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Editorial

Members of the Immanuel Protestant
Reformed Church in Lacombe,
Alberta are working on starting a new
school for their children. It would
almost certainly be a very small
school which means that to keep it
staffed and operational will require a
tremendous amount of hard work,
financial support, and sacrifice. But,
they can also take encouragement
from our other small schools.

It has been very interesting for me
to read about some small schools in
this issue “Split Classes & Multi-
Grade Classrooms.” There is such a
great variety in the impressions of
former multi-grade students. Each
writer brings out a slightly different
aspect of life and learning in such a
school setting. Each writer had
different experiences and it shows.

However, the similarities are too
strong to miss. All express a fondness
for small schools or multi-grade
instruction. All are quick to point out
some of the advantages, too. All drive
home the point that this work is a
good work whether it is a small
school or big school, single-grade or
multi-grade.

Most importantly, the idea of being
“forced” to split classes or combine
grades serves as a good reminder for
us that our work is covenantal

education. A school is supported by a
body of parents, teachers, grandpar-
ents, and other church members; it is
“our” school. A student body is
exactly that, a body comprised of
individual members; when that
student body is small, the members
have special opportunity to know and
help each other. A class is a body;
when that class includes combined
age groups, the class members have a
wonderful opportunity to experience
the scriptural truth that distinctly
different members can still live and
work together as one whole. Just read
the impressions of former students
who look back on their years in
multi-grade classrooms.

If there is one thing that comes out
in these articles, it is this: covenantal
education is alive and well in the
schoolwork and in the fellowship of
small schools and combined classes.

Take heart, Lacombe. It is a worthy
cause. And if it has a small beginning,
well then…good! Evidence abounds
that Protestant Reformed, covenantal
education flourishes in both small
schools and big schools.

Encouragement for Lacombe By Tom
Bergman
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PPicture in your minds five-year-old
kindergartners and nine- or ten-year-
old fourth graders in the same room
with the same teacher along with
first, second, and third graders and
you have a multi-grade classroom
school. In some schools, only two or
three grades may be put together in a
single classroom while in other
schools there may be six or even nine
grades. The little country school
house of thirty or forty years ago with
nine grades in one room is a prime
example of the type of school being
considered here.

The multi-grade classroom is not,
then, one of the new innovations of
modern educators but rather a
throwback to an old system which
dates back many years. It was a
system that worked surprisingly well
then and still works today. It is
becoming more and more evident that
the demand for change from the old
township schoolhouse with its limited
curriculum to today’s big consoli-
dated schools with their catalog of
different subjects for a curriculum,
has not brought with it the desired
academic improvement. Just the
opposite seems to be occurring.
Academic standards have had an
embarrassing tendency to plummet
from year to year much to the

consternation of school communities,
boards, faculties, and parents. Even
the government is becoming more
and more concerned and is naturally
trying to correct the situation by
becoming even more involved than it
is already.

However, it is not going to be the
burden of this article to promote one
system over another system. Neither
will its goal be to point out advan-
tages and disadvantages of one over
another. In the first place, this will
avoid the pitfall of stepping on other
educators’ toes. Each system has its
merits and also its demerits. In both
you have to take the bad with the
good while making every effort to
correct the bad. In the second place, I
am in no position to make such
comparisons. My nine years from
first grade through ninth grade in
Hope Protestant Reformed Christian
School were in a multi-grade class-
room and all the years I’ve taught [as
of 1978] have been in multi-grade
classroom schools. I have very little
background in a single-grade
situation and have very little experi-
ential knowledge as to how to teach
in such a situation. Therefore,
obviously, I’m in no position to make
judgments in regard to advantages of
one over the other.

Feature

The Multi-Grade Classroom By John
Kalsbeek
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Consider three things: what is
needed to make the multi-grade
classroom work, what I like in the
multi-grade classroom, and problems
that arise in this type of school.

Making the Multi-Grade Classroom
Work

In order for the multi-grade
classroom to work so that God’s
covenant seed are adequately
instructed, consider four fundamental
ideas: discipline, organization,
grouping of grades, and the cycling
of subjects.

Discipline, obviously, is essential.
Without it one has chaos and disor-
der. Students are forced to learn early
that there are certain things they just
cannot do in a multi-grade classroom.
For example, when the teacher is
busy with another class, they may not
come up to the teacher, interrupt the
class, and ask a question. Such action
is rude and discourteous to teachers
and classmates alike. If they have a
question, they have to discipline
themselves to go on to the next
problem and ask the question later
when the teacher is free. Unnecessary
noises such as the rumpling of
papers, the sharpening of pencils, the
dropping of books, or whispering
have to be discouraged and eventu-
ally students must be penalized if
they are not able to learn by the
verbal message. In this case, a word
to the wise is usually sufficient. A few
others usually need the assurance that
actions speak louder than words.

Unnecessary movement around the
room must also be limited.

Without order in the classroom it
would be impossible to teach or learn.
This type of order requires strict
enforcement by the teacher. Give in
just a little and soon it’s out of hand.

Students need to have a clear
concept of what they may and may
not do. They have to know what their
teacher expects of them. They must
learn to use good judgment and self-
control. In the final analysis most
rules are made by the students not by
the teacher. If they persist in disrup-
tive behavior, they force the teacher
to enact rules to control them.

The multi-grade classroom forces
teachers and students alike to be
organized and orderly.

This implies, first of all, that a
schedule of subject periods must be
clearly defined and laid out. The
teacher, and also the students, have to
know what’s going to happen each
period of the day. To deviate from the
known schedule frequently brings
with it confusion, disorder, and
consternation. Varying or changing
the schedule of the day may be
thought to be the spice of life, but
I’ve found it all too often causes a
certain degree of unneeded uncer-
tainty and unwanted disorder.

Secondly, it is imperative that the
students know what is expected of
them. Are assignments collected
every day or is it a hit-and-miss
affair? If students think there is a
possibility, even a remote possibility,
that their work might not be col-
lected, expect a decline in that pupil’s
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performance and an increasing
amount of unfinished work turned in
each day. The student needs the
discipline of knowing he’ll be
required to hand in his work every
day without fail. Anything less brings
disorder and confusion to his life and
is harmful to his covenant wellbeing.

Also a teacher should be conscien-
tious enough to mark the papers
collected each day immediately
before the next school day begins.
Sometimes, because of other activi-
ties, he may be forced to mark them
later, but woe to that poor teacher
who allows them to pile up for a
couple of days before he marks them.
The stack soon becomes mountainous
and an overpowering burden.
Students begin asking about last
week’s history test or how did they
do on last Friday’s arithmetic
assignment. To be consistent it is
important that, not only must the
student finish his daily quota of work,
but also the teacher.

The grouping of grades consists of
putting two, three, or more grades
together for one particular subject.

An example of grade grouping
would be to combine all the grades in
a given room for the same Bible
lesson. Naturally, grade and age
differences have to be taken into
consideration. It would be inconceiv-
able that anyone would require a
kindergartner to know as much and
learn as fast as a fourth grader. One
way to compensate for this difference
is to prepare different tests for the
different levels. Another way is to
adjust the grading scale of a test for

each separate grade. Many subjects
can be taught to two or more grades
grouped together while others, such
as mathematics and reading, probably
should not be used in this way
because the necessary progression
from one concept to the next has to
be taught in the proper sequence.
However, even in these subjects if
two classes are working on decimal
fractions or dictionary skills at the
same time, grouping them is feasible
and beneficial.

