, beauty, and coherence of
mathematics are a witness about God, the Master Mathematician (Matthew 10:30;
18:21, 22; Psalm 147:4; Revelation 21:10-17). Numerical and geometric patterns in
nature are evidence of God’s design in the deep structure of the universe (Psalm
104:24). The application of mathematics can be utilized to alleviate real problems in
a fallen world and seek to identify spiritual concepts illustrated through mathemati-
cal relationships and processes (Leviticus 19:36; Proverbs 11:1; Amos 8:5).

The sciences. A biblical paradigm for the sciences recognizes God as Designer, Cre-
ator, and Sustainer (Jeremiah 1:5; Matthew 6:26; John 1:1-4; Hebrews 1:3). It identi-
fies evidences of sin’s distortion (Romans 8:21, 22) and the divine plan for restora-
tion (Isaiah 35; Revelation 21:5) and encourages responsible stewardship of the
environment and its ecosystems (Genesis 2:15; Deuteronomy 20:19; Ezekiel 34:2,
18). Such a paradigm also acknowledges the reliance of scientific process and pre-
diction on underlying order, and examines the role of research, reason, and faith in
the acquisition of knowledge (1 Thessalonians 5:21; James 1:5, 6; 1 Peter 3:15).

*The South Pacific Division Curriculum Frameworks that build upon statements of world-
view such as these are available at https://education.adventist.org/home/resources/#refer
ence_materials.

school and of the church. These
course goals become the basis of
specific learning objectives in the
unit or lesson plans.

3. Textbooks. Christian educators
are to make Scripture relevant, af-
firming the pertinence of the Word.
This is based on two premises: (a)
the Word of God speaks with rele-
vance to each dimension of life, and
(b) every discipline should connect

with the lives of teachers and stu-
dents in meaningful ways. God’s
Word, therefore, should be significant
to each academic discipline. David
wrote, “Your word is a lamp for my
feet, a light on my path” (Psalm
119:105).
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Figure 3.
A course on Inclusive Instruction introduces the field by

examining Jesus’ methods of inclusion. Below is a description of

the first unit’s topic.

Unit1  Learners with Special Needs

June 1-5, 2020

This unit acquaints you with the specialized area in Education
named Inclusive Instruction. Inclusion is introduced through a brief
study of the example of Jesus’ methods of inclusion followed by
learning related vocabulary, and an analysis of the philosophical
underpinnings of inclusion. An overview of learners with special
needs in the latter part of the unit provides the framework of this
course and a short description of each category of students with
special needs discussed in this course.

Figure 4.

A course on Human Resource Management emphasizes the
point that God expects each person to be a manager of His creation,

thus highlighting a core value of the course.

The first message from God to man was on the subject of man-
agement. God told Adam and Eve, “Be fruitful, and multiply and
replenish the earth and subdue it: and have dominion over . . . every
living thing that moveth upon the earth” (Genesis 1:28, KJV).

Three important tasks of managers are contained in this verse:

1. Maximize resources by “multiplying” to accomplish God’s
purpose and plans.

2. Minimize disorder by “subduing.”

3. Maintain order by “ruling” (dominion).

Reflection Question 1: Was God being a Human Resource Man-
ager when He gave His “first message” to Adam and Eve? Was
God expecting them to be HR managers? Explain your answer.

As teachers seek for a thoughtful
understanding of Scripture in relation
to life and learning, they should
apply scriptural principles and incor-
porate the Bible as a key text in each

course, as core to each aspect studied
(see Figure 5).18 This goes beyond
simply listing the Bible as one of the
principal references, although that in
itself conveys an important message.
More importantly, it includes identify-
ing and incorporating biblical pas-

sages that form natural connections
with the topics studied."

4. Requirements. While there are
many ways that online learning activ-
ities and course assignments can be
configured to nurture faith, we—the
authors of this article—will explore
one—engaging online students in
service learning.?

Service is a biblical construct.
Paul instructs, “Through love serve
one another” (Galatians 5:13,
NKJV), while Peter counsels, “Each
of you should use whatever gift you
have received to serve others” (1
Peter 4:10). Paul notes that Jesus
Himself stated the matter succinctly:
“‘It is more blessed to give than to
receive’” (Acts 20:35). In the school
context, Ellen White observed,
“[Students] are not to look forward
to a time, after the school term
closes, when they will do some large
work for God, but should study
how, during their student life, to
yoke up with Christ in unselfish
service for others.”?

