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on the body educational”—smallness 
meant a lack or shortage of many 
necessary things: resources and school 
materials, expertise in teachers, and 
funding for teachers to get more 
training, as well as the absence of a 
constructive edu cational community. 
Small schools were consolidated into 
larger ones to combat these problems.2 

This perception, however, has 
begun to change and evolve over the 

past few years. In the United 
States, support for small schools 
and down sizing efforts exists. 
Government grants and financial 
contributions from organizations 
such as the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and Ambassador 
Walter H. Annenberg’s “Challenge 
to the Nation” have fueled efforts to 
promote small schools.3 A recent 

Forbes article, “Why the One-room 
Schoolhouse Is a Vision for the Future, 
Not Just a Relic of the Past,” suggests 
that Montessori schools, home 
schools, and one-room school houses 
have the potential to improve 
educational systems significantly. 

mall schools have 
always been part of the 
educational landscape in 
North America and 
many parts of the world. 

Rural schools, as well as private 
elementary and high schools, have 
historically been small, either by 
default because of location or by 
choice because of specialization.1 But 
while small schools have always 
existed, attitudes concerning their 
effectiveness have often been negative. 
In the early 20th century, for instance, 
small schools were considered parti c -
ularly worrisome for educational 
leaders. They saw the small size as a 
limitation, or “a chronic inflammation 
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These schools have been shown to use 
best practices in peer-based and team-
based learning, an abundance of group 
work necessary for various careers, the 
ability to work with people of all ages 
and back grounds, and to build a 
strong sense of community.4 

These are truths that the Adventist 
educational system has long under -
stood and held dear. Small schools—
those with three or more grades in one 
classroom—have existed for decades 
and are prevalent within our system; 
in fact, one- and two-teacher schools, 
the focus of this study, make up 60 
percent of the elementary schools in 
the North American Division (NAD). 
According to NAD data, in 2022, there 
were 151 one-teacher schools (down 
from 161 in 2021),5 and 144 two-
teacher schools (same as in 2021).  

Small schools have an essential 
purpose in the Adventist educational 
system—both from a geographical and 
philosophical standpoint. They not 
only serve a population of students 
who would otherwise be without the 
option of attending an Adventist 
school, but also deliver education in a 
way that truly gets to the heart and 
purpose of Adventist education.  

The Adventist educational system 
has not been immune to the negative 
perceptions surrounding small 
schools—that they lack resources and 
academic rigor compared to larger 
schools. Despite the incredible work 
we witness in our small schools, we 
have also fallen short in celebrating 
and acknowledging their efforts and 
achievements.  

This article provides an in-depth 
examination of a qualitative study that 
focused specifically on excellent small 
schools in the NAD. The context for the 
study stemmed from findings from the 
2016 Strengthening Adventist Education 
study by Thayer and Coria-Navia6 and 
later published by Leukert, Kido, and 
Blackmer as part of the work done for 
the NAD Education Task Group Report7 
and the Strength ening Adventist Edu -
cation Report.8 As Busteed notes, the 
one-room school house may be the 
solution to many American edu cational 
woes,9 and the findings from this study 
certainly highlight the unique positives 

that can result from educa tion in a 
small-school setting. 

 
Methods 

We started the project by meeting 
with union directors and associates in 
the NAD to identify the appropriate 
framework to use for the study. Edu -
ca tional leaders who were not 
available for in-person meetings 
contri buted to the framework asyn -
chronously. The NAD’s Journey to 
Excel lence Standards was identified as 
the framework for the study. The 

We requested the union directors to 
select excellent one- to two-teacher 
schools willing to be included in our 
study. Sixteen schools in five unions 
participated. We contacted the 
teacher/principal in each school and 
made arrangements for an in-person 
visit at a convenient time. Two 
researchers visited one school as a 
pilot study to refine the data-collection 
instrument and procedures. The re -
maining schools were divided among 
the two researchers.  

Each school visit lasted 1.5 to 2 
days and included classroom observa -
tions, daily activities, and a tour of the 
school facilities. Additionally, we in -
ter viewed a few students (5th grade 
and up), the teacher(s), some parents 
(2 to 4), the pastor, the school board 
chair, and 1 to 2 board members.  