In order that fifth graders do not
receive the same geography or
science material when they reach the
sixth grade the school is forced to
resort to cycling materials or alternat-
ing them from one year to the next.
One year western hemisphere
geography may be taught while the
next year the geography course will
be about the eastern hemisphere. This
can easily be done in Bible, social
studies, science, even literature.

Obviously, class grouping practi-
cally necessitates the cycling of
various subject materials. If one is
incorporated the other must also be
used. By using this approach, a
teacher can not only give a more
meaningful presentation to each class
but also spend more time with each
group.

It doesn’t take a new teacher long,
nor a school board, to see that the
only way out of too many presenta-
tions and too little time for each grade
is to group grades and begin cycling
materials over two or three year
periods.

Discipline, organization, grouping
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of grades, and cycling of subjects all
help to make a multi-grade classroom
work efficiently and effectively. They
are as essential to the running of a
school as a motor is to an automobile.

What I Like about Teaching in a
Multi-Grade Classroom School

First of all, I especially like and
appreciate the close parent-teacher
relationship that exists. Perhaps
because the school is small, parents,
realizing that their support is essen-
tial, are vitally concerned about the
school. Parents are eager to work
closely with the teacher and to help in
any way they can at home. Parents
I’ve worked with have wholeheart-
edly backed the school and the
teachers. This is a humbling experi-
ence for teachers because we often
make mistakes, sometimes very
serious ones. I am thankful to God for
understanding parents who stand
behind their teacher even in his
mistakes. These are parents who
don’t condone the mistakes or ignore
them but discuss them with the
teacher and not openly in front of
their children. You, the parents, make
the schools you support what they
are—institutions that give covenant
instruction. Your enthusiasm is
passed on to your children but so is
an apathetic attitude. Your child soon
learns that you will not tolerate any
nonsense at school.

In the second place, I enjoy
working with the same students year
after year. This is beneficial to the

students but also to me. The student
in his first year becomes acquainted
with his teacher. He learns his
teacher’s likes and dislikes. These
change very little from year to year. If
the teacher dislikes gum-chewing in
the classroom one year, it’s probable
that he will dislike it the next year
and for years to come. The student
can expect the same set of standards
every year he has the same teacher.
Students become used to a teacher’s
way of teaching, his vocabulary, and
his personality and habits. This
removes the upsetting adjustment
problems that sometimes occur
because of a frequent change of
teachers. It goes without saying that
each teacher does have his own
peculiarities and values.

The teacher also benefits by having
the same basic group of students over
a given number of years. He knows
their personalities, habits, weak-
nesses, attitudes, likes and dislikes.
He knows from one year to the next
exactly what to expect from each
student. He learns how to handle each
one in his own individual way. With
some, stern measures are needed and
effective while with others a soft look
or word is enough. Some, the teacher
can joke with while others are easily
offended. Some need constant
encouragement because they have a
low concept of themselves and their
abilities, while others need a little
toning down occasionally. The
teacher does not have to find these
things out about a whole new group
of students each year in a multi-grade
classroom.
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In the third place, I am happy when
I see older students and younger
students participating in the same
playground activity together. Because
of the smallness of a small school,
students are forced to engage in
recess activities together. The grade
distinction disappears in a large
measure on the playground. Further-
more, not only young and old, but
also girls and boys enjoy games
together. Mixed teams are preferable
while the girls against the boys
concept should be discouraged. Being
forced to depend on each other brings
with it a mutual respect for each
other. Problems arise infrequently but
usually pass away with a new recess
or a new day.

In the fourth place, I find teaching
all the different subjects very stimu-
lating. I, as a teacher, am learning
along with the students. I will
concede the probability that a teacher
specializing in one subject area could
and should do better work in that
particular area. For this reason, many
schools are moving in that direction.
Yet I enjoy teaching mathematics,
algebra, history, geography, science,
German, literature, and Bible.
Teaching is a continuous growing
process for me as a teacher in the
many different subject areas.

In the fifth place, I believe students
in a multi-grade classroom situation
are forced to work alone without
being fully dependent on the help of a
teacher. This is good for them. They
are forced to become independent in
their work and study habits. They
soon learn that they have to help

themselves and not to expect the aid
of a teacher for every little problem.
A little of Thoreau’s “self-reliance” is
by necessity forced on each child.
Most thrive on it and become good
all-around students. By being forced
to work independently, study habits
are being formed and activated.
Paul’s advice to Timothy was “Study
to show thyself approved unto God, a
workman that needeth not to be
ashamed” (2 Timothy 2:15). Such
study is indeed learned, promoted,
and practiced in a multi-grade
classroom.

Finally, multi-grade classroom
students are forced to concentrate and
not to be distracted by other class-
room activities. They have to shut out
other classroom noises in order to do
their own assignments. This has to be
learned. At first it causes a new
student from a single-grade class-
room quite an adjustment problem. In
our age, with all the noises of modern
society, who can measure how
important it is for a person to be able
to shut out some of these noises in
order to concentrate?

Teaching in a multi-grade class-
room is enjoyable. Ask others who
teach under similar circumstances and
they will no doubt add to the above
list other reasons why they like
teaching in these schools.

Some Problems of the Multi-Grade
Classroom School

First, it is important that teachers
learn to put first things first. Often a
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teacher becomes so involved in
teaching the material laid out for a
particular day that he unintentionally
forgets student needs. A real danger
that needs to be avoided at all costs is
that a teacher teaches subjects instead
of students. The subject material
becomes the primary goal while the
covenant child is relegated to a
position of secondary importance.
Such an order is just backward.
Subject material is important, no
doubt about it, but the students’ needs
and development must always be
first. Consequently, a meaningless
objective or goal is to finish the
textbook before the end of the year.
What good will come of teaching the
entire mathematics book if not one of
the students in the grade has learned
and can use the material presented?
The result is wasted effort. In a multi-
grade classroom it is easy to put
subject materials before students. As
soon as one class presentation is
finished the teacher immediately
begins working with another class.
The teacher can busy himself so
much that he has no time to help
individual students.

Another problem that a small
school often faces is that purchasing
needed equipment sometimes has to
wait because of limited resources.
The science program often suffers
because expensive laboratory
equipment just doesn’t seem so very
essential. As a result suggested
experiments that actually show how
the concept being taught works and
that promotes student interest, are
passed up because the necessary

equipment is not available. Some-
times it is such basic materials as wall
maps or overhead projectors. Eventu-
ally these are purchased but usually
after a lengthy time on the “want list.”

A third problem is that in a small
multi-grade classroom school it is
almost impossible to carry on any
kind of remedial program for the
poorly motivated student and slow
learner. To hire a full-time or even
part-time remedial teacher for two or
three remedial students just would not
be feasible in most small schools. The
conscientious teacher takes special
pains to help such a student even if it
requires some after-school sessions.

Along with these problems are the
regular, everyday problems that every
school faces: discipline, attitudes of
students, poor work habits, arguments
and fighting on the playground, dress
codes, and disrespect of authority.
These are some of the everyday
problems of sin that must be com-
bated in the school and on the
playground by the concerned and
often frustrated teachers and adminis-
trators.

