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Philosophy of Education

Introduction


An educational philosophy, which is defined by Dr. Ollie E. Gibbs as “the desire to arrange all of the various experiences of education into a meaningful pattern” (session I), is an integral part of every teacher, whether realized or not.  Being a teacher involves hundreds of decisions every day in the classroom. Every decision flows from the teacher’s philosophy of education, and essentially from his or her philosophy of life. Therefore, it is imperative that every Christian teacher have a philosophy of education that is founded on Biblical thinking.

The Purpose/Goal of Education


Over the years, the purpose of education has been debated endlessly. Concepts and ideas such as national survival and psychological maturity have been given as goals of the education system, but education is much more. 


Education has a dual meaning: to nurture and nourish, and to lead out. “God not only desires to reveal Himself (nurture) but also to bring students (lead out) into conformity with Himself” (Gibbs, session III). According to Norman E. Harper, “Church and state or church and school may be separated, but religion cannot be separated from any area of human activity or thought” (1). Any true education cannot succeed apart from the Word of God.


What is the purpose of education? “A good education should provide students with perspective, with some sense of what is truly important. Education should initiate students... into a conversation about what makes life meaningful” (Nord, 37). This statement sums up perfectly my own personal philosophy of education. Education should help students understand their world and provide them with a solid foundation of morals and ethics (Gibbs, session III). As teachers, we must look beyond simply teaching the three R’s and teach our children about what is truly important: life.

The Nature of the Learner


Harper tells us that “what one believes about the nature of man lies right at the heart of the educative process” (7). Christian teachers realize that although children are made in the image of God, they are not perfect. “The Christian believes that the child is sinful and that if he goes on his natural way his end will be not perfection, but perdition—not knowledge, but ignorance—not wisdom, but folly” (Harper, 128). For the sake of our students, we cannot afford to ignore this truth. 


Just because we are affected by our sin does not mean that we are incapable of any good in our lives. “Although the image is corrupted and deformed, man is still the image of God and the object of God’s sovereign grace” (Harper, 11). We must realize that a quality educational setting is not a cure-all. We cannot overcome the weaknesses of our sinful nature through education alone; we can do nothing apart from God.

Through God’s grace, we can prepare our students to have meaningful lives. In the classroom of a Christian teacher, students are “nurtured in an atmosphere of mutual respect and dignity appropriate even for broken images of God” (Harper, 11). As Christian teachers, we should focus our classrooms on the whole child. We cannot teach one part of the child while neglecting the rest of him or her. Children have untold potential that the Christian teacher must tap into in order to make a difference in their lives. 


Our students must be shown that they are rational beings, personally accountable for their actions and behavior.

...Both teacher and student must recognize that they are accountable to God for the way they participate in the teaching-learning process. The teacher who takes seriously the claims of Christ will prepare for his classes and perform his task as one who is answerable to God...The student, of course, is also accountable for whether or not he learns...(Harper, 21).


Essentially, if we as Christian teachers will honor and respect God in our words and actions, we will also honor and respect our students for who they are: humans made in God’s image. It will only enhance and not detract from a quality educational experience for all involved.

The Role of the Teacher


As Christian teachers, our role is essentially to lead children to salvation, nurture them in their life with Christ, and prepare them for service in God’s kingdom. We must also be examples of truth to our students.

The task of building foundations for faith in children essentially belongs to the parents, but in today’s society in loco parentis—the teacher in place of the parents—has become our job. We do not have the responsibility or the right to “indoctrinate” our students, but we must teach them to think for themselves.

Good teachers...should not convey to students the idea that there is only one way of thinking about a subject, when in fact there are many. Nor should they simply provide an array of alternatives without giving students some sense of which views are mainstream and which aren’t, and for whom (Nord, 49).


It is also important to remember that “teaching students to talk civilly about our differences is a tremendously important task of schools” (Nord, 54). We must teach students to respect the beliefs and values of others even while they do not share those beliefs. 

Above all else, Christian teachers have the responsibility of being the kind of teacher that Jesus was. “Christian teachers should integrate their maturing faith into the very woof and weave of classroom performance” (Yount, 312). 

Jesus was a model of the Father to his disciples; in the same way, we must be models of Christ to our students. We cannot simply be silent, because “silence about religion...can also be a form of indoctrination--however unintentional” (Nord, 63). We must follow in the footsteps of Christ and live what we believe to be the truth.


According to Harper, “in Christ all believers have a priestly, prophetic, and kingly function to fulfill as His servants” (127). In the kingly function, the Christian teacher serves as an authority over the students yet the teacher is under the authority of Christ. The teacher’s authority is also a responsibility. In view of the sinful nature of the child, “there must be a radical change in the child’s life and then he must be nurtured in the way of the Lord. Authority...must be exercised in love and in keeping with the maturity of the child...the teacher dare not abdicate this responsibility” (Harper, 128). Authority is essentially gaining and maintaining the respect of one’s students, and finding a balance between love and justice (Dobson, 30, 48).


In the prophetic function, the teacher becomes one who, in a sense, speaks for God. Christian teachers have the awesome responsibility of bringing God’s truth to our students. Truth can be unifying to the whole curriculum when the Christian teacher steps up to the plate.