Service learning does not simply
involve volunteer service or field ex-
periences. Rather, it is the intersec-
tion of course content, meaning serv-
ice, and critical reflection (see Figure
6).%? This service-learning process is
comprised of five major stages: Inves-
tigate, Prepare, Act, Reflect, and Cele-
brate.?® Here are some examples of
service-learning course activities, in
ascending grade levels, that could be
included in an online course:

Language Arts: Write a thank-you
note to a community volunteer or a
short letter to an elderly person who
is not a family member.

Physical Education: Engage in
some form of physical activity, such
as a walk-a-thon, to raise money to
help pay someone’s medical bill.

Social Studies: Assist your commu-
nity in preserving natural resources,
perhaps by cleaning up the neighbor-
hood and by collecting recyclables.
Alternatively, write a newspaper arti-
cle or prepare a video clip about pol-
lution or recycling.
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Figure 5.

The Place of the Bible in Seventh-day Adventist Education

Figure 6.

£
L

{d

Service Learning, An Intersection of Three Constructs

Service J
Learning J

Meaningful
Service

Economics: Participate in a project
to benefit those who are economi-
cally disadvantaged, such as a food
drive to replenish a community food
pantry for the needy.

Human Anatomy: Serve at a local
independent living, assisted-living, or
adult daycare center and observe/an-
alyze the impact of aging.

Multimedia: Create a video docu-
mentary of a resident at a local elder-
care facility, perhaps highlighting some
of his or her life experiences, which
you then give to the resident’s family.

Vocal Pedagogy: Offer a free sing-
ing lesson to a student from a public
high school.

Environmental Health: Visit agen-
cies in your community to observe
waste disposal methods and then
conduct research regarding how this
service might be improved.

Supervision of Instruction: Conduct
action research to address a specific
problem in a school with which you
are familiar.

Business: Assist the owner of a
small local business in preparing fi-
nancial statements and/or conducting
a market study to improve business.

The goal, as we teach online,
should be to include in each subject
experiences that engage students in
service learning.

3.The Course Modules

The preparation and design of
the course modules are where the
instructional design (ID) is most
clearly reflected. As Osborne notes,
“The first impression a student re-
ceives from an online course is di-
rectly related to the preparation that
takes place prior to making the
course available to students.”** In
an online course, the course web-
page and its modules make up the
virtual classroom where learning ac-
tivities occur.

Every course module, unit of
study, or lesson plan should incorpo-
rate a biblical basis, ensuring that an-
swers to the five key questions in the
ID (presented above) are articulated
in specific lessons. Each module

http://jae.adventist.org

The Journal of Adventist Education e July-September 2020 9



should be structured in a way that
provides a comfortable learning envi-
ronment in which attainment of
course outcomes, particularly faith
development, is given primary im-
portance. The course modules them-
selves present the lessons, both con-
tent and learning activities, using
appropriate faith integration strate-
gies.

Often in developing objectives for
a unit or lesson, for example, teach-
ers focus on matters that students
should know and competencies that
they should be able to demonstrate.
While teaching for understanding
and for mastery of skills is vital, stu-
dents are shortchanged unless the
affective domain, the matter of
being—that is, attitudes, disposi-
tions, and values—is also incorpo-
rated.

For example, in a primary-level sci-
ence class on the topic of mammals,
the teacher might write an objective
for each of the domains as follows:

e Knowing: The student will define
the essential characteristics of a
mammal.

e Doing: The student will be able
to differentiate between examples of
mammals and non-mammals.

e Being: The student will evidence
kindness toward animals as God’s
creation.

On the topic of the Solar System:

e Knowing: The student will state
the names of the planets in our Solar
System.

e Doing: The student will draw a
representation of the Solar System, la-
beling the planets correctly.

e Being: The student will demon-
strate appreciation for the way in
which God created the Solar Sys-
tem, i.e., placing the Earth at the
proper distance from the Sun to
support life.

