
Classroom Management & Discipline
The Mathematics of Classroom Management
Our Classroom Management and Discipline

Volume 34/Number 4/Summer 2009
“The entrance of thy word giveth light” Psalm 119:130



Editorial Policy
Perspectives in Covenant Education ex-
ists for the purpose of furthering the cause 
of Protestant Reformed Christian educa-
tion. This principle therefore regulates the 
entire contents of the journal. Perspec-
tives in Covenant Education will publish 
any article written by a teacher, parent, or 
friend of Protestant Reformed education, 
provided the article is in harmony with the 
stated purpose of the magazine. The jour-
nal will publish articles whether theoreti-
cal or practical. All manuscripts must be 
signed and all authors are solely respon-
sible for the contents of their articles.

Subscription Policy
Subscription price: $7.00 per year 
($8.00 US foreign). Unless a definite 
request for discontinuance is received, it 
is assumed that the subscriber wishes the 
subscription to continue and he will be 
billed for renewal. If you have a change 
of address, please notify the business of-
fice as early as possible in order to avoid 
the inconvenience of delayed delivery. 
Include your former address and zip code.

Reprint Policy
Permission is hereby granted for the 
reprinting of articles in our magazine by 
other publications, provided that a) such 
reprinted articles are reproduced in full; 
b) proper acknowledgment is made; c) a 
copy of the periodical in which such re-
print appears is sent to our editorial office.

Perspectives Staff
 Tom Bergman
 Susann Grasman
 Connie DeVries
 Susan Van Koevering

Statement of Purpose
Perspectives in Covenant Education is a 
journal regulated and published quarterly, 
in November, February, May, and August 
by the Protestant Reformed Teachers’ 
Institute. The purpose of this magazine, 
in most general terms, is to advance the 
cause of distinctively Christian educa-
tion as it is conceived in the Protestant 
Reformed community. More specifically, 
the magazine is intended to serve as an 
encouragement and an inducement toward 
individual scholarship, and a medium for 
the development of distinctive principles 
and methods of teaching. The journal is 
meant to be a vehicle of communication, 
not only within the profession, but within 
the Protestant Reformed community 
and within the Christian community in 
general.

Editorial Office
 Tom Bergman
 7391 Magnolia Drive
 Jenison, MI 49428
 Phone (616) 669-4652
 thomas.bergman@att.net

Business Office
 Protestant Ref. Teachers’ Institute
 1401 Ferndale Avenue, SW
 Grand Rapids, MI 49534

Business Manager
 Brenda Dykstra
 3074 Hudson Street
 Hudsonville, MI 49426

Volume 34/Number 4/Summer 2009



Contents

Editorial
The Mathematics of Classroom Management 
by Tom Bergman  2

Feature
Our Classroom Management and Discipline
by Loren Gritters  4

Contribution
The Cursive Debate by Marlene Van Den Top  7

Book Reviews
by Lois Kregel  8
by Brenda Dykstra  9

Photos
2009 Graduates  18



2  PERSPECTIVES IN COVENANT EDUCATION

C gets more fluent in his teaching and 
more familiar with his own expecta-
tions, so he has more attention to 
give to his surroundings and prevent 
problems before they occur.

The probability that a teacher can 
properly manage a classroom in his 
own strength and wisdom is zero. 
The probability that our students in 
Protestant Reformed schools have 
different natures than other students is 
also zero, but the probability that the 
regenerated heart of a child of God 
will have an impact on classroom 
behavior is 100%. And the probability 
that children of light are and will be 
sinners? 100%. Figure on it, but plan 
on addressing it in light of the fact 
that children of light belong to God.

In classroom management, the 
distance formula reads, “The farther 
away a student sits from the front of 
the room and the teacher, the harder 
it is for him to pay attention.” If the 
room is not full, there usually is not 
a good reason to use the back seats. 
Have everyone move up. The students 
do not have to have to be so close 
that they can smell coffee breath, 
but sitting in the front is not cruelly 
uncomfortable for them—especially 
when it is in their best interest.

When discipline issues are poorly 

Editorial

The Mathematics of 
Classroom Management by Tom 

Bergman

Classroom management is not a sci-
ence. It does not follow strict axioms 
and definite rules. Or does it? Manag-
ing a classroom—even though each 
child is different and may be treated 
on an individual basis at times—gen-
erally follows certain basic principles. 
Some principles of Reformed educa-
tion can be thought of in the terminol-
ogy of mathematics.

The teacher’s ability to orchestrate 
classroom activity and assess disci-
pline issues is directly proportional 
to the time he spends praying and 
mediating on God’s word. More time 
spent in quiet devotion with God 
will mean more wisdom and greater 
preparedness in handling situations as 
they arise. Less time spent in spiri-
tual reflection will mean less ability 
to plan for and respond to students’ 
behavior.

The teacher’s anxiety about manag-
ing a classroom is inversely propor-
tional to his number of years of expe-
rience in the classroom. More years 
of teaching means less anxiety about 
managing a classroom. New teach-
ers tend to have more anxiety about 
classroom management because les-
son preparation and delivery require 
a huge percentage of their attention. 
As each year passes, a veteran teacher 
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treated or remain untreated, the 
problems will begin to compound and 
increase exponentially. If a teacher 
fails to address misbehavior, more 
students are likely to attempt more 
and more shenanigans. If a teacher 
grossly overreacts, he will likely 
receive his comeuppance with inter-
est. True, the students ought not do 
this. But—fair or unfair—dealing 
with compounding misbehavior is as 
difficult as dealing with compound 
interest on credit cards. If it gets out 
of hand, it is nearly impossible to get 
back to normal.