The wonder of it all is such a
system works as well as it does. I am
convinced that these schools are
doing the work they are called upon
to do and that the students on the
whole do not suffer because of the
system. Generally, children taught in
the small multi-grade classroom are
adequately equipped academically
and spiritually to face the challenges
of high school instruction. In truth,
many of them excel on the high
school level.
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I believe that in most cases a child
who has difficulty in a multi-grade
classroom would have similar
problems in a single-grade classroom.

These schools work not because
the teachers are the world’s best
thinkers and instructors, not because
you parents are the most dedicated
parents in existence, not because our
students are the cream of the crop,
but because they have God’s contin-
ued blessing and support from day to

For most children, first grade entails
an array of daunting new challenges.
Young first graders are usually
confronted with adjusting to a new
teacher, learning in a different
classroom, attending school all day,
every day, making it through the
school day with no nap time, and the
list goes on. My grade school class
faced all of the above and more—the
second graders. The second graders?
That’s right. After kindergarten at the
Northwest Iowa Protestant Reformed
School in Doon, first graders begin
eight years of instruction in multi-
grade classrooms.

As one who was instructed in a
multi-grade classroom for eight of the
nine years of my elementary years,
it’s difficult for me to remember what
grade school was like without

day and from year to year. They are
His gift to you as parents, students,
and teachers. He will give grace to
covenant parents and teachers to
maintain these schools to His glory
and as a means to fulfil the covenant
obligations and responsibilities of
instructing His covenant seed.

(reprinted from the March 1978
issue)

Feature

Multi-Grade Classroom Memories By Sarah
Mowery

students of another grade in the same
room. I recall as a first grade student
being partnered with our older
“Lower Room” classmates, the
second graders, to work on our
programmed reading. Each second
grader assisted his or her partner
while our teacher, Miss Nancy Van
Baren (now Mrs. Loren Gritters)
moved from pair to pair, supervising
our progress and settling disputes. In
the “Middle Room,” a classroom in
which third, fourth, and fifth graders
are taught by Mr. Jim Regnerus, all
ages were grouped together to learn
Daily Oral Language skills. In Mr.
Skip Hunter’s “Upper Room,” the
classroom which I remember most
clearly, seventh and eighth graders
were combined for the subjects of
English grammar, literature, and



10 PERSPECTIVES IN COVENANT EDUCATION

history. Cooperation among the
different grade levels was encouraged
in all three multi-grade rooms by
combining all the students in the
room for Bible, art, P.E., and orga-
nized recess activities.

The student who has not been
instructed in a multi-grade classroom
may assume that one who has is at a
disadvantage, but I would contend
that the benefits of belonging to a
multi-grade classroom are many.
While I do remember some hierarchal
competition between students of
different grades in the same class-
room, generally grouping grades
together encouraged respect and
friendship among students regardless
of their ages. Mr. Hunter’s annual
overnight camping trip at Lake
Pahoja at the beginning of each
school year is a good example of an
activity that brought the sixth,
seventh, and eighth graders together.
Another perk of belonging to a multi-
grade classroom from a smaller
school meant that students partici-
pated in competitive sporting events
against other schools at a younger age
and for more years than students from
most other schools. Although we
played only a handful of soccer,
volleyball, basketball, and softball
games each season, these activities,
too, served to bring the students of
the Upper Room together.

Another positive aspect of being
instructed in a multi-grade classroom
is that the teacher is not able to focus
all of his or her attention on one class
at a time. As a result, the students
learn to pay attention while their

grade is being addressed in spite of
the distraction of having other
students around them. At the same
time, those pupils who are not being
directly engaged assume responsibil-
ity for managing their time and
staying on task. A multi-grade
classroom setting can inspire younger
students to work hard in an effort to
“keep up” with or impress their older
classmates. I remember enjoying
“eavesdropping” on the other grades.
As sixth graders we listened as the
seventh and eighth graders discussed
poems or stories in their literature
class; as seventh or eighth graders we
smirked at one another as the sixth
graders pondered over answers in a
review game that were obvious to us.
Many students who have graduated
from our school breezed through
English in high school, perhaps due
to the repetition of the subject matter
from year to year. A multi-grade
classroom setting can also be used to
teach that privileges and responsibil-
ity go together. For example, as sixth
and seventh graders my class
anticipated our turn to plan the annual
Upper Room Christmas party, a
responsibility that was bestowed
upon the eighth graders from year to
year, and we also looked forward to
our own “Eighth Grade Skip Day.”

If you were a student in multi-
grade classrooms, you more than
likely are a graduate of a fairly small
school. Again, to many this may seem
to be a disadvantage, but I remember
my elementary years with fondness.
For example, all students in grades K-
8 enjoyed our school’s Read-A-
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Million-Minutes activities every
February. I’m sure my fellow
classmates recall the General Store,
where we purchased prizes with our
reading minutes, roller skating and
playing floor hockey in the unfin-
ished addition, and the “reading
days” when supporters of our school
would come into class to read aloud
to us from their favorite stories or
books. Then there was also the day
our entire school went to the prairie
schoolhouse in Sheldon, many
dressed in pioneer clothes, the all-
school field trip we took to the

Omaha Zoo, and our combined
chapels with students from the
Edgerton school. Very few schools
are able to fit all the students and
teachers (plus a few visitors) in one
classroom, but we were able to all
gather together in one room to begin
every Friday morning singing praises
to the Lord. He is the One who has
made covenant instruction in our little
grade school in Doon possible from
year to year—to Him be thanks and
all the glory!

You might have to walk a mile to
school, uphill both ways to a one
room schoolhouse to get a more
multi-grade classroom experience
than I had. I attended the Free
Christian school in Edgerton,
Minnesota and had two classrooms
over the course of ten years. I was in
the lower room for grades K-4 and
the upper room during grades 5-9.
Asking me what it was like to attend
a multi-grade classroom is a little like
asking me what it is like ride a bike.
Both are such a natural part of my
life that they take a little pondering

The Multi-Grade Classroom—
Looking Back By Jodi

Baker

Feature

to describe the experience.
I have always been thankful that

my parents sent me to a school where
the education was in agreement with
what I was taught in the church,
regardless of the school size. The
smallness of the school meant I had
siblings in the same classroom, I had
to do a lot of independent learning, I
had the same teacher for years in a
row, and our education held few
frills.

In the traditional classroom
experience siblings rarely share a
classroom and teacher but I always
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had a sibling in the same room. It
never bothered me. I don’t recall
tattling to our parents if one of us got
in trouble but I am sure we did. Our
parents often got multiple descrip-
tions of a single event that happened
during the day. Or if one of us didn’t
feel like talking they could still find
out what the day involved through
another child.

The educational aspect of the
multi-grade classroom included a lot
of independent learning. We were
expected from kindergarten on to
work on our own while the teacher
instructed other grade levels. At
times when we needed assistance we
got help from a classmate or upper-
classman if the teacher didn’t have
enough minutes in her day. This was
a good thing for the student helping
out and for the student learning. As
the saying goes, if you want to learn
something well, teach it to someone
else. In this way the little assistants
benefited as well as the person
asking for help.

The education in the small school
challenged us as students. The
teacher presented Bible to the grades
together which meant that kinder-
garteners heard fourth grade materi-
als although they were tested at their
own level. As I went through the
grades I rubbed elbows with all of
the other grade levels’ materials
throughout the school day.

