STRENGTHENING ADVENTIST
EDUCATION IN THE NORTH
AMERICAN DIVISION—

Recommendations for Educators

hoosing where their child will go to school is ar-
guably one of the most important decisions par-
ents make. This decision is bound not only with
considerations for their children’s academic edu-
cation, but also heavily complicated by factors such as
worldview, peer influence, safety, and a myriad of other con-
cerns that affect the child’s success in school. We have seen
many parents overwhelmed by the responsibility of this
choice, turning from friends to family members to colleagues
to certified professionals to help them decide what school,
what system, what option would be best for their child.
Those of us who are passionate about Adventist educa-
tion believe that Adventist schools make this decision easy,
don’t we? We believe that Adventist education provides
a quality academic foundation through a curriculum in-
formed by biblical principles and infused with Christ’s pro-
found love and grace. We believe that our schools offer en-
vironments in which children can thrive wholistically,

growing physically, mentally, and spiritually—a clear
“win” for parents.

And yet, the enrollment decline in Adventist K-12 schools
across North America suggests that many families are not
making that choice anymore—that the decision is not so
simple and that in the end, many are opting for a different
educational system for their children.

North American Division (NAD) leaders have been con-
cerned about this issue for some time as they have witnessed
schools closing and enrollment numbers dwindling; and so,
in May 2014, the NAD Administrative Summit appointed a
NAD Education Task Force (NADET), chaired by Elissa Kido
from La Sierra University with Larry Blackmer, NAD vice
president for education, as secretary, to critically assess the
current state of Seventh-day Adventist education in the di-
vision and, based on that analysis, make recommendations
to strengthen the educational system.

In early 2015, two Andrews University professors, Anneris
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Coria-Navia and Jerome Thayer, began a Strengthening Ad-
ventist Education (SAE) research project with NAD support
to study the same issues concurrently. They collected data
from 27 interviews (about half with educators and half with
non-educators), 16 focus groups (with 184 K-12 educators
and 108 conference and union officers), and online surveys
(95 K-12 educators and 52 officers).

The NADET, with its team of 19 educators, lay persons,
and administrative officers, worked for two years, discussing
the myriad of factors affecting Adventist education, drawing
perspectives from a think tank comprised of more than 40
individuals both within and outside of education, and work-
ing in subcommittees to further focus on specific issues.

Both groups functioned independently and came up with
many recommendations for strengthening Adventist edu-
cation, which, upon closer analysis, revealed many similar
findings.

The NADET presented their report at the NAD Year-end
Meeting in October 2016. All recommendations in the report
were discussed and approved by a strong majority of the at-
tendees.

As stakeholders in Adventist education, we believe that
this journal’s readership should not only be informed about
these recommendations, but also equally inspired and con-
cerned by the findings of the two studies. The recommen-
dations shed great insight on the current state of Adventist
schools in the North American Division and make clear sug-
gestions regarding the direction the NAD needs to take in
order to build a stronger educational system.

The recommendations in the next eight sections are based
on the consensus of the members of the NADET and the
conference and union educators and officers in the SAE
focus groups. The full 63-page NADET report! and the full
77-page SAE report? can be obtained online.

Importance and Mission of Adventist Education

The Seventh-day Adventist Church was founded on firm
biblical principles, such as an unwavering belief in the Sec-
ond Coming and the all-encompassing saving grace of Jesus.
These tenets directed the formation of the Adventist educa-
tional system, as early church members built schools that
would academically educate and spiritually nurture their
children. The desire for quality education met with the con-
viction to share Adventist beliefs and in that intersection,
Adventist education was born.

As time has passed, however, there has been a notable
change among NAD members as to the value of belonging
to and supporting the Adventist Church, which has led to a
distinctly different perspective on the place and necessity
of the Adventist educational system. Adventist education
should be rich with strong academics, yet there are ingredi-
ents unique to successful Adventist schools that demand
focus. These elements are centered in religion/spirituality,
service and caring, and also include the extent to which the
constituency values an Adventist education.?

Recommendations

We recommend more attention to increasing denomina-
tional loyalty and stewardship, specifically as it relates to the
importance and mission of Adventist education.

At every level (local church to General Conference), there
needs to be a renewed focus on the value of belonging to
and supporting the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Without
denominational loyalty, parents are less likely to support Ad-
ventist education.