Remember that classroom be-
havior is a function of many differ-
ent things. Some of the factors that 
affect it are maturity level, academic 
ability, academic likes and dislikes, 
parental influences regarding teachers 
and classmates, physical limitations, 
sleep, nutrition, temperature, baro-
metric pressure, proximity of “big” 
games, parents’ marital situation, 
classroom clowns, online or face-to-
face gossip, and more. A function like 
this is so complex that a term must be 
coined that does not even exist yet in 
higher mathematics: superultramulti-
variate equations.

If the antithesis is to be properly 
addressed, negative rebukes should 
be combined with positive direction. 
Even with something as innocuous 
as being tardy, a student should be 
reminded once in a while about how 
an individual’s punctuality can be 
positively beneficial for the whole 
group. We receive much positive 
instruction in the negatively stated 
eight (of the ten) commandments. 

The Heidelberg Catechism treats this 
well. We would do well to model our 
classroom management and discipline 
after this principle.

The concept of rate is important 
in classroom management. A teacher 
must have enough material pre-
pared and move through it quickly 
enough to maintain students’ at-
tention. He must also teach slowly 
enough to allow time for concepts 
to sink in. If gauging a daily pace is 
not hard enough, a teacher must also 
set and adjust a pace for the week, 
for the unit, and for the semester. 
Many questions related to the rate 
of instruction are part of the lesson 
planning process, but they also have 
a bearing on classroom management. 
Good planning hopefully translates 
into an appropriate rate of instruction 
which can make students’ behavior 
more manageable.

While mathematics has its Funda-
mental Theorem of Arithmetic (every 
integer greater than 1 can be written 
as a unique product of prime num-
bers, like 18 = 2 × 3 × 3), classroom 
management—especially in a Chris-
tian school—has a Fundamental The-
orem of Students. God has stamped 
every member of the class as a unique 
person with a unique combination of 
gifts. Knowing this, studying this, and 
embracing this is part of the work of a 
teacher. Parents use a variation of this 
because their children are different. 
Perhaps it is especially important to 
remember with regard to siblings. 
Ministers use a variation of this prin-
ciple; they don’t necessarily preach 
the same thing to different congrega-
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tions since needs and circumstances 
might dictate otherwise. So it is for 
teachers.

Classroom management is not a 
strictly Christian issue. The secular 
community is blown about with ever-
changing advice about how to handle 
the behavior of students. Snippets 
of that advice can actually be used. 
But secular advice about classroom 
management is like the mathematical 
knowledge of the ancient Egyptians, 
Babylonians, and Greeks. The an-
cients possessed tremendous insights 

into the world of number, patterns, 
and measurement. But as long as 
they suppressed the knowledge of the 
glory of God, they could never see 
mathematics for what it is in rela-
tion to knowledge of God in Christ. 
Likewise, the educational philoso-
phers of modern-day Egypt, Babylon, 
and Greece cannot understand the 
high, spiritual principles of managing 
a classroom full of God’s children. 
Learn the conceptual underpinnings 
of classroom management, not from 
them, but from the word of God.

Whether we are a seasoned teacher or 
are just starting in the classroom, we 
want to pass on our love of learning 
to our students. We expect our stu-
dents to be eager to absorb what we 
are about to teach. We want to inspire 
the eager student, motivate the under-
achiever, and bring out the shy child. 
We also fully realize that the students 
we teach each year are sinners and 
will misbehave. A disruptive, unruly 
student behavior will challenge our 
ability to conduct a harmonious, well-
balanced curriculum that is based 
on the Word of God. Therefore we 
must implement certain strategies and 
procedures in order to restore condi-
tions that will foster learning again. 

Classroom management is much like 
the foundation of a house. You sel-
dom see it, but without a solid, well 
constructed foundation, all would be 
shaky. Classroom management can be 
described as actions taken to create 
and maintain a learning environment 
in our classroom that is necessary 
for successful instruction. We can 
hopefully avoid some problems by 
implementing effective classroom 
management and discipline strate-
gies with well-defined procedures, 
routines, and rules. Students must be 
warned, disciplined, and even mildly 
punished according to the words of 
Ephesians 6:4. It states, “And, ye 
fathers, provoke not your children to 

Feature

Our Classroom Management 
and Discipline by Loren 

Gritters
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wrath: but bring them up in the nur-
ture and admonition of the Lord.”

The issues of classroom manage-
ment and discipline have been a great 
concern for parents and teachers for 
a long time. It seems that each year 
presents different kinds of discipline 
problems in our classrooms. Just 
imagine all the different personali-
ties students have each year and the 
many different ways in which they 
learn. Sometimes a method used 
one year does not work for another 
year because the personalities of our 
students change from class to class. 
Yet we realize the necessity for good 
classroom management and discipline 
in our classroom in order for learning 
to take place. This involves teach-
ing the students proper behavior that 
will help prevent discipline problems 
from occurring. The students need to 
know where they are to be, what they 
are supposed to be doing, and how to 
behave in an appropriate manner. In 
Ephesians 5:8 God calls us to walk as 
children of the light.