We looked only for evidence in 
outcome areas of excellence, although 
other areas where the schools were 
good could also have been studied. In 
addition to direct evidence of excellent 
outcomes (student work, perfor man -
ces, engagement, etc.), indirect 
evidence was indicated by enthusias -
tic comments by many stakeholders 
(students, teachers, parents, the 
pastor, and board members). 

The following section outlines the 
outcomes with the performance 
indicators and the evidence that 
supported an excellent rating. 

  
Student Outcome 1: Students’             
Relationship With Jesus Christ and 
Commitment to the Adventist Church 
and Teacher/School Outcome 1:         
Philosophy and Mission—Spirituality  
and Adventist Perspective 

The most important outcome we 
wanted to measure was spirituality.   
It is not just a desirable characteristic; 
it is an essential characteristic. It is 
the foundation and the reason Sev -
enth-day Adventist schools exist. 
Since Student Outcome 1 and 
Teacher/School Outcome 1 both deal 
with spirituality, we are combining 
them in this section.  

While there are different approaches 
and philosophies that can be used to 
measure spirituality, we chose to 
examine how students perceived their 

standards included seven student 
outcomes and six teacher/school 
outcomes. The current Journey to 
Excellence Standards document (J2E) 
has 10 student standards very similar 
to the seven student outcomes in the 
previous version, with one addition, 
Personal Management. The current 
document does not contain any new 
teacher/school standards.  

We then developed a list of 
actions/characteristics for students, 
teachers, pastors, and board members 
associated with these outcomes. We 
looked for actions and characteristics 
that contributed to excellence.  

The most important 
outcome we wanted 
to measure was 
spirituality. It is not 
just a desirable 
characteristic; it is  
an essential 
characteristic. It is 
the foundation       
and the reason 
Seventh-day Advent -
ist schools exist.



schools were meaningful and exciting, 
the quality of spiritual activities was 
evident, and so was the Christian 
commitment and identity of the 
teachers.  

A critical aspect of this outcome 
was how spirituality was embedded in 
the learning environment. The schools 
were decorated with visuals that 
reflected spiritual themes, and if there 
was a church near the school, it was 
open for students to use during the 
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classroom or different activities did not 
come about randomly; instead, they 
were the result of their teacher’s in -
tentional and careful planning. The 
teachers in these schools were genuine 
and honest about their faith journey 
and expressed a deep desire to share 
their love of Jesus with their students. 
Many whom we spoke with described 
their vocation as a calling—one in 
which spiritual mentoring and edu ca -
tion were equally crucial to academic 
content. The Bible classes in these 

school day. Both the church and 
school were inviting spaces for 
worship, had musical instruments, 
and were clean and organized.10 

The mission and philosophy of the 
school were articulated in the inter -
views with the teacher, students, 
parents, pastors, and board members, 
and the school had a spiritual action 
plan. 

 
Student Outcome 2: Interpersonal      
Relations—Skills in Interpersonal         
Relationships 

In Student Outcome 2, we looked 
for evidence of how students dealt 
with peers and adults from different 
backgrounds, their understanding and 
value of diversity, their interactions 
with peers and adults, how they dealt 
with conflict, and their understanding 
of digital citizenship.11 

Schools that demonstrated ex -
cellence in this outcome taught social 
skills and self-regulation and were 
intentional in having students work 
together in teams regularly. Curricular 
and non-curricular activ it ies had reg -
ular and substantive op   portunities for 
students to engage in social in ter -
actions through play and learning. 
Students talked enthus ias tically about 
being a family and caring for one 
another. They stated that they desired 
every student to feel a sense of 
belonging.  