I didn’t mind having the same
teacher for consecutive school years.
Looking back, I think that teacher
continuity lent consistency to my
education. My teacher and I didn’t

have to spend the first part of each
school year figuring out what the
other’s expectations or skill levels
were.

The curriculum at the Free
Christian School covered the basic
core subjects. Once in a while
individuals from church came in to
teach us extras like woodworking,
knitting, or how to do a craft. I don’t
view it as harmful that we didn’t
have many extras like a gym, weekly
music lessons, or the other nice
extracurricular options that larger
schools are able to offer. I found that
the basic core education did very
well to ease me into a smooth
transition at the larger high school
that followed.

Today our sons also attend the Free
Christian School with the grades
divided into two classrooms. One
child might come home after school
and tell me he needs to bring his
sweatpants the next day because they
will be taking a jog outdoors during
science class. I would not rashly call
the teacher and ask why he is
sending the kids jogging outdoors
when the forecast is for 10 below
zero. Instead I might calmly consult
with the other son who shares the
classroom and find out that during
science the teacher told his brother’s
class, “Tomorrow we need to take off
running because we are going to
cover a lot of ground.” The benefits
of the multi-grade classroom live on.
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TThe subject matter that I was asked
to write about I hold very dear to my
heart. I was one of those students that
loved my teachers dearly and still do
to this day. I have always been
thankful for our multi-grade class-
room school here in Redlands,
California. I was partially aware then
what a blessing it was for us to have
our school here in Redlands and what
a gift it was to me as a student. Now
that I have been blessed with
children of my own that are attending
and will be attending Hope Christian,
the feeling is even sweeter and my
thankfulness to God for our school
here in Redlands is all the greater.

When I started Hope Christian
School in the fall of 1979, I was in a
classroom of ten students in grades
K-4 and was taught by Miss Laurie
Buiter. The school at the time
consisted of only two rooms with a
kitchen in the middle. The first three
years of my schooling, I had Erika
Kalsbeek in my grade and from third
grade on I was an only student in my
grade. Being taught in a multi-grade
classroom did have its challenges.
There were a few times I wished to
be taught more. I also had to learn
how to do my work alone and not be

The “Little Room” and
the “Big Room” By Dawn

Howerzyl

Feature

distracted while my teacher was busy
helping and teaching other class-
mates. But most of the time it was a
great pleasure to learn in a multi-
grade classroom. During those ten
years of grade school I was taught by
only two teachers. During those first
five years it was Miss Buiter, during
which time she became Mrs. Jabaay.
The last five years I was taught by
Mr. Ed Karsemeyer, our “Mr. K”.

I was in one of those rare grades of
only one student. Being taught in a
multi-grade classroom gave me the
appreciation for those below and
above me. Since the school was very
small during the years that I attended,
we often played during the recess as
a whole school. I remember playing
softball during P.E. as a little girl and
getting to pick which guy from the
“Big Room” would hit the ball for
me so that I could run. I seem to
remember always picking Gerrit
Meelker. I never had real peer
pressure, but was often very lonely
for a girlfriend my own age. My
brother was the only student in the
grade below me and there was
another student two years ahead of
me. When I was in seventh grade I
was the oldest student in school and
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the school had a total of seventeen
students. As I got older in our school
I enjoyed playing with the smaller
children during recess and even
remember having a swimming party
for the “Little Room” girls the
summer before my ninth grade year.
Also being an only student gave me
the honor of giving the class gift and
being valedictorian! I got to pick out
my class verse, song, and colors
without any dispute. So I can always
say with all honesty, “I was the
smartest one in my grade!”

I do have many special memories
of those years in my life. I remember
in kindergarten being put in a corner
with the tape recorder and my Letter
Book to do my work while my
teacher taught the other classes.
Since my brother, Scott Van Uffelen,
was just a grade below me and an
only student in his grade, we had
most subjects together as we pro-
gressed through school. I remember
studying with him often, especially
for history in the “Big Room”—he
always did better than me! I knew
even back than that he would make a
great teacher someday. I remember
the fear of going to the “Big Room”
the year I was to take the Iowa Basic
Skills test. I was still in the “Little
Room” and the “Big Room” had so
many big kids. Now mind you our
school was very small—that whole
room probably only consisted of
eight students if my memory is
correct—but to me it was a big deal.
Mrs. Jabaay was very kind to let me
do my testing alone in the kitchen.
Thank you, Mrs. Jabaay! I enjoyed

greatly being taught Bible in both
rooms, but have more vivid memo-
ries of playing Bible Baseball
together as a whole room in the “Big
Room” on Fridays. That was one
subject where all grades were taught
together.

Each child that attends our school
here in Redlands is a true treasure.
When God blesses our church with
another covenant child we lift our
hearts with thanksgiving that we
have our school and that our school
will have students for another five
years down the road. Even though
we as parents pay our tuition
faithfully our school would not be
able to remain strong, if it were not
for the loving support of our whole
congregation throughout the years.
The education and experience of
Hope Christian School are some of
the greatest gifts I was given as a
child and now are gifts that my
husband and I gladly pass on to our
children, the Lord willing.
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Enjoying the Variety of an Unusual
Split-Class Situation By Connie

DeVries

Feature

As much as I like pizza, I don’t think
I’d want to eat it every night of the
week. It’s one of my favorite meals,
but a burrito hits the spot every now
and then too. Just as variety in food
is appealing, variety in teaching
assignments is similarly desirable to
me. In my eight years of teaching,
I’ve never taught the same grade
level for two consecutive years. For
the past five years, I’ve alternated
between teaching first and second
grades at Hope School. This is
because of some very large classes
that have required a split, with two
different teachers in two different
classrooms. Up to this point, we’ve
had large classes every two years at
Hope; so after I teach first grade, I
advance to second. This gives me a
unique teaching experience.

In some ways, teaching first grade
is a lot like teaching second grade.
Both first graders and second graders
love to learn, asking endless ques-
tions. They freely give of themselves,
and they aim to please; they are so
genuine, so open, and so expressive.
Their eyes open in wonder when they
listen to Bible lessons, such as the
stories of Jacob tricking Esau or
Peter denying Jesus. Although they

gasp audibly at sin and are very
sensitive when it comes to keeping
God’s law, they have to be taught
daily to see their own sin, while
looking to Jesus.

Although first graders and second
graders are similar, in some areas
they differ greatly. After a year of
teaching first graders the fundamen-
tals of reading, I enjoy teaching
second grade because the students
already know how to read; this
makes them more independent. I can
tell them to read after they have
finished an assignment, and they can
handle the task. They can indepen-
dently decipher the instructions on a
handout, and they have an easier
time following them. In second grade
there is more time for learning in the
areas of science, geography, and
history, because we don’t have to
spend time learning the basics of
reading. The second grade reading
units are obviously more interesting
and in-depth too; our units include
topics such as camouflage in nature
and paleontology (the study of
fossils).

Moving up to second grade after
just teaching first grade has a unique
benefit. Although many of my
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second grade students are new
because they are from the other first
grade section, I see a few familiar
faces. Having taught some of these
children before, I know their person-
alities, strengths, and weaknesses.
It’s nice to be able to build on the
foundation I’ve laid the previous
year. I’m able to see the bigger
picture, and I can help the students
apply the skills they have learned in
first grade. Regardless of whether
I’ve taught them for one year or two,
it’s hard to end the school year and
let my second graders go on to third
grade.