As teachers, we want the proce-
dures and rules to be a habit for the 
students in our classroom, just as we 
have rules in life to help us function 
successfully with other people and 
in society in general by knowing 
the acceptable ways of doing things. 
Take for example, traffic. We learn 
the rules and procedures of the road, 
and then we practice them until they 
become routine for us. Without these 
rules and procedures, traffic would 
be a lot more difficult to navigate 
each day. In school we also have 
procedures in place in our classroom 

for handing in homework, getting to 
work on assignments immediately, 
participating in class, working with-
out disturbing others, finishing early, 
and being dismissed. This helps make 
the classroom a place of learning and 
more enjoyable for everyone. Without 
these rules, the classroom would 
be in chaos and learning would not 
take place very well. Well function-
ing classrooms show organization, 
planning, and scheduling. There are 
good transitions between activities 
taught throughout the day. Transitions 
are important moments in classroom 
managements. If a teacher fails to 
manage a transition successfully, 
starting the next activity will be more 
difficult. Transitioning between ac-
tivities or lessons requires additional 
planning. Even dismissal for recess or 
the end of the day needs to be orga-
nized by the teacher.

Students want to be in a disciplined 
classroom where they can learn and 
have an enjoyable experience at the 
same time. They want a classroom 
that is structured yet flexible for 
individuality. They want rules to 
be enforced fairly and consistently. 
Rules should reinforce our procedures 
and routines of the classroom and 
be stated as positively as possible. 
They should be brief and easy for the 
students to remember. They may even 
be posted in the classroom. Here are 
some ideas we need to keep in mind 
when trying to implement these be-
havioral strategies in our classrooms. 
First, the behaviors need to be clearly 
defined, modeled, and demonstrated. 
Then they should be rehearsed or 
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practiced a good deal of the time 
early in the school year. Next they 
need to be reinforced with further 
explanation until it becomes a student 
routine.Re-teach if necessary and give 
corrective feedback to the students. 
Also praise students who are doing a 
good job of obeying the procedures 
and rules set up in the classroom. By 
noting one student who is following 
the rules you will be reinforcing the 
rules to the other students. On the 
other hand, students also need to be 
aware of the consequences of fail-
ing to follow the rules. When using 
negative consequences it is important 
to have a preplanned hierarchy of 
consequences for the rules which the 
students should be made aware of 
as well. Finally, the procedures and 
rules need to be based on the goal of 
rearing the child in the fear of God 
and doing all things for His honor and 
glory. Proverbs 22:6 states, ‘Train 
up a child in the way he should go, 
and when he is old, he will not depart 
from it.”

The most common approach to 
classroom management is a form of 
behavior modification. Rules, pro-
cedures, routines, and consequences 
seem to be the normal way of most 
teachers’ plans for student discipline. 
We set these up to create a positive 
learning environment for the students 
we teach. A teacher uses discipline 
when a certain discomfort level has 
been reached in the classroom. This 
level is normally determined by what 
the teacher has been raised to think 
is acceptable from the school system 
which he or she attended as a student, 

from the college institution which 
trained him or her, and from what 
other teachers or administrator of the 
school he or she is teaching at do and 
expect. A teacher coming out of col-
lege may have been formally trained 
in discipline techniques, but many 
still don’t feel adequately equipped 
to deal with discipline issues in the 
classroom. Some teachers don’t want 
to discipline because they fear the stu-
dents may not like them, while others 
don’t discipline because they don’t 
know exactly how to go about it.

Discipline can come in the form 
of praise or a reward for a good 
behavior, or in the form of rebuke 
and correction for misbehavior. As 
teachers we deal with laziness, irre-
sponsibility, anger, disrespect, pride, 
cruelty, etc. Teachers have been given 
the authority by the parents to teach 
and to discipline the students in our 
covenant schools. Because we view 
our students as children of the light, 
we as teachers must show from the 
Bible why sinful actions on part of 
the students are wrong and teach the 
students to walk through this life in 
accordance to God’s Word.

We must be thankful for the prin-
ciples set forth in Scripture on godly 
living and be deeply rooted in them. 
Once we let go of these principles 
we will easily be influenced by every 
worldly idea that comes along. The 
world wants us to prepare students in 
order to make a better society. They 
define a successful man or woman 
as one who is wealthy, powerful, 
famous, and happy. This might sound 
good to our sinful human pride, but 
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we must always use Scripture as the 
guide for the management of our 
classrooms. Students are taught to 
live as God’s friend-servants—lov-
ing and serving God throughout their 
lives using all their talents to the best 
of their abilities. Deuteronomy 6:5 
states, “And thou shalt love the Lord 
with all thine heart, and with all thy 
soul, and will all thy might.” We train 
a child so he will show himself to be 

thoroughly furnished unto all good 
works as recorded in II Timothy 3:17. 
Our goal in rearing and disciplining 
of a covenant child is that child’s 
praise of God in eternity. We have a 
goal of godly walk here on this earth 
in accordance to God’s law. Our ulti-
mate goal is the glory of God. Let us 
pray for the grace to instruct, manage, 
and discipline for this goal.

T

Contribution

The Cursive Debate by Marlene 
Van Den Top

There always seems to a debate going 
on in the field of education. We have 
all heard them before. The best way 
to teach a child to read has been de-
bated for years and so has the length 
of the school year.

After taking several classes and 
hearing the chatter of numerous 
teachers, I’ve noticed there is a 
new debate that has surfaced. The 
big question is if we still should be 
teaching cursive handwriting. Cursive 
writing may be a lost art or at least a 
lost subject in the school curriculum. 
It seems to be that a lot of schools 
across the country have discontinued 
teaching cursive writing as part of the 
regular school day.

Experts say cursive writing teaches 
students how letters are connected. 
We really didn’t need an expert to tell 
us that. (But what is important about 
knowing that?) Cursive writing uses 
a different hand-eye coordination that 

all students need to develop. (That’s 
a good point.) Students need to know 
how to read cursive. (If no one is 
writing it, what’s there to read?) And 
the last point the experts make is 
that cursive is a faster way of writ-
ing. (This point may not be true for 
everyone).