Since many members and pastors have not attended Sev-
enth-day Adventist schools, there needs to be increased focus
on the importance of Adventist education to the mission of
the church. Many members who become Adventists as adults
are unlikely to embrace the value of Adventist education un-
less effort is made to facilitate their understanding in this
area. This is particularly important for pastors who joined
the church as adults and did not attend Adventist schools.

When selecting teachers and principals, their commit-
ment to the church and to Adventist education and their abil-
ity to articulate the unique mission of both need to be con-
sidered.

Collaboration Between Teachers and Pastors

Although it is common for those who engage in the church’s
evangelistic ministries (pastors) and educational ministries
(teachers and educational administrators) to function some-
what independently, both ministries are crucial to the devel-
opment of children, and therefore collaboration between them
can facilitate the success of mutually held objectives. The re-
sults of a study exploring the qualities of exceptional partner-
ships between teachers and pastors demonstrate that such part-
nerships yield varied streams of financial support, a meaningful
pastoral presence among students and faculty, spiritual sup-
port, mutual accountability, and church-based promotion of
the school such as regular student and school staff participation
in worship services.*

A healthy church-school relationship can exist only if the
teachers and principal of the Adventist school realize the value
and importance of their involvement in the local Adventist
church, and likewise the pastor realizes the value and impor-
tance of involvement in the local Adventist school. The teach-
ers, principal, and pastor need to value one another’s work
and collaborate in their ministry to the children of the church.

Recommendations

We recommend that those who engage in the church’s
evangelistic ministries and educational ministries collaborate
effectively for the spiritual nurture of children and their fam-
ilies connected to the church and/or school. This will require
more communication between educators, pastors, and offi-
cers, and greater intentionality at the conference, union, and
division levels, as well as at the local level. Both parties
should collaborate in developing a plan that articulates how
teachers should work with pastors in the church and how
pastors should work with the teachers in the school. Barriers
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that make it difficult for pastors and educators to cooperate,
such as not involving evangelistic and educational ministries
in each others’ strategic planning, need to be eliminated.

Finances

The matter of cost and affordability of sending a child to
an Adventist school is a recurring theme in the literature.
Mainda® found that parents, regardless of school choice for or
against Adventist education, have indicated that the cost of tu-
ition is unaffordable, requiring financial sacrifice and/or finan-
cial aid. In the absence of either or both of these, parents are
more inclined to select public education. In a study by Mar-
shall,® high tuition cost was the most common reason given
by parents for not enrolling their children in Adventist schools.

The pricing model for Adventist education must be
brought into focus and properly examined, given current con-
ditions. Mainda’ highlights the need for a pricing restructure
in light of the effect on enrollment of an increasing number
of parents who find that Adventist education is unaffordable.

Financing Adventist education should be the responsibility
of the whole church, as it is an important part of our denom-
inational mission and a practical expression of both steward-
ship and evangelism. To deal with increasingly higher tuition,
lower average income levels, and societal changes, a new
model for financing Adventist education is needed.

Recommendations

We believe that the problem of low enrollment can only
be addressed if there is less reliance on tuition and more em-
phasis on other sources of revenue. In particular, we recom-
mend that more of the financial burden should be shifted
from parents of children in Adventist schools who are mem-
bers of a constituent church to all members in all churches.

For greater transparency and increased accountability, we
recommend that all schools be required to adopt and imple-
ment a financial dashboard, use a standard accounting/
financial reporting system, require yearly assessment of
school sustainability and viability, and include financial ac-
countability in the accreditation evaluation process.

We also recommend the development of a comprehensive
plan for strategic placement of boarding academies to ad-
dress whether certain schools should be consolidated or
closed.

School Quality and Accountability

Adventist schools should be held to high academic stan-
dards. In order to achieve academic excellence, there must
be quality educational offerings, excellent teachers, adequate
facilities, and a process of accountability for what the school
delivers and what its students achieve. The primary way that
high standards can be maintained is through a rigorous ac-
creditation process.