Going from teaching “almost-
third-graders” to teaching “just-out-
of-kindergartners” can be quite an
adjustment for me. I always have a
few doubts during the first couple
weeks of teaching first grade again. I
usually ask myself, “Will I make it
through the year?” Many of my first
graders can’t tie their own shoes,
read, or even open their milk cartons.
I go home at night drained…drained
from spending an entire minute
blending the word “cat,” from tying
shoes and zipping coats, and from
reading those never-ending
decodable books. It’s also hard to
listen to all those “My neighbor’s
cousin’s cat has that name” or “We
have one of those at our house”
stories right in the middle of a well-
planned lesson.

After a few weeks of teaching first
grade, it gets easier. To me, there’s
nothing quite like teaching children
how to read and to see the progress
that they make throughout the year.

By the end of the year, most of their
letters are no longer backwards, and
they can read a good book, sing from
a Psalter, and open their own drinks.
When it’s difficult to say goodbye to
them the day before summer break, I
remind myself that next year I’ll
have a classroom of second graders,
eager to learn all sorts of new and
exciting things.

Whether it’s first grade or second,
I always enjoy many toothless grins,
cheese-curl covered fingers, and
even a few of those far-fetched
stories. These young children bring
me joy, simply by being who they
are, and I’m thankful to God for it.

It’s true that steady and predictable
has its advantages, but change is
refreshing too. That’s enough about
first and second graders for now; I’m
hungry, and I smell a burrito cook-
ing. I think it might taste as good as
my pizza did last night.
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OOn September 7, 2005, the bell rang
at 7:55 AM and 462 children entered
the halls of Heritage Christian
School. A busy rush of zippers,
buckles, and Velcro closures followed
as all of these children hurried (or
dawdled) their way into their class-
rooms. With twenty classrooms, two
per grade, the average class size
would have been about 23 students.
That sounds pretty close to an ideal
teaching situation; however, when
you consider that 108 of those
children were in the kindergarten and
first grades and projected grade sizes
continued in the 50 to 55 student
range, you can see why the board of
HCS decided it was time to make
some changes.

After considering various options,
the board began the 2005-2006
school year with a creative, progres-
sive plan to accommodate the larger
lower grades. The 55 first graders
were divided into three groups with
two full time teachers and one part
time teacher. The 53 kindergartners
were divided into three groups with
one full time teacher and one part
time teacher. With lots of cooperative
planning among teachers, the two
grades followed a creative, workable
schedule.

Creative Solutions in the
Elementary Classrooms By Joyce

Holstege

Feature

The first grade was divided into
three sections in the morning and two
sections in the afternoon taught by
Mrs. Audra Bruinooge, Mrs. Denise
Uittenbogaard, and Mrs. Karen
Ensink. In the morning, Mrs.
Bruinooge, Mrs. Uittenbogaard, and
Mrs. Ensink taught their respective
classes in separate classrooms.
During this time, they taught Bible,
math, and language arts (reading,
spelling, phonics, etc.) to their groups
of 18 or 19 students. Then in the
afternoon, Mrs. Ensink’s group was
divided into two groups: one of
which went into Mrs. Bruinooge’s
classroom and the other went into
Mrs. Uittenbogaard’s classroom. At
this time, the two classes of 27 or 28
students were instructed in writing,
handwriting, science, social studies,
singing, art, gym, library, etc. By
dividing the classes in this way and
arranging the schedules accordingly,
the students were given instruction in
key math and reading skills in
relatively smaller groups.

The kindergarten was divided into
three groups of 17 or 18 students.
Miss Bethany Haak taught one group
on Mondays, Wednesdays, and
Fridays and I taught two groups: one
on Mondays, Wednesdays, and
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Fridays and the other on Tuesdays,
Thursdays, and Fridays. Throughout
the week, the kindergartens shared an
aide, Mrs. Wilma Overway. On
Fridays, I taught two groups with a
total of 36 students. On those days we
had an additional aide, Mrs. Arlene
Westhuis, to help with additional
students. Although 36 kindergarteners
in one classroom sounds like a huge
challenge, we came up with a creative
schedule that makes it very workable
and enjoyable.

We started our day with both
groups together for devotions and
calendar activities, then the third
kindergarten group joined us for
singing. Later in the day, all three
groups got together again for rhythm
band. Throughout the rest of the day,
my kindergarten was divided into two
groups. While one group had a Bible
story with Mrs. Overway, the other
had a Bible story with me. Then,
while one group went to the library
with Mrs. Westhuis, the other had
handwriting with me; and while one
group went to gym with Mrs.
Overway, the other stayed with me
for a reading activity. About 60% of
the day my class was divided into two
small groups each doing something
different, so our day had a very
structured schedule, yet it was very
manageable.

The 2006-2007 school year
brought us to a new stage in the
board’s plan. The bulk of the lower
elementary students shifted to the
first and second grade with a total of
109 students in the two grades.
During this year, the group was

divided into five groups with five
teachers: two first grade teachers, two
second grade teachers, and one
teacher for a combined first and
second grade. This year, Mrs.
Michelle Van Bemmel teaches ten
first graders and ten second graders in
the same classroom. She is able to
give specialized instruction to each
set of students in the morning with
the help of a part time aide, Mrs. Judy
Wigger. Then, in the afternoon, she
gives more general instruction to both
grade levels at the same time.

Since the projected enrollment for
2007-2008 shows another large
kindergarten, the kindergarten
continued with three classes for the
2006-2007 school year. In 2007-
2008, the Lord willing, we will have
a large group of kindergartners and a
large group of second and third
graders. The kindergarten will
continue as we have been and the
second and third grade students will
again be divided into five groups: two
second grades, two third grades, and
one second/third grade combined
class.

While there are always some
drawbacks, we have found that with
creative scheduling and cooperative
planning among teachers, there are
workable solutions to large grades
that do not compromise the quality of
learning and instruction in our
classrooms.

We pray that God will continue to
bless us with covenant children and
the abilities and opportunities to
instruct them.
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From panelists John Kalsbeek,
Gerald Kuiper, Harry Langerak, and
Mary Beth Lubbers—four teachers
who also shared a good part of their
own school years together.

Thoughts on school boards & parents
Langerak:  Our school boards show a

good cross section of parents who
send their children to our schools.
Some of the men who served in
those early years had only an
eighth grade education, maybe
some high school. Many were
farmers, factory workers,…but
there has been a good cross section
on our boards.

Our parents have always been
interested in the work of the

OOn January 30, 2007, the teachers gathered at Heritage
Christian School in Hudsonville, Michigan to hear about
changes in our schools and the teaching profession over the
past several decades. The Protestant Reformed Teachers’
Institute (PRTI) committee asked four of our veteran
teachers to share their thoughts about changes they have
seen over the years. What follows is some of what they said.
If their comments seem too brief or too random, please keep
two things in mind: their speaking turns were relentlessly
limited by the moderator, and not every word was carefully
recorded. Nevertheless, there is significant value in reading
about their impressions.

schools. The involvement is
phenomenal. They are committed
to Reformed education. While that
has not changed, part of the
emphasis has changed. Parents
used to encourage their children to
finish high school; now they push
for college.