Because of the nature of a small 
school, in which students in different 
grades commingle in the same space, 
students’ friendships did not seem 
bound by age or level. Often in our 
observations, we saw 8th graders 
playing happily alongside 3rd graders, 
with the conversation and activity 
evolving organically. Both non-
Adventist parents and students shared 
that interpersonal relationships were 
among the primary reasons for the 
parents bringing their children to the 
school. Many parents noted that their 
children were bullied in other schools 
but felt safe and thrived in the small-
school environment. Students quickly 
pointed out how important it was not 
to bully anyone in person or online.12 

 

teachers’ and parents’ goals for them. 
We did this by observing what children 
did, how they were active and led out 
in spiritual things, and their curiosity 
and love for participation in all aspects 
of faith-related experiences. On the 
teachers’ side, we looked for modeling 
behaviors, enthusiasm about faith, 
activities in and outside Bible class, a 
spiritually based curriculum plan, and 
application of mission and philosophy 
statements.  

In schools that were excellent in 
this area, pastors and teachers worked 
as a ministry team in partnership with 
the parents. All stakeholders praised 
the teacher-pastor relationships and 
the home-church-school relationship. 
Students, teachers, and parents knew 
when the pastor came to the school 
and what activities were carried out 
specifically by the pastor with the 
students. These activities included 
Bible studies, Bible class, sports, 
sermon preparation by the children, 
participation in church life, and 
outreach. 

We witnessed students leading out 
in class and school-wide worship in 
joyful and powerful ways, giving 
personal testimonies and encouraging 
their classmates to develop their 
relationship with Jesus. Students 
enthusiastically told us about weekly 
chapels, where the entire student body 
could participate if they chose—with 
special music, song leading, Scripture 
reading, or storytelling. While there 
was evidence of Bible class being a 
salient part of the day, it was equally 
clear that students didn’t relegate 
spirituality or spiritual lessons to just 
45 minutes a day. When we asked 
them for examples, they spoke of 
service projects or object lessons their 
teacher shared throughout the day. 
Many students also seemed to rec -
ognize that their parents chose their 
school because they wished for them 
to be in an environment that nurtured 
their spiritual development. 
    Teach  ers seemed to be the under -
lying, sustaining force behind cul -
tivating a spiritual environment in 
their classrooms. What the students 
noted about spirituality in their 

Because of the nature 
of a small school, in 
which students in 
different grades 
commingle in the 
same space, students’ 
friendships did not 
seem bound by age or 
level. Often in our 
observations, we saw 
8th graders playing 
happily alongside 3rd 
graders, with the 
conversation and 
activity evolving 
organically.
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Student Outcome 3: Service:             
Ability to Respond With Sensitivity       
to the Needs of Others 

In Student Outcome 3, we searched 
for evidence of students’ awareness of 
service opportunities, their sensitivity 
to the needs of others, their willing -
ness to engage in service, and their 
initiative to undertake service 
activities without being always 
prompted by the teacher or parents.13 

In schools that demonstrated 
excellence in this area, we noticed an 
intentional and positive service 
curriculum encompassing more than 
just a single act or day. Service to 
peers, families, church members, and 
local and global communities was, 
instead, a state of mind or an attitude 
of always looking for ways to help. A 
few students recalled helping one of 
their classmates move out of a home 
following a difficult domestic situa -
tion. The school provided a safe space 
to store the family’s belongings while 
they relocated. Another school looked 
for specific opportunities to help 
elderly church members. Students 
talked about creating cards, knitting 
scarves, and putting together food 
baskets to share with those members. 
And finally, many schools served the 
local community by having students 
help to rake yards, participate in 
health fairs, or conduct food drives.14 

 

Student Outcome 4: Healthful              
Living—Accepting Responsibility for    
Optimal Physical, Mental, and             
Spiritual Health 

In Student Outcome 4, we looked 
for evidence of students’ values about 
optimum physical health, how they 
exhibited actions contributing to phys -
ical health, their understanding of 
good diet and exercise characteristics, 
and their attitude toward life. 

Schools that demonstrated ex -
cellence in these areas had a health 
curriculum and integrated it across 
daily activities. Students were encour -
aged and given the time to take regu -
lar physical and mental breaks, of -
fered healthy meals, and encouraged  
to carry these practices into their 
homes. Many parents told us their 
children had chosen a vegetarian or 

Sidebar: Questions to Help Evaluate Small-school Practices

How does your school attend to relationships between church, home, and 
community, with a focus on the philosophy and mission of Adventist education? 