Recommendations
We recommend that a comprehensive plan be developed

to ensure that all Adventist schools provide quality educa-
tional offerings, have adequate facilities, and that rigorous
accreditation standards are applied consistently. We specifi-
cally suggest the following:

e Ensure that the membership of the NAD Commission
on Accreditation includes persons who are not involved in
Adventist education, including lay persons and other impar-
tial members committed to education;

¢ Evaluate adherence to standards using objective meas-
ures in order to reduce subjective bias;

e Institute accountability for adherence to standards
across organizational boundaries within the NAD;

e Apply rigorous accreditation standards consistently;

e Restructure the evaluation process for elementary schools
to align with the current secondary/junior academy model.

Leadership Development

Leadership has been likened to a “silver bullet” in enroll-
ment growth.® Osborn’? embraced the assertion that “the way
a school is operated” ultimately impacts the school’s suc-
cess. Effective school leaders must master and employ good
management and leadership skills.'” They must be empow-
ered to carry out a clear vision and mission; uphold high ac-
ademic expectations; and cultivate mutually supportive con-
nections between the school, the home, and the church.”
This vision must convey to everyone that a high standard is
“expected, facilitated, and celebrated.”!?

Good leadership is an essential component of a quality
school. The development of Adventist school leadership must
be a top priority for the Adventist Church. This development
process must include attracting good leaders, training them
before they assume a leadership position, continual profes-
sional development, and supporting and affirming them.

Recommendations
We recommend the following to enhance the quality of
leaders for Adventist schools:
¢ Develop a recruitment plan to attract educational leaders.
¢ Develop a plan to address the following areas to help
retain quality educational leaders:
© Address educator burnout, especially for teachers in
small schools, principals of boarding academies, and
teaching principals;
© Give adequate support that would include necessary
support staff, additional conference assistance, and
fostering networking with other educational leaders;
© Provide an improved compensation package.
e To improve the quality of leaders, we recommend the
following:
© Develop a training program for new principals in
which they would participate before beginning their
leadership role;
- Establish a network of collegiality among principals;
* Develop a network of leadership coaching and men-
torship;
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he NAD Adventist

educational system is

uniquely positioned to
both academically educate
and spiritually nurture the
children of our church. The
complexity of this task rests
on the shoulders of our educa-
tors, who must be provided

with adequate training and re-

sources to effectively fulfill
this responsibility.

o Develop a well-defined, high-quality, educational
leadership institute—an intensive program that in-
cludes practical training, a competency-based path
to administrative certification, and a formal mentor-
ship/coaching program.

School Personnel and Accountability

A prevalent challenge to Adventist education worldwide
is attracting, retaining, and professionally developing
teachers and academic leaders.!* While part of this chal-
lenge is financial in nature, it is not an impossible barrier
to overcome. The approach taken by the Inter-American
Division to devise financial initiatives geared toward
teacher training, increasing teacher salaries, implementing
a bonus for top elementary teachers, alongside other non-
personnel initiatives is evidence of this.!"* An investment
in securing and further developing quality educators has
the potential to yield significant dividends. In addition, re-
cruitment, training, and mentorship deserve considerable
attention in order to improve the quality of teachers who
are hired and retained.

The NAD Adventist educational system is uniquely posi-
tioned to both academically educate and spiritually nurture
the children of our church. The complexity of this task rests
on the shoulders of our educators, who must be provided
with adequate training and resources to effectively fulfill this
responsibility.

Recommendations

To develop a system-wide framework that supports edu-
cators, upholds high standards, and strengthens schools, the
following are recommended:

® Develop a plan to identify, recruit, and groom quality
persons (teachers and principals) who can be placed in a
prospective candidate pool from which to draw when vacan-
cies arise. This would include attracting quality undergrad-
uates to the teaching profession, perhaps by providing tu-
ition loan repayment when they are officially employed by a
conference.

¢ Include in the teacher-training curriculum the unique
mission and value of Adventist education, skills needed to
teach in small schools, and more emphasis on practical
skills.

¢ Devote more attention to teacher quality in employment
decisions, both for initial hiring and for continuing employ-
ment.

e Enhance financial and curriculum resources (especially
online) to facilitate professional growth. Continual profes-
sional growth should be expected for all teachers.

e Address teacher burnout, especially for teachers in small
schools and for boarding academy and teaching principals.