More studies show that the most 
efficient way for anyone, including 
children, to record their thoughts is 
with a keyboard. This is true because 
hands aren’t fast enough to keep up 
with the mind, especially the mind 
of a first grader, who can only write 
between nine and eighteen letters a 
minute.

Did you know that only 15% of 
adults use cursive? Most people in the 
United States prefer to use manuscript 
writing. Rarely do we see cursive in 
our daily lives. A doctor’s prescrip-
tion and a check may be the only time 
adults see cursive writing.
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Most disagree with the idea that 
students should learn to print and then 
write cursive. Schools have to decide 
which is the best way to handwrite 
and just teach that. Educators have 
gone as far as to say that cursive 
should be taught as an elective course 
after elementary school.

Most will agree that instead of 
focusing on what type of handwriting 
is best, schools should concentrate 
on improving students’ handwriting, 
PERIOD, whatever it is. Two out 
of three students in this country do 
not write well enough for classroom 
work.

Throughout a school year the topic 
comes up regarding what is good. 
Students will say, “Is this good 
enough?” Teachers will mark a paper 
“good” or “needs improvement.” 
There are other instances as well. 
Whenever the topic does come up, it 
reminds me of a long drawn-out dis-
cussion held in the sixth grade class-
room of my youth. (Yes, the teacher 
is still alive and may well remember 
that discussion.)  

What is good? What is the standard 
for good? Who makes the standard 
for good? If we turn to Scripture, 
there are two places that always 
come to my mind. First of all there is 
Genesis 1. As God finished each day 
of His work, He pronounced it good. 
The second place is the first and last 
verses of Psalm 73. I remember them 
best by the versification found in our 
Psalter number 204, “O God, how 
good thou art…”

What makes something good? 
What makes a paper, a project, or 
artwork good?  Is it the person who 

prepares the piece of work? Is it the 
teacher who corrects and grades that 
piece of work? Is it some other party? 
Each of these may have a different 
standard. For example a student my 
do an art project. He finishes it and 
declares that it is good. The teacher 
asks for a few modifications before 
he declares it good. An art judge for 
interscholastics may say this would 
be good but maybe you should do 
“this” to it. Each of these people may 
have a different standard of good. 
We all might be confused about what 
the standard is. There are many other 
situations at school where students 
may have one standard, parents a 
second, and teachers a third. What do 
we do?

Our standard of good cannot be 
that of Genesis 1 because God is sin-
less and He created a perfect, sinless 
world. We must press for the standard 
found in Psalm 73. We see in verse 
one that God is good to those who 
are of a pure heart. This goodness is 
that seen through the blood of Christ. 

Contribution

Good by Skip
Hunter
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I
The Highlander’s Last Song, by 
George MacDonald, edited by 
Michael Phillips. Bethany House 
Publishers, 1986; softcover.

I found this book in paperback at the 
district library, where there were a 
number of books by this author.

To understand why the author 
writes as he does, you have to know 
something of his background. He was 
born in 1824 and wrote shortly before 
C. S. Lewis, who was well acquainted 
with his works. Most of his set-
tings are in Scotland and originally 
contained much of the Gaelic tongue, 
which would not be understood by 
most readers. That is the chief reason 
for an editor; Michael Phillips trans-
lated much of the Gaelic conversation 
into readable English. Unfortunately, 

he was also in total agreement with 
the author’s philosophy.

MacDonald had been a Congrega-
tional minister who had an aversion 
to all things doctrinal, and for that 
reason he had been ousted by his 
congregation. He turned to writing 
novels to support his large family, and 
soon he became a successful writer. 
He had the ability to spin an interest-
ing tale with more than a little flavor 
of the land.

This one has for its setting the 
northwestern coast of Scotland, west 
of Inverness, where the remnants of 
the once mighty clan Ruadh lived. At 
its head was young Alisair Macruadh, 
who was totally committed to the 
wellbeing of his people. They, in turn, 
loved him and trusted him implicitly. 
The clan had fallen upon hard times 

Book Reviews by Lois 
Kregel

This is an attribute of God. Maybe 
this is not the right standard. What 
about the final verse of that chapter? 
“But it is good for me to draw near 
to God: I have put my trust in the 
Lord GOD, that I may declare all thy 
works.” In our work we must draw 
near to God.  Teachers, as they teach, 
must seek to draw near to God, trust 
in him, and declare his works.  In 
this way and only in this they can do 
good.  True, as Isaiah says, this good 
is but filthy rags in God’s sight. But 
it is an expression of thankfulness 
as required by the third part of our 

catechism. Students, as they do their 
school work, can and must work from 
the same standard. They must seek to 
draw near to God, trust in him, and 
declare his works. When they study 
history, math, English, science, etc. in 
this way, they, too, will be striving to 
do good and will be striving to thank 
God for the great salvation he has 
wrought for us through Christ. If we 
do this, we will not be satisfied with 
“good enough,” neither will we seek 
for a perfection that is not attainable 
in this life. But rather we will seek to 
glorify our God in all of our work.
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and was scarcely able to eke out a liv-
ing from the land.

Enter the villain into this peace-
ful setting: a family from London, 
wealthy and insistent that wealth gave 
one the right to consider himself su-
perior. The father had bought a large 
portion of the land, including the big 
house, which formerly had been in 
the hands of Alistair’s family. Besides 
that, his wealth had come from distill-
eries, and liquor had been the curse of 
the highlanders. Wealth gained in this 
way was despised by Alistair.