In the priestly function, the Christian teacher “is responsible to embody before the pupil the truth which he is seeking to communicate. This means that he must have an authentic faith for which he is willing to live and die” (Harper, 133). In order for the teacher to fulfill this responsibility, he or she must be spiritually mature, as well as constantly seeking God’s help on behalf of his or her classroom.


These three functions of the Christian teacher indicate an enormous job ahead of us. “The integration of faith and learning is therefore the basic task of the Christian educator” (Harper, 129). This duty cannot be ignored.


In addition to this, Harper offers several qualifications for the teacher. A good teacher must have the gift of teaching, a call to teach, a love for the students, an interest in teaching, and the correct preparation (135-143). However, even though a teacher may be qualified in these areas, he or she must remember that no teacher can be successful apart from God.

The Nature of the Learning Process


How do humans learn? This is a question that has puzzled scientists, psychologists, and especially teachers, through the ages. There is no easy answer, but there are certainly some excellent theories that have been developed.

“The drive to systematize our world causes us to create a mental niche for everything we experience. Creating new schemes or modifying existing schemes provides niches for new experiences. We do this so that we can put everything we experience in its place, even if we have to change the experience so that it will fit” (Yount, 80).


The teacher must learn about these “schemes” and attempt to help students fit their experiences into the correct compartments of learning and create new compartments when necessary. “Teachers must deal with learners’ schemes before we can help them accommodate the truth of Scripture” (Yount, 94).


Dr. Gibbs offers some Biblical thoughts about the learning process. First of all, he believes that in order for learning to occur, there must be the “acquisition of knowledge and practical application of knowledge” (session III). Christian teachers have the responsibility of not only giving students information, but of teaching them how to apply the tools of knowledge to their lives.


Secondly, Dr. Gibbs tells us that “learning comes through the modeling role of the teacher” (session III). As discussed in the previous section, the teacher is charged with the duty of guiding the students through the learning process. Truthfully, no teacher, no matter how wonderful, can make a child learn; however, the teacher is to be an example to his or her students by being a life-long learner as well, in addition to making learning an exciting experience for the student.


Thirdly, Dr. Gibbs believes that learning comes when the teacher tries to understand the needs or “tendencies” of children to be strengthened, eliminated, and redirected (session III). This is fundamental for the Christian teacher. He or she can guide students in the learning process by recognizing and meeting their needs. 


Many theorists have attempted to link the learning process of children with that of animals. They believed that humans and animals were essentially the same, and that by looking into the mind of a dog or mouse, they can unlock the door into the intricate mind of man. The problem with this is that humans and animals are not the same. What makes us different?

Our spirit is what makes us different than animals...We are able to relate to God in worship and prayer, and we enjoy spiritual life in fellowship with God, who is spirit...What makes us different from animals is the spiritual abilities that God has given to both our bodies and souls/spirits (Grudem, 478, 480).


The very essence of humankind is different than that of animals because of our souls. We simply cannot understand the nature of children and how they learn unless we first understand the One who created us.

The Selection/Scope/Sequencing of Subject Matter

Curriculum is defined as “the program for learners, aligned to ‘standards,’ described by the state and the school. Its management entails the selection, organization, and presentation of subject matter, plus arrangements for student work and accountability” (Charles, 13). Ever since schools began, there has been conflict about what curriculum is and what it should include.


In order to determine what elements should make up the curriculum, we must ascertain the goal of curriculum. According to Dr. C.M. Charles, 

The school curriculum is intended to expose students to important subjects and topics, thereby causing them to acquire certain knowledge, attitudes, and values...In addition, school curriculum is intended to produce (1) attitudes of openness to ideas, willingness to try, and acceptance of others; (2) knowledge of facts and their application; and (3) growth in thinking skills such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Charles, 26).


If this definition is to be taken to heart and truly implemented in our classrooms, then we cannot ignore what Dr. Gibbs calls “the unification of truth and knowledge” (session III). In order to teach our students to be accepting of others, to acquire the attitudes and values mentioned above, and to expand their thinking skills, we must keep truth in the classroom.


“Some basic knowledge of the religious beliefs and practices of others and a commitment to our civic framework of religious liberty... should be essential components of the... curriculum” (Nord, 68). We cannot turn a blind eye to God’s truth when teaching our students about life. God and religion have played a vital role in the history of the world and the legacy of the human race and must be integrated into the curriculum. 


However, as mentioned before, we cannot force our beliefs and values upon our students. Nord and Haynes tell us that “a good liberal education will map the relationships of alternative ways of thinking about the subjects of the curriculum-- and the world more generally” (52). In order to provide students with a quality educational experience and to equip them with the tools needed for a successful life, we must develop the thinking skills mentioned by Dr. Charles. We must teach our children to view their world through God’s Word while at the same time helping them to be compassionate to other views. We have the responsibility to go beyond simply teaching the curriculum; we must show them how to apply the curriculum to life.


Conclusion

When Christian teachers realize that we are the “living curriculum” (Gibbs, session III) to our students, it makes a difference in their lives as well as their students’ lives. Having a Biblical philosophy of education makes life meaningful for both the teacher and the student. The teacher knows that his or her purpose for being in the classroom is not only to impart knowledge, but to have an eternal impact on the student’s life.  Once again, “a good education should provide students with perspective, with some sense of what is truly important. Education should initiate students...into a conversation about what makes life meaningful” (Nord, 37). What greater calling can a teacher have than to point the way to the One who makes life truly worth living.
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