• How are teachers and pastors working together as a ministry team? How can 
you facilitate your local pastor(s) having a regular and substantive presence at your 
school? 

• In what ways do classrooms and the whole school engage in worship together, 
and how is this integrated throughout the fabric of the entire school day? 

• What opportunities are there for connection between your school and local 
church, including opportunities for non-Adventist families in your school to engage 
with your church community? 

 • How might you engage your school in service activities for your school, church, 
and local community? 

 • What formalized plans do you have addressing recruitment and retention, 
including collaboration with homeschooling families and neighboring schools? 

 
How does your school foster principles of mental and physical health and 
wellness? 

• How does your school foster healthy relationships and a sense of belonging? 
• How is your school intentional in teaching social skills and self-regulation 

through curricular and non-curricular opportunities for social interactions? 
• How can you intentionally foster the development of multi-age interpersonal 

skills? 
• In what ways do you encourage healthy practices such as regular physical and 

mental breaks, and other healthy living habits? 
 

How do you intentionally support excellence across the disciplines? 
• How does your school encourage a climate of high academic standards and 

excellence? How is this intentionally communicated to your students? 
• In what ways do you integrate opportunities for written and oral communication 

across the disciplines, including engagement with peers? 
 • What opportunities do your students have for engagement in the fine-arts 

curriculum? 
• How does your classroom environment facilitate learning, particularly in terms of 

lighting, space, supplies, and equipment? 
• How do you provide differentiation across levels to meet all students’ needs? 
 

How do you assess and support students for learning? 
• How are students supported academically by parents, teachers, and volunteers? 

     • What assessment data do you collect, and how are you using this to foster 
learning? 

 
 How can school leaders be intentional in their administrative role? 

• What is your formal vision for the school? In what ways do you work with your 
school board to ensure a long-term vision for your school? 

 • Who is your instructional leader, and how does this person connect with entities 
such as school board, conference, and families? 

• Do you have the support you need to complete financial, and other administra -
tive tasks?
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plant-based diet because of the 
teacher’s influence and the school 
environment. A teacher in one school 
challenged students to try 30 days of 
no processed or “junk” foods. The 
students we spoke with there were 
enthusiastic about the challenge and 
tried to hold one another accountable. 

Several of the schools we visited 
had their own vegetable garden. 
Students were responsible for selecting 
what would be grown, maintaining 
individual plots, and harvesting the 
fruits of their labor. Additionally, some 
teachers integrated cooking into their 
curriculum and had students select 
recipes that could incorporate their 
freshly picked produce. 

  
Student Outcome 5: Intellectual           
Development—Academic Achievement 
and Skill in Decision-making and     
Problem-solving 

In intellectual development, we 
specifically looked at how students 
desired to improve intellectually, do 
excellent work, and demonstrate high 
academic achievement.  

Schools that scored high in this area 
created a climate of excellence. Students 
felt that their individual and collective 
academic success was important. They 
understood that their teachers had high 
academic standards and expectations. 
Children would state that their teacher 
wanted them to be “successful in life.” 
Students also mentioned that they had 
choice and flexibility in their assign -
ments and could make decisions about 
their learning.15  

One of the clear benefits we 
observed in these schools was the 
opportunity for students to progress at 
their own pace. While students were 
formally identified as belonging to a 
specific grade, they often worked at 
different levels in various subjects. A 
4th grader, for instance, might be 
using the 6th-grade math textbook 
and 7th-grade spelling workbook. 
Students also talked about redoing 
work that was not excellent on the 
first try without feeling as if they had 
failed. Parents repeatedly stated how 
they could see that the teacher deeply 
cared about academic excellence. 
They shared how they knew without a 

doubt that their children were 
receiving a “quality” education.16 

 

Student Outcome 6: Communication 
Skills—Skills in Written and Oral       
Communication 

When searching for evidence of 
communication skills, we looked at 
evidence that confidence and pro -
ficiency in oral and written com   mun -
ication were present in the school.  

Schools that excelled in this area 
integrated many writing and oral 

communication opportunities across 
the curriculum. Students made 
presentations and read stories to one 
another, participated in school and 
church plays, and other performance 
opportunities. Students were encour -
aged to share their written work, peer 
review one another’s work, and 
provide feedback on one another’s 
presentations. 