There is a love story involved, of 
course. Alistair, after much opposi-
tion, married one of the daughters 
of the rich man, and in a surprise 
move took the whole clan to Canada 
(presumably Nova Scotia), where 
they lived comfortably. Eventually 
Alistair became wealthy enough to 
instruct his solicitor in London to buy 
back the land in Scotland, while his 
nemesis went broke.

It is hard to express the attitude of 
Alistair toward those who wronged 
him personally. It was almost a literal 
returning of good for evil, in order to 
be Christlike. Not so when his people 
were involved; he fearlessly defended 
them.

Although it is an interesting story, 
it is replete with wrong doctrine, 
as are the author’s other novels. 
Sometimes he expresses these ideas 
through the mouths of his characters, 
as in another book: “I don’t think that 
God cares much for what is called the 

visible church; but He cares with His 
very Godhead for those that do as He 
tells them.”

His complete contempt for the 
doctrine of election is expressed by 
one of his young characters thus: “If 
God doesn’t love everyone, I don’t 
want Him to love me either.” It makes 
one shudder.

Often the author inserts a paragraph 
to express his own ideas on a sub-
ject, ideas which reinforce his false 
doctrine.

So why would I read such a book 
and suggest that you might want to 
read it, too? Obviously, it is a good 
story—a little old-fashioned, per-
haps. I was surprised that C. S. Lewis 
admired MacDonald’s writings, since 
I don’t recall reading such thoughts 
in his own writing. As far as the value 
is concerned, you get a sense of the 
hardiness of the Scots that lived there 
long ago, as well as their integrity and 
loyalty. You can almost hear the wind 
blowing from the sea and smell the 
salty air.

But any mature reader, while hor-
rified at the blasphemous sentiments 
expressed, will recognize that they 
are very much like what we hear 
today. What else but these very ideas 
are voiced today about the organized 
church and about predestination? To 
be informed is to be armed. There is 
nothing new under the sun.

And so you read with discernment. 
But don’t you always?
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Caldecott Awards  (awards for illustrations):
Illustrator study: Jerry Pinkney
Jerry Pinkney is a prominent, con-
temporary illustrator who has won 
several Caldecott Honors, several 
New York Times Ten-Best-Illustrated 
Awards, a 1998 Hans Christian An-
dersen nomination, four Coretta Scott 
King awards, and more. Many of his 
paintings are on display in museums 
around the country. He studied art 
at the Philadelphia Museum College 
of Art. He is an African-American 
illustrator from Croton-Hudson, New 
York, and the following reviews are 
shared based on the literary value of 
the texts and certainly this illustrative 
ability.

The Little Red Hen, illustrated by 
Jerry Pinkney. Dial Books, 2006. 
(ages: 4-7 for text)

Who will help the little red hen plant 
her special seed discovery, prepare 
that wheat, and bake her bread? The 
other animals disregard their friend’s 
pleas until it comes time to eat that 
yummy bread. Will she give in and 
share that tasty treat, “Oh, joy of 
joys”?
Response: The illustrations are cer-
tainly noteworthy, colorful pencil/
paint sketches with quite the detail, 
especially of the varying animals and 
their surroundings. They’d be nice to 
observe for any art class or even for 
studying drawing and shape. Since 

Jerry Pinkney is African-American, 
I noted Mr. Miller’s distinct color of 
skin—which might spark a positive 
learning conversation and opportunity 
in a Christian home or classroom. 
Enjoy this tale!

Hans Christian Andersen’s The 
Ugly Duckling; illustrated by Jerry 
Pinkney. Morrow Junior Books, 1999. 
(ages: 7-11)

The mother duck diligently cares for 
five small eggs and one large ugly 
egg while anxiously awaiting the 
arrival of her new family. What is 
wrong with the different-looking egg? 
The odd-looking one that hatches 
from that egg is labeled as ugly and 
is mocked, physically tormented, 
and abandoned. Will he survive the 
brutal winter as the others fly away? 
Will anyone care for him, or will his 
ugliness scare all, including humans, 
away?
Response: Every child ought to know 
this tale as its message is quite power-
ful. How often don’t we as Christian 
parents even subtly, by our attitudes, 
teach our children to judge others? 
The discussion opportunities are end-
less with this book as the issues of 
judging and acceptance are so promi-
nent. And how beautiful the message 
we can leave with our youth that the 
Lord doesn’t ever hold our “ugliness” 
against us!

The illustrations are very detailed as 

Book Reviews by Brenda 
Dykstra



12  PERSPECTIVES IN COVENANT EDUCATION

A

is the narrative of the story; this par-
ticular book isn’t designed for a young 
toddler. The water color and full-color 
illustrations are again quite excellent. 
I’d definitely recommend this book.

The Talking Eggs, (Caldecott Honor) 
by Robert D. San Souci; illustrated 
by Jerry Pinkney. Scholastic, 1989. 
(ages: 8-11)

A poor old widow and her two 
daughters Rose and Blanche, live on a 
farm. Daughter Rose was just like the 
widow and therefore highly favored. 
The two together manipulate poor 
Blanche into doing all the house work 
and caring for them.