Lubbers:  Boards are and will be
responsible for whether our schools
become institutes for technology or
a cradle for liberal arts education.
Boards are responsible for salaries
and benefits. They have gotten
better, but how much better? Even
now, many men hold down second
jobs and work all summer to avoid
debtors’ prison or the deacons’
door. With meager salaries, our
teachers are not assured of that.

Changes We’ve Seen
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Kalsbeek:  Parents are committed to
Protestant Reformed education.
They demand quality education.
It’s true now; it was true then, too.

Kuiper:  I started teaching in a
farming community where the
value of education was not as high
as it is now. Dad checks the Bible
grade and the conduct grade and
that determines whether I’m going
to be happy tonight or not.

I think that to say that things
always go downhill is a myth. Our
parents and the boards of our
schools…things are getting better.

Langerak: The economy is different
today. Parents are quicker to pull
their children out for family
vacations and a lot of different
things, appointments… Children
see the priorities. Years ago, there
would be one family car and dad
had it. Many of those other things
simply couldn’t be done during the
school day.

Thoughts on students
Lubbers:  The student is what keeps

me in teaching. Of all the catego-
ries being discussed today [boards,
parents, students, teachers, and
technology], the student has
changed the least. But there are
some differences… Today’s student
dresses much more casually, more
like beach clothes than school garb:
shorts, low-cut clothes, flip-flops…
He reads much less—has much less

time to read. He cannot write well,
penmanship or creative writing. He
has plenty of other gadgetry to
jumble up his thoughts. He has the
same intelligence, skills, and study
habits, but much delayed.

Kalsbeek:  Students nowadays don’t
work very hard. They come to class
unprepared…

Kuiper:  If you try to teach now the
way we taught years ago, it would
not be the same. We must be the
best teachers we possibly can be.
I’m not sure there is any difference
as far as laziness, study habits, or
messiness… Today, there are so
many distractions. And it’s a much
bigger job to get students to be
respectful…

Langerak:  Students [in multi-grade
classrooms of small schools]
learned independence. That’s
diminishing somewhat with so
much now in single-grade rooms.

One thing that has changed
tremendously is that we are putting
our finger on learning disabilities.
We are doing more to help the slow
learner. It used to be that they fell
between the cracks, they failed or
went to some alternative school.
This is change very much for the
good. We have special education,
aides…

Today’s students are too distracted.
Video games, sports, television,
homework, and work are over-
whelming. They have to budget
their time. The ability of students to
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concentrate has diminished. With
the whole gamut of electronic toys,
they are having more trouble
focusing for a long period of time.

Thoughts on teachers
Kalsbeek:  Credentials – Our teachers

should know Reformed Education
[by Prof. Engelsma, published by
the Reformed Free Publishing
Association—find it at rfpa.org].
They should be full of grace and
have a love for children. They
should be solidly Reformed,
knowledgeable, Protestant Re-
formed, capable…

Differences – Now, more teachers
have advanced degrees. That’s a
good change. We have teachers
from other parts of the country,
coming from different school
settings. Most of our teachers used
to graduate from Calvin College.
Now they also come from Dordt,
Trinity, Grand Valley… We are also
becoming more specialized in
junior high—there are benefits to
that, disadvantages, too…

Kuiper:  Today, it’s a whole lot
different. It’s more collegial…
teachers share good things that they
do—this is a tremendous change.
There has always been that care
and concern, but this is even better.

I question sometimes the sense of
calling. There is less of a year-
round “I am a teacher” attitude.

Langerak:  Teachers today have
better education in terms of
teaching skills. I am very thankful
for that. Teachers today are very
much in tune with the world of
education, what works and what
doesn’t. Principals take an active
part in classroom instruction. Be
thankful for supervision of teachers
by principals. Know each other’s
weaknesses and strengths.

Lubbers:  Could the Protestant
Reformed constituency work
harder to train its own teachers?
Rev. Hoeksema promoted the idea
of a normal college. Financially we
have the means to do it. It’s a big
vision but not an impossible dream.

The biggest improvement in this
area has been help for the strug-
gling student: help, awareness,
concern, room and space…

Children cannot…spell and write
because they don’t have to write
many sentences… There are too
many workbooks.

The way we punish, or chastise,
has changed, too…

Thoughts on technology in schools
Kuiper:  For our second anniversary,

my wife and I bought a calculator
from Sears for $119. That was on a
$3500/year salary.

Back then, we used an old hecto-
graph. With a gelatin layer and
some special ink, we could make a
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few copies…[He proceeds to
describe the old-style duplicators to
the amusement of the younger
teachers present.]  Obviously, there
has been tremendous change in the
area of school technology.

Langerak:  The technology is
amazing today. What really
changed in the emphasis on
technology in the teaching profes-
sion. For me, it’s a good thing that
my wife could type 100 words per
minute and knew shorthand.

Presentation has improved
(PowerPoint, for example). But
remember, PowerPoint or no
PowerPoint, if the teacher is
excited, that’s what makes a
difference…

Lubbers:  When it comes to technol-
ogy in our schools, we have plenty
of gas pedal. I’ll provide some
brake.

Kalsbeek:  I might make some
enemies here. All this new equip-
ment seems just a little bit over-
done. You can put a lot of time into
making a PowerPoint presentation,

but the person-to-person aspect of
teaching is more important than
gadgets… I’m not convinced that
technology makes for better
teachers and better students.

Closing thoughts
Langerak:  Keep up the good work. A

teacher has to love teaching. And
God will bless that. It’s good that
we take more of an interest in the
slow learner. I see good fruit from
that…

Lubbers:  Don’t be blown away by
every wind of change. Know the
old paths.

Kalsbeek:  Read Reformed Education
once a year.

Kuiper:  I really believe that P.R.
education is way, way, way ahead
of what it was. There was zeal back
then, too, but things are even better
now. That means a lot to me
because some of you are the
teachers of my grandchildren.

AAhh. June. Vacation! Summer is
coming soon. What sweet words
those are to students and teachers

who have labored for nine months.
Time for a break!

Not so fast. Why does summer

Learn On! By Shaun
Karsemeyer

Contribution
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have to be a vacation from learning?
Who says that you do not have to
learn over the summer? The Bible
clearly calls us never to stop learning.
Summer should be a vacation from
school but not from learning.

Solomon tells us, “Get wisdom, get
understanding: forget it not…Wisdom
is the principal thing; therefore get
wisdom: and with all thy getting get
understanding” (Prov. 4:5-7).
Solomon followed his own advice.
I Kings 4:31-33 tells us,

For he was wiser than all men…and
his fame was in all nations round
about. And he spake three thousand
proverbs…And he spake of trees,
from the cedar tree that is in
Lebanon even unto the hyssop…he
spake also of beasts, and of fowl,
and of creeping things, and of fishes.

Three thousand proverbs! And
what a variety of subjects in which he
showed interest. Solomon was given
extraordinary wisdom, but what is
important here is that he used it to
gain much understanding of God’s
creation. He says, “I gave my heart to
seek out by wisdom concerning all
things that are done under the
heaven” (Eccl. 1:13). Our focus here
should be that Solomon gave his
heart to seek out wisdom. This is
active.