Distance Learning

Collaboration is a key to strengthening schools at all lev-
els.’® But since most K-12 Adventist schools in the NAD are
small schools with few teachers and are not close to other
Adventist schools, it is difficult to have face-to-face collab-
oration with other Adventist teachers. Given the growing
technologies increasingly available, the ability to make
global resources accessible to teachers and students is an
effective way to bring teachers and students together. How-
ever, Haerich'” found great resistance to the idea of adopting
a particular brand of online education because conferences
and unions do not want their constituents to pay an entity
outside their territory for education. Open-mindedness to-
ward cooperation has great potential to increase enrollment
opportunities, enabling students to be educated in Adventist
schools even if they live outside a school’s particular terri-
tory. Beverly'® advances the concept of partnership by pro-
posing the engagement of distance-learning opportunities,
with other institutions providing “advanced placement
courses” and even “institutional interfaces and programs
outside of the Seventhday Adventist world.”

The potential and attractiveness of distance-learning op-
portunities suggest a need for additional development and
coordination in this area.
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Recommendations

We recommend increased funding for and development
of distance-learning resources through the NAD’s Adventist
Learning Community (ALC). Additional materials and
courses can be developed for students—whether or not
they are enrolled in Adventist schools—and to promote the
professional growth of teachers, pastors, and school board
members.

Currently, there are several division-wide approved dis-
tance-education providers, such as Atlanta Adventist Acad-
emy and Griggs International Academy, which offer a wide
range of services to both schools and families. It is important
to coordinate the development of these programs in order to
maintain and uphold the mission of Adventist education.

Cooperation between schools, especially small schools,
using videoconferencing should be encouraged.

Marketing and Public Relations

Studies suggest that parental perceptions are important
in overcoming financial and other barriers that typically
challenge school choice." Indeed, parents who choose to en-
roll their children, and who continue to send their children
to Adventist schools must have both the “money and the de-
sire” to do s0.?° Beyond this, parental satisfaction is a key
factor in retention.?

More attention and support need to be allocated to mar-
keting and public relations for Adventist education. There
needs to be a shift to include both “quality” and “purpose”
in the content of marketing materials. While the quality of
education is a significant factor in a family’s choice of a
school for their child, belief in the purpose and mission of
the school is equally important.

Recommendations

We recommend that each school develop a comprehen-
sive marketing and public-relations plan. This plan must in-
clude cooperation between teachers, the principal, and the
pastor as they work in an intentional way to both convey
important, accurate, and timely information to parents and
constituents, and receive helpful feedback from them. Since
most educators and pastors are not trained in marketing and
public relations, the conference, union, or division should
provide extensive support resources in these areas.

Market research is needed to determine the level of satis-
faction and accuracy of perceptions of parents and con-
stituents. Each school should have access to an accurate
database that includes information about all students living
in Adventist homes in the community.

Each school should compile relevant data that can be used
to communicate the quality of the school to parents and con-
stituents. Teachers and pastors must be able to clearly com-
municate the value and uniqueness of Adventist education.

Schools need to have a strategy for creating positive first
impressions and a plan for maintaining a visible and positive
community presence.

here should be no

price too high or

obstacle too diffi-
cult to ensure that enrolling
their child in Adventist edu-

cation is an easy decision

for every parent.

Conclusion

Clearly, there are a number of issues that need to be ad-
dressed by educators, pastors, and conference and union offi-
cers in order to strengthen NAD Adventist K-12 education. The
list is daunting and the task monumental, but we find the al-
ternative—the continued decline of enrollment—unacceptable.

The strong approval of the NADET recommendations at
the Year-end Meetings as well as the administrative support
given to the SAE study provided an excellent first step in ef-
fecting change in the educational system, but it will take a
commitment and investment from all stakeholders in Ad-
ventist education to ensure continued progress.

These recommendations call for teachers and pastors to
invest extra effort to collaborate as a ministry team, and for
leadership at the division, union, and conference levels to
make necessary changes in the system to more fully support
Adventist schools. A number of areas are begging for atten-
tion—distance learning, marketing, finances, and leadership
development—each of which must be addressed in order for
our educational system to thrive.

We strongly believe that Adventist schools have a unique
role to play in the Seventh-day Adventist Church and its future.
They have the opportunity to provide children with a quality
education alongside lessons in growing a deep relationship
with their Savior—and there should be no price too high or
obstacle too difficult to ensure that enrolling their child in Ad-
ventist education is an easy decision for every parent. &
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A companion article with recommendations for pastors
and church administrators will be published in the June
2017 issue of Ministry magazine.
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