Because it addresses values and at-
titudes, the affective domain encom-
passes the goal of character forma-
tion. Regarding this purpose, Ellen
White wrote, “Character building is

the most important work ever en-
trusted to human beings; and never
before was its diligent study so im-
portant as now.”? In planning for on-
line instruction, Adventist teachers
should incorporate affective objec-
tives that reflect biblical values and
seek to help students form Christian
characters.?®

4. Characteristics of Effective Christian
Online Course Facilitators

The teacher’s spirituality may
well be the determining factor in the

Whether in an online
modality or in a more
traditional educational
setting, faith must be-
come tangible, and
spirituality must become
real in every Christian
school. This takes place
when the educational
experience is Christ-
centered, Bible-based,
service-related, and
kingdom-directed.

effectiveness of faith integration in
his or her course. To be truly faith
nurturing, course preparation re-
quires personal spiritual prepara-
tion. Teachers must identify with
and internalize the biblical founda-
tions of their discipline, particularly
as it relates to the Adventist perspec-
tive.

A recent study found that there
are seven traits of an effective Chris-
tian online course facilitator—he or
she demonstrates moral and Chris-

tian values, uses effective online
course facilitation strategies, gives
useful feedback, communicates ef-
fectively, uses authentic assess-
ments, plans well, and motivates
students.?” Demonstrating moral and
Christian values was evidenced by
the following characteristics: He or
she was friendly, non-judgmental,
godly, compassionate and support-
ive, integrated faith and learning in
devotionals and throughout the
course, prayed with and for the stu-
dents, and gave a second chance on
assignments.

Consequently, teachers, princi-
pals, and other administrators
should engage in self-reflection re-
garding effective faith integration in
their own lives.

Faith Integration by Design

Whether in an online modality or
in a more traditional educational set-
ting, faith must become tangible, and
spirituality must become real in
every Christian school. This takes
place when the educational experi-
ence is Christ-centered, Bible-based,
service-related, and kingdom-di-
rected. It occurs where teachers and
administrators intentionally create
online learning experiences that are:

e Wholistic. Every aspect of a stu-
dent’s experience in the online
school, both school-wide and class-
level, must be faith nurturing. This
includes support services, relation-
ships not only within classes but
also with the wider school family,
and the intentional creation and nur-
ture of a faith community. The for-
mation of a faith community within
the teaching-learning context com-
plements the cognitive and social at-
tainments gained through commu-
nity, as substantiated, for example,
through the Community of Inquiry
(Col) model.?® In online modalities,
faith communities can be further de-
veloped through well-designed class
devotionals, online chapels, weeks of
prayers, and other activities. These
will be discussed further in Part 2.
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e Progressive. The online class
design must promote and progres-
sively lead to whole-person develop-
ment of the students. It begins by
placing Christ at the center of learn-
ing (through worship or devotional
activities), in order that students
may experience faith and submis-
sion to His will. Then, by approach-
ing the lessons through carefully
prepared, faith-integrated lessons,
the students will begin to perceive
the workings of God throughout
their lessons. They will then be led
to respond to do His will and to
make lifelong resolutions and com-
mitments (as may be evidenced in
class discussions and reflection
journals) and, finally, to actually en-
gage in God’s mission to the world
(through class projects, fieldwork,
community service, etc.).

e Personal. The teacher’s attitude
is critical in the attainment of faith
and learning integration in the on-
line classroom. As the designer of
the learning environment, he or she
provides the personal touch in the
integration of faith throughout the
whole plan of instruction—from
objectives, to content, to learning
activities, to the outcomes of in-
struction. Because of the seeming
isolation due to physical distance
among members of the class, the
teacher serves as the pivot of the
learning community, giving every
student opportunity for connections,
expressions, reflections, and prac-
tice—all directed toward faith devel-
opment and learning.

Based on foundational constructs
that provide a clear identity to Sev-
enth-day Adventist education, this
article has directly explored the in-
tegration of faith and learning, par-
ticularly as this pertains to online
contexts. In fulfilling our goal of de-
scribing how to nurture the faith of
online students, the authors have ex-
amined various strategies for plan-
ning learning experiences that pro-
mote spiritual development. These
have included: (1) Instruction De-
sign, (2) the configuration of the
course syllabus, (3) the development

of course modules and materials,
and (4) the characteristics of effec-
tive online course facilitators.

In the concluding article in this
two-part series, we will explore more
fully matters relating to implementa-
tion of these concepts. &

Part 2 of this article will appear
in the October-December 2020
issue of The Journal of Adventist
Education and will explore in
more detail the implementation
component of faith integration.
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