One day the witchy widow sends 
Blanche to fetch some water, where-
upon she meets a haggard, old lady. 
The lady invites Blanche to follow 
her to her home where Blanche was 
met by such interesting animals—a 
two-headed cow with spiraled horns 
that brayed like a mule, and even 
talking eggs. The special old woman 
sent Blanche home with those talking 
eggs and surprises come bounding 
out of them—satin shoes, golden 
coins, a carriage and horse. But what 
will cranky mother and awful sister 
Rose do upon discovering a wealthy 
Blanche? Will Rose find the old 
woman and demand talking eggs too?
Response: The Cinderella tale was adapt-
ed from a Creole folktale and passed 
down orally to areas of the American 
South. San Souci’s story is a well-told 
folktale with great characters and 
plot. Children will empathize with the 
poor, abused Blanche and just cheer 

in her soon-to-be-found riches and 
prosperity. Pinkney’s watercolor de-
signs are quite worthy of a Caldecott 
as the emotions and portrayed actions 
are quite vivid and alive.

A couple of items worth question-
ing appear. The initial paragraph de-
picts their farm as “being the tail end 
of bad luck.” This brings about the 
issue of luck versus God’s providence 
and blessing; even for a child, this 
ought briefly to be discussed, folktale 
or no. The second item worth noting 
is candid speech such as “stupidest.” 
Several times I thought San Souci 
could have omitted this language 
from an epic folktale depiction. Not 
only that, but the bigger issue of the 
dominant quest for wealth and pros-
perity is quite central. Though most 
younger readers may not identify 
this, still the Lord doesn’t have us 
on earth to search for instant wealth, 
even in golden talking eggs. Even the 
younger child could be questioned: 
“Rose and her widow mother sought 
the gold and finery of the world. What 
made Blanche different? How ought 
we to act differently as God’s own?” 
Children need to see the element of 
the sin of greed even in a folktale.

The pictures are certainly worth-
while, and the tale is really an inter-
esting, exciting folktale with all the 
elements of such. Certainly discern-
ment is warranted, but a godly parent 
or teacher could encourage a child to 
pick this up upon consideration of the 
above issues.

The Patchwork Quilt (Coretta Scott 
King Award), by Valerie Fluornoy; 
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illustrated by Jerry Pinkney. Dial 
Books for Young Readers, 1985; a 
Reading Rainbow Book. (ages: 8-12)

Ten year-old Tanya loves to listen to 
her grandma talk about her patchwork 
quilt project as she stitches the pieces 
of colorful fabric together—scrap 
of pants from a her brother’s favor-
ite jeans, gold fabric from Mama’s 
Christmas dress, and more, all fitting 
together to make a quilt of memories. 
But Grandmother becomes ill one 
day, and Tanya eagerly wants this 
quilt to be a finished masterpiece of 
family memories. Will Tanya be able 
to finish it? Will Grandmother be 
around to see her project?
Response: This story is very family 
oriented, though the plot lot requires 
an older-age or mature child to ap-
preciate.

Jerry Pinkney’s illustrations—water 
color complete spreads—are heart-
wrenching and emotionally evocative, 
too. Evaluating the artwork is difficult 
for a non-artistic person, but I found 
them to be very excellent to say the 
least. They would be well worth a 
look for an art study.

Again, the characters are all Afri-
can-American—note the Coretta Scott 
King Award which also promotes 
non-violent social change, brother-
hood, and peace. If the reader wasn’t 
aware of these promoted undertones, 
perhaps it wouldn’t even be noticed; 
but the book certainly does promote 
family peace and love, social issues 
aside. Godly parents and (social stud-
ies or art?) teachers could easily assist 
kids to think about these issues to see 

if they even recognize their presence. 
The grammar usage by the characters 
is not always correct either, but then 
again, Flourney is attempting to share 
a culture as well. Also, the Halloween 
costumes as pieces of the quilt were 
mentioned as well as somewhat trite 
Christmas memories—assuredly not 
celebrated because of Reformation 
Day, much less the birth of the Christ-
child. But, as Reformed Christian 
believers, we know that discernment 
must be taught as well.

The Little Match Girl, Hans Christian 
Andersen’s tale written and illustrated 
by Jerry Pinkney. Phyllis Fogelman 
Books, 1999. (ages: 8-11 reading 
level; older for issues)

It’s New Year’s Eve in a wealthy 
American city of the early 1900s, 
and horse-drawn carriages and new 
automobiles careen through the busy 
marketplace. But it’s a cold, frigid 
day, and a poor little girl is trying 
to sell her wares of matches and artifi-
cial flowers in all this luxury. In an 
attempt to keep warm, she huddles 
in a corner and lights her matches, 
and brilliant visions of warm things 
come to her mind such as a blazing 
stove at home, a yummy holiday feat, 
a glittering Christmas party and tree, 
and a glorious hug from her dear 
grandmother. Will this poor cold girl 
survive? Will anyone take care of her, 
or will she perish?
Response: I was thoroughly touched by 
the surprise ending, not the usual 
happily-ever- after tale. It’s a shar-
ing of how the poor of society can 
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become lost in the busy shuffle—true 
both in the days of Hans Christian 
Andersen as well as in the early 
twenty-first century. The message for 
the Christian youth comes through, 
too—do we notice others all the time? 
Christ shared himself with the poor 
of His times, and certainly we are 
no better than any other sinner. This 
book could be taken to another level 
to probe these issues for the Christ-
centered older child.

The Pinkney illustrations are just 
glorious because of the use of light in 
the little match girl’s flames as well 
as her brilliant visions. It’s a shar-
ing of a very poignant tale in such 
bright color. The girl, this time, is not 
African-American, but possibly Ital-
ian or other ethnic, dark beauty. Even 
the writing in this tale is very detailed 
and quality. Quite a tale to ponder!