It is the duty of a Christian to form
the habit of lifelong learning. We
were commanded, when God gave
the rule of creation to man, to learn
all we can about this world. What an
enjoyable way to use God-given
talents. Not to learn would be to

make ourselves as the unfaithful
servant who buried his pound (Matt.
25:14-30). Students, don’t bury your
pounds during the summer. Follow
the advice of the wisest man in the
world; seek after knowledge. Make a
commitment never to take a vacation
from learning.

 “But summertime is a break.” Yes,
summer is a vacation from the
learning you do in school, but it is not
a vacation from learning. The good
part of summer is that you may
choose what you learn. Create an
interest in an appropriate hobby.
Enjoy something in nature. Choose
books that are meaningful. The
possibilities are endless.

Parents, encourage your children to
learn. Give them goals. Point them in
the right directions in their seeking
after knowledge. Who knows, maybe
you’ll even find something new.
What better way to encourage your
children than to be the example?

The more we study creation, the
more we become aware of our
marvelous God. This awareness will
cause us to praise Him more. Because
of this praise, we will feel a greater
desire to learn more about God. This
is our motivation. After writing about
oceans, hills and valleys, rivers, and
animals, David says, “I will sing unto
the LORD as long as I live: I will sing
praise to my God while I have my
being. My meditation of him shall be
sweet: I will be glad in the LORD (Ps.
104:33, 34). Let this be your motiva-
tion to be a lifelong learner, even
during the summer.
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Hattie Big Sky by Kirby Larson.
Delacorte Press (a division of
Random House Children’s Books),
2006. (reviewed by Lois Kregel)

This is a book older children and
young adults would enjoy. Hattie is a
sixteen-year-old orphan who lives in
Iowa with somewhat reluctant
relatives. She learns she has inherited
her uncle’s homesteading claim in
Montana and leaves Iowa to try to
prove the claim and make a home for
herself. Proving a claim was very
involved and difficult, and Hattie
encounters many obstacles, some
from weather, some from people. She
also finds many wonderful and loyal
friends, among them Perlie Mueller
and her husband Karl and their
children.

It was the time of World War I
when anything German was suspect,
much more than during the World
War II when the Japanese took the
brunt of suspicion. (I remember my
parents reminiscing about it.) Against
that background the Muellers were
treated with hatred and contempt by
some small-minded people. Hattie
felt their pain and championed them.
In the middle of all this came the
great flu epidemic.

Eventually too many financial
problems made Hattie lose her claim,
but she gained a wealth of experience

and many loyal friends.
This is a wholesome book, free of

filth and bad language, with a
message of strength and persistence,
fit for a young reader.

Lizzie Bright and the Buckminster
Boy (Newbery Honor book) by Gary
Schmidt. Clarion Books, 2004.
(reviewed by Lois Kregel)

This novel is based on the true story
of the destruction of an island in
1924. It was written by Gary
Schmidt, a professor of children’s
literature at Calvin College. He lives
with his wife, also an author, and six
children on a 150-year-old farm near
Alto, Michigan.

Turner Buckminster was uprooted
from Boston to a small town called
Phippsburg on the rocky coast of
Maine when his father took a call
from the Congregational church
there. From the start he was tor-
mented by the local youth of the
church, so it wasn’t surprising when,
having discovered the little island of
Malaga just easy rowing distance
from the mainland, he preferred the
company of its inhabitants. One of
them was a thirteen-year-old girl
named Lizzie. All of the people on
the island were black, former slaves
and their descendants, who had made
a home for themselves there.

Book Reviews
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The authorities in Phippsburg had
made plans to uproot these people
because they were a “blot” on the
beautiful landscape and they wanted
to make a profitable resort town out
of Phippsburg. These people were
“worthless” anyhow, like all black
people. Here Turner had his first taste
of racial hatred. They informed their
preacher that he ought to voice his
support of their ideas from the pulpit
and discipline his son.

Turner had befriended an elderly
lady, Mrs. Cobb, across the street.
Originally, as one of his punishments,
he had to play the organ for her every
afternoon. She took a liking to him,
however, and when she died, she left
all her property to Turner. He planned
to house some of the dwellers on
Malaga there if they were displaced.
Surprisingly, his parents supported
him, probably because his father
rebelled against being told what to
say from the pulpit. The town leaders
did indeed destroy Malaga and

transported its inhabitants to Pownal
Home for the Feeble-minded. They
all died there after only a short time.

One night Turner went down to the
shore across from Malaga and was
startled by a blast from a shotgun.
Sheriff Elwell had fired it. When his
father appeared on the scene and
struggled with the sheriff, the sheriff
threw him down and he went over the
cliff. Severely injured, he later died.
Turner and his mother moved into
Mrs. Cobb’s house.

Gary Schmidt writes well, but there
is a blot. Turner’s father home-
schooled him and taught him much
about the classics, including the
classical languages. He also intro-
duced him to Darwin for whom he
had high praise. When the church
leaders voiced their disapproval, he
made them out to be ignorant and
bigoted. I thought it was a subtle way
of introducing evil into the book.

If your children read it, please read
it with them.

TThe Perspectives and its readers are deeply grateful to
Mrs. Kregel for her regular book review contributions over
the years. In fact, the Perspectives is responding to
suggestions that we have even more book reviews like hers.
So, in addition to Mrs. Kregel’s reviews, hopefully parents
and teachers will find additional reviews by Mrs. Brenda
Dykstra to be helpful and meaningful. She is an avid reader,
an enthusiastic teacher, a conscientious parent, and she
holds a master’s degree in reading instruction. Primarily,
she will consider books for the young and very young
readers.
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WWelcome to an additional section in
the Perspectives, specifically
designed for reviewing literature for
the younger child. Through the
following reviews we desire to
acquaint parents with award-winning
and quality literature as well as the
modern for the younger child.

The gift of language and the love
of this gift are necessities for
developing excellent readers and for
helping them to process and acquire
knowledge of their world. We as
parents (teachers!), therefore, have a
direct responsibility for teaching
them the components of quality,
enjoyable literature as well as the
ability to select or discern such.
Proverbs 2:10, 11 states, “When
wisdom entereth into thine heart, and
knowledge is pleasant unto thy soul;
discretion shall preserve thee,
understanding shall keep thee.”

In imparting spiritual wisdom
through teaching discernment of
literary selections, we teach even our
little children to guard their minds
because their mind is the gateway to
their thoughts and ultimately to their
hearts and lives. As parents and
teachers, we desire to impart to our
children the gift of language, but
how often isn’t it such a struggle to
give the necessary time and energy to
show and discuss their books and
written text? But Christ demands that
we be astute parents (teachers),
instructing them to the best of our
abilities in this area as well. As God’s
own, we have a calling to demand a
different, higher standard in our

lives, including this area of literary
selection.

With these background beliefs
stated, a bit of personal background
may be helpful. I am Brenda (De
Jong) Dykstra, a former third grade
teacher at Heritage Christian School.
I’m currently holding an all-impor-
tant teaching title called Mother—
Kaitlyn, age 2 and Emmalie, 8
months. Both my husband and I are,
therefore, instructors to our children
in the exciting world of written
language.

My hope and prayer is that you are
blessed as you read a bit about these
books. May you continue to take the
time to encourage your children in
their language development. Have
fun going to the library to look at
these books or even to add them to
your at-home collection.