John Henry (Caldecott Honor), by 
Julius Lester; illustrated by Jerry 
Pinkney. Puffin Books, 1994. (ages: 
4-10)

Meet the legendary, infamous, mighty 
and powerful African-American John 
Henry of 1870’s United States. The 
birds, bears, and rabbits all came to 
see his birth and growth—as he grew 
so fast, the next day he was burst the 
porch roof and laughed so hard that 
he scared the sun! Well, John Henry 
had to prove something, too, with 
all that strength. So the conquest of 
hammering through a large mountain 
in the Allegheny’s competing with a 
steam engine begins. Who will get 
through that unsurpassable mountain 
first? Or will he even survive? What 

makes him so special?
Response: John Henry is a colorful, 
lively character, no doubt, especially 
to the African-American. Author Ju-
lius Lester’s words share a story full 
of hope and a character whose cour-
age stays. The ending is somewhat 
a surprise and a bit sad. In Lester’s 
introductory words to the tale, John 
Henry is “like a Martin Luther King, 
Jr.” The plot is exciting, and even a 
smaller child will want to see if John 
Henry can beat the steam engine. The 
writing also includes many meta-
phors and word pictures, especially 
as Lester compares and describes the 
many “forces of nature”—wind, sun, 
and moon.

With these thoughts in mind, some 
discernment issues clearly surface. 
Both author Lester as well as illustra-
tor Pinkney subtly seem to seek to 
unite nature with humanity. Though 
this is undoubtedly a folk-legend, 
caution still ought to be encour-
aged. A parent or teacher appropri-
ately should question the child about 
whether or not the author attributed 
the sun, moon, or wind as elements of 
God’s creation, and should mention 
some of the literary comparisons. 
One small sentence in the text even 
mentions the “Almighty looking over 
the parapets of Heaven and hollering, 
‘It’s getting too noisy down here’”—
reference to the dynamite men sought 
to utilize to blasting rock and laying 
roads. I didn’t appreciate this refer-
ence at all, and though I enjoyed the 
tale and even Lester’s word design 
and structure, if I were reading this 
aloud, I’d completely omit this 
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sentence and encourage older readers 
to see if they caught this and were 
appalled by this unnecessarily crude 
reference to our God.

But the illustrations are very note-
worthy. The book won a Caldecott 
Honor Medal, and it’s easy to see 
why. The color pencil and water color 
illustrations of Pinkney share and add 
to the tale of strong John Henry and 
the animals, people, and setting of the 
story. For this reason, I’d recommend 
a second look as well as a call to his-
tory teachers to consider its examina-
tion for a late 1800’s United States 
study or historical legend scrutiny.

Sam and the Tigers, by Julius Lester; 
illustrated by Jerry Pinkney. Dial 
Books, 1996. (ages: 4-9)

This is the re-told tale of Little Black 
Sambo, in which Lester begins, 
“Once upon a time in the land of 
Sam-sam-sa-mara.” Meet Sam the 
father, Sam the mother, and Sam the 
son, all living in land where ev-
eryone’s name is the same, and the 
animals abide in perfect union with 
humans as if they didn’t know they 
weren’t supposed to. But our child 
character son Sam meets up with 
some ferocious tigers on his walk to 
the first day of school. Sam worked 
hard to pick out vibrant purple pants, 
yellow shirt, red jacket, and green 
bow tie for the occasion, but each 
tiger he meets takes one piece of his 
precious attire. Will the tigers then 
eat Sam? What happens to the tigers 
when they each see one another’s 
wares? Will the world of animal and 
human be forever marred?

Response: The tigers prowl with vibran-
cy as do the other animals of the tale 
on the pages of this text because of 
Pinkney’s artistic excellence. Adults 
and children alike will appreciate the 
colors and splendid artwork, along 
with the good humor in the writing.

Author Julius Lester again writes 
in a down-home Southern way, and 
we see the characters are again of 
African-American skin tone; once 
again, slang writing is present though 
in its appropriate setting. The under-
tone and message may be to promote 
unity among animals and humans, but 
it’s not too poignant, and to young 
children, it really doesn’t necessitate 
addressing, though to older children it 
would be recommended. This tale is 
a fun book with pictures that make it 
worth a look. Enjoy!

David’s Songs: His Psalms and Their 
Story, by Colin Eisler; illustrated by 
Jerry Pinkney. Dial Books, 1992. 
(ages: 12+)

This text is beautifully written, rhym-
ing poetry on David and his song 
book, the Psalms. David is the well-
known King of Israel, and undoubt-
edly, these songs represent a portrait 
of his intimate thoughts and world. 
This text tells of King David as the 
harp player, the mighty warrior, the 
King, and the weary father.
Response: The writing of Eisler is abso-
lutely beautiful poetry, and I found it 
very comforting. The poetry is almost 
the book of Psalms in somewhat 
literary form. The introduction to the 
text reveals a man who is Jewish and 
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differs in our view of Christ. But the 
actual writings were still touching and 
revealing about the man David.

The illustrations of Pinkney really 
lend meaning to David’s life. The 
water color portraits are fantastic.

This book would make a nice study 
for anyone who desires comfort and 
peace as it reveals an intimate knowl-
edge of the Lord as well. The warning, 
too, is that the writer is not distinctly 
Reformed. It may make a worthwhile 
complement to a comforting teachers’ 
devotions, study, or the like.

The Sunday Outing, by Gloria Jean 
Pinkney; illustrated by Jerry Pinkney. 
Dial Books, 1994. (ages: 9-12)

Memories are in the making for 
young eight-year-old Ernestine as she 
meets Great-aunt Odessa by the train 
station on a Sunday afternoon. A city 
girl from the North, she listens to the 
stories of her family and of farming 
in North Carolina. So sad is Ernestine 
that she can’t take the Silver Star train 
because of the added expense and the 
deep desire of her parents to leave 
apartment life and purchase a home! 
Aunt Odessa encourages Ernestine to 
help purchase that ticket—e.g., even 
say no to new school clothes! To what 
extremes will Ernestine go? Will she 
get to go on the train trip? See the 
next novel reviewed for more on the 
life of Ernestine.
Response: Ernestine is a character that 
pops to life because of her passionate 
desire to meet her family; the pictures 
greatly assist in sharing her emotion-
filled story. The plot line isn’t exactly 

“thriller,” but it’s sufficient enough to 
keep readers guessing.

One issue that may need to be dis-
cussed is the obvious family values of 
this African-American family. They 
took time to go to church and listen 
to the Gospel Bible hour—so what 
did this mean in their lives? But then 
the outing of Ernestine with Great-
aunt Odessa takes place on a Sunday 
afternoon at a train station—is this an 
appropriate Sunday activity? A solid 
discussion opportunity exists here.

The pencil, colored pencil, and 
water color illustrations of Pinkney 
work together to bring a family’s love 
bright as yellow sunshine and worth 
a view. The exact time frame of the 
novel is not mentioned, but guessing 
from photos and inventions, etc., the 
story is a really nice tale of the 1920s 
or 30s, obviously post-Civil War. The 
picture novel would be a nice addi-
tion to the study of this time era in 
any history classroom, too.

Back Home, by Gloria Jean Pinkney; 
illustrated by Jerry Pinkney. Dial 
Books, 1992. (ages: 9-12)

Again, we meet city girl Ernestine 
from “up North” who earns enough 
to buy a ticket and board the Silver 
Star train to visit her Uncle June, Aunt 
Beulah, and cousin Jack in her home-
town of Lumberton, North Carolina. 
Ernestine desperately desires to come 
and stay in her Mama’s room, the pres-
ent-day home of her uncle and aunt 
and to become friends with her lone 
cousin Jack and his new baby goat. But 
sometimes things don’t work so well 
when prim and proper city meets loose 
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Pand laid-back farm life. Will she be 
abandoned at the train station? Will she 
ever get to see and know this cousin 
Jack and his baby goat?
Response: Wife/husband team Gloria 
Jean and Jerry team up well together 
in writing good picture story books. It 
was easy to fall in line with Ernes-
tine’s quest for seeking her home 
and learning about the farm country 
life of Uncle June, Aunt Beulah, 
and cousin Jack. The characters are 
well-described, and the plot line 
makes the reader just want to see how 
Ernestine will ever survive on her 
own for a week’s visit back home to 
North Carolina. The text also won 
ALA Notable award. Again, both the 
Pinkneys’ African-American roots 
come through as it “celebrates an 
African-American child’s discovery 
of her family’s rural roots” (Booklist 
magazine review).

The photographs of Jerry Pinkney 
are done in pencil, colored pencil, and 
watercolor, and then color-separated 
and reproduced as red, blue, yellow, 
and black half-tones; though person-
ally this doesn’t mean anything to this 
non-artist writer, I will say that this 
book shares touching, emotional fam-
ily portraits and story.

I would not hesitate as a teacher 
or parent to give this picture book 
a second look. It would also make 
a nice book for any history teacher 
sharing African-American history and 
its roots.

Turtle in July, by Marilyn Singer; il-
lustrated by Jerry Pinkney. Macmillan 
Publishing, 1989. (ages: 8+)

Poetic verse creatively arrives as 
seasoned children’s book author Singer 
shares the songs of the seasons using 
varying animals and their points of view. 
A deer runs over the hard-packed Janu-
ary snow while later, in early March, 
we meet a bullhead and its mate laying 
thousands of eggs on the riverbed floor 
and even a hungry brown grizzly emerg-
ing. The month of May sees a warbler 
arrive, the October geese, an owl, and 
many more animals arrive as months 
change to lend their voices to create 
a musical chorus of the praise to the 
changing months and seasons.
Response: The writing of this text and the 
creativity of the author are really note-
worthy. The poetry has strong adjec-
tives, rhythm, and onomatopoeia which 
would make a great word or poetry 
study in the literature classroom.

The luminous artwork of Pinkney in 
pencil, color pencil, and paint really 
add to the text. At times, I wished that 
the colors were even brighter because 
the words are very vivid, too, but yet 
they are quality.

It really is a strong text praising the 
virtues of varying animals, though it 
doesn’t mentioned their Creator King. 
I didn’t catch anything directly deny-
ing God, but with such joy in each 
animal, the door certainly is opened for 
the parent or teacher to ask how each 
animal specifically brings praise to the 
King. Not only that, but the seasons 
as they change are just glorious—how 
can one NOT praise in response? It’s 
a great opportunity here! Check this 
poetry glory out!
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Covenant Christian School
Lynden, Washington

(l to r): Ciarra Flint, Caira Vander Meulen, Daniella Pentsak

Eastside Christian School
Grand Rapids, Michigan

Back Row (l to r): Steven Corson, Gabriel Orzechowski, Mr. Pete Adams
Front Row (l to r): Andrea Monsma, Natalie Monsma, Mrs. Judie Feenstra
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28  PERSPECTIVES IN COVENANT EDUCATION

(l to r): Cody Van Ginkel, Anna Van Egdom

Northwest Iowa Prot. Reformed Christian School
Doon, Iowa

Loveland Protestant Reformed Christian School
Loveland, Colorado

(l to r): Nick Gendill, Bradi Stains, Brittany Stains, Mr. Larry Abel
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