Board Books
(infant to approximately 3 years)

P. D. Eastman’s Go Dogs, Go is a
very fun, rhyming book with cute,
cartoon-like pictures of dogs as they
“go!”

P. D. Eastman’s Are You My
Mother? tells a tale in cartoon-style
pictures of a tiny bird who, dropped
out of his nest, searches among many
animals and things to find his “lost”
mother.

Hinkler Books’ First Books share
realistic photos illustrating specific
concepts such as First Animals, First
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Numbers, First Trucks, and more,
dividing concepts into further
categories, assisting children in
understanding their world.

Eric Carle’s 1, 2, 3 to the Zoo, a
classic counting book with Carle’s
distinct, colorful paintings. Be sure
to look for the mouse.

Eric Carle’s My Very First Book of
Colors is an excellent, fun, interac-
tive book, incorporating Carle’s
distinctive illustrations. The top
portion of the book displays a color,
and child is to match it with a
colored photo on the bottom. Very
fun!

Eric Carle’s My Very First Book of
Shapes is similar in format to the
previous book and can be a very
enjoyable aide to help teaching your
child shapes. Similar books are
available.

Sandra Boynton’s A to Z is a more
modern ABC book showing imagina-
tive, cartoon-like animals, with
gerunds describing each. For
example, Aardvark Admiring and
Beavers Ballooning.

John Butler’s Hush, Little Ones is
also a fairly recent (2003) board
book with excellent, painted animal
illustrations and poetic prose,
describing animals as they quiet their
young to go to sleep. A great bedtime
book!

Early or Emergent Readers
(read-alouds for ages 3-7, or to be
read by ages 6-8)

Norman Bridwell’s Clifford, the Big
Red Dog is the first-person narrative
of Emily Elizabeth and her friend a
BIG dog named Clifford. What a
cool character the dog Clifford is for
little ones! He’s so big that his house
is bigger than Emily’s entire house.
She says at the end, “You can keep
all your small, red, spotted, brown,
black dogs. But I’ll keep Clifford.”

Bridwell writes many books about
Clifford, some of which I can easily
recommend. But, of course, as is true
of many character books in a series,
several demand discernment. Clifford
sometimes has a tendency to do some
“naughty” things sometimes and
usually comes out the hero at the
end—which does open the door for
discussion opportunities to share
Christ-like behavior.

Newbery Award Winners
(ages 10-12)

The Newbery Award is an annual
award given to chapter book novels,
generally of middle grades reading
level, awarded by the American
Library Association. This literary
award, starting in 1922, is the first
ever literary award for children’s
literature. The award was named
after John Newbery, eighteenth-
century English bookseller and
proponent of quality literature and its
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funding. The selection of this award
is by public librarians and more
recently school librarians as well.
Specific criteria for consideration for
such children’s books are: interpreta-
tion of theme or concept; presenta-
tion of information including
accuracy, clarity, and organization;
development of plot; delineation of
characters; and appropriateness of
style. To these award-winning
novels, we now turn with special
attention.

Criss Cross (2006 Newbery winner)
by Lynne Rae Perkins. Greenwillow
Books, 2006. 337 pages (reviewed
by Mrs. Brenda Dykstra)

This is the story of several teenag-
ers—Debbie, Patty, Hector, Phil,
Lenny, Dan Perskins—who reside in
a small town called Seldom, each on
a path to find out “who I am.” The
book demonstrates how connections
can be made in life, and these
connections can be quite mixed up.
Their journeys criss-cross on a path
to find life’s meaning and love.
Debbie initially wishes something
great would happen to her. Through
watching over an old German
grandmother Mrs. Bruning (Grosi),
she meets her Californian grandson
Peter. She is likened to a changing
butterfly as she loses her “Debbie”
necklace, which years later gets
passed on to a character named
Hector. Hector’s path is criss-crossed
by Debbie during the narrative as she
has a “crush” on him prior to Peter.

Hector is also a changing, blossom-
ing teenager who learns to love as
well while furthering his interest in
guitar playing to express himself. He
learns life’s hurts as his “crush” on
the beautiful Meadow in his class
rejects him to go after non-intellect
Dan Persnik. Lenni, yet another
teenage character and a separate
story, is mechanically-smart, but
actually not intelligent in school,
much to the confusion of his teachers
as he capably reassembles cars,
vacuums, and more. This entire tale
is one of characters finding them-
selves and “love” though missing
and criss-crossing paths.

Response
A different, interesting method of

assembling stories of varying
characters, but I found a great deal of
questionable issues for Christian
readers. Its reading level is fairly
easy—a fifth or sixth grader could
easily pick it up; however, the
characters’ feelings and life discus-
sions demand a more experienced
reader or at the very least some adult
discussion upon completion. Many
references were made to Hinduism
and Buddhism—a future life. The
story also contained blatant, negative
references to God and confession of
sins. Several expletives made
appearance as well. The initial
response is that the story’s composi-
tion, maybe with a bit of tweaking,
could maybe be classified as quality
literature, but I fail to understand its
achievement of Newbery status.
Clearly, a background as a believer
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necessitates different judgment
criteria than the Newbery award
committee of librarians.

I, Juan de Pareja (1966 Newbery
winner—an older award for compari-
son) by Elizabeth de Trevino
(reviewed by Mrs. Brenda Dykstra)

This is an excellent, first-person
account of a black, Catholic slave
named Juan, set in Spain during the
Renaissance age of the 1600’s. He
lovingly serves his masters his entire
life, though struggling throughout the
book with the poignant desire to free
his spirit. Juan initially suffers
heartache as gypsy Don Carmelo
beats him on the road to Seville,
Spain. He tells of his duties to grind
the mortar for his painter master Don
Velasquez, even while painting the
loving King Phillip XIV’s portrait,
but Juan’s strong desire to paint
himself brings him to sneak canvas
and paint from his master just to
experiment with paint for himself.
He loves his master, even traveling to
Italy with him to paint the pope’s
portrait. Juan, too, does “fall in love”
with a slave girl named Miro of the
king’s court, but never could act on it
as he was bound as a slave. He
finally continues to secretly paint,
eventually confessing this to his
master who does forgive him.
Velasquez even paints his slave Juan
as a practice for his large project of
painting the actual pope in Rome.
Master Velasquez finally sets Juan
free just before his own death, and
Juan chooses to marry slave friend

Lolis. Master Velasquez is knighted
in a self-portrait by King Phillip after
death. The freed Juan and Lolis then
move back to Seville, Spain, enjoy-
ing their new-found contentment.

Response
This is an excellent, vivid tale

though in the Catholic tradition. I
couldn’t help but appreciate Juan’s
nature as he ardently struggled to be
both an excellent helper to his master
as well as to dream to be a freed
slave. I appreciated the significant
historical significance as the story is
based on a real slave and Spaniard
painter Velasquez in the 1600’s.
Philosophy of art as it tells the truth
of life is prevalent. An older child—
sixth or seventh grader or older—
would appreciate very much. I can
easily see the characteristics of
quality literature and the Newbery
criterion met in this novel. A history
student of any age would enjoy this
selection. A Christian could easily
read this novel and appreciate Juan’s
struggle for freedom as we can know
our own freedom in Christ.
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