  
Student Outcome 7: Aesthetic              
Appreciation—Students’ Appreciation   
of the Fine Arts 

Measures of excellence in ap -
preciation of the fine arts included 
how students valued art and music 

and the development of abilities in 
fine arts.  

Schools that excelled in this area 
demonstrated intentionality in stu -
dents playing instruments, singing, 
and engaging in varied artistic activit -
ies. Most schools had a dedicated fine-
arts curriculum and teachers who 
were either hired staff or involved 
community members. Students’ 
artwork was showcased in the school, 
the church, and the community 
through service projects. Students 
spoke enthusiastically about playing 
percussion, recorders, piano, and 
singing. They also spoke fondly about 
their use of these abilities for service 
to others in the form of creating cards 
and sharing music in hospitals, 
nursing homes, and community 
organizations.17 

 

Teacher/School Outcome 2: School    
Environment and Resources: Physical, 
Social, Spiritual Environment, Facilities, 
Supplies, and Equipment (see Teacher/ 
 School Outcome 1 on page 5) 

For Outcome 2, we observed 
facilities and evidence of adequate 
equipment, resources, and supplies. 
Schools deemed excellent in the 
school environment and resources 
outcome provided evidence of 
adequate funding, best practices in 
budgeting as shared by the teachers 
and board members, and strategic 
plans for maintaining the physical 
environment’s quality. Maintenance of 
the physical environment included 
generous support from church mem -
bers for supplies and labor, involve -
ment of students in the upkeep of the 
learning environment, and an up-to-
date inventory of equipment and 
supplies. The learning environ ments 
had abundant natural light and were 
spacious.18 Classrooms and other 
learning spaces had flexible seating, 
and students had input in how to use 
the learning spaces.19 Gymnasiums 
were inviting, and exercise equipment 
and balls were in good working order. 
Playgrounds were safe and inviting, 
and children used them. Schools with 
these character istics showed pride of 
ownership and abundant gratitude for 
the contri butions of the community 

Students spoke 
enthusiastically about 
playing percussion, 
recorders, piano, and 
singing. They also spoke 
fondly about their use of 
these abilities for 
service to others in the 
form of creating cards 
and sharing music in 
hospitals, nursing 
homes, and community 
organizations.
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whether standards-based assessment 
and reporting were used.22 

We found that schools that excelled 
in this outcome had clear assessment 
plans that guided the assessment 
practices. Students were assessed 
regularly, and rich feedback was pro -
vided for student improvement. 
Students worked with a variety of 
people and in a variety of ways to 
receive and give feedback. Teachers, 
pastors, parents, and students in 
schools that were excellent in this area 
repeatedly mentioned growth mindset 
approaches. Additionally, schools had 
volunteers who assisted the teacher 
regularly in individualizing the instruc -
tion and feedback. Teachers mentioned 
receiving appropriate training and con -
tinuous support to improve their skills 
and knowledge. They used internal and 
external assessment data to make    
dec isions about learning. Teachers who 
excelled in this outcome worked with 
teachers at other small schools to 
routinely analyze and share assessment 
data. Finally, parents reported that 
teachers regularly kept them informed 
of their children’s progress. They 
appreciated that the teachers had clear 

lines of communication for academics 
and for each student’s personal growth 
and development.23 

 

Teacher/School Outcome 5: Leadership 
and Administration: Administrative 
Functions 

Outcome 5 focused on how the 
school leader developed a vision for 
the school, whether the principal was 
an instructional leader, and how the 
principal communicated with internal 
and external entities. This outcome 
also focused on whether the principal 
empowered students to lead, provided 
support, worked with the school 
board, supervised and evaluated per -
sonnel, and how the school board 
dealt with school finances.  

Schools that excelled in this area 
had principals who had received 
training in administration, had pro -
fessional interactions with other 
principals, spent time with internal 
and external entities, and had ade -
quate and regular administrative 
support for clerical and administrative 
duties. Principals in these schools 

members to the school. Board 
members said they find ways to 
provide “everything the students and 
teachers need.” 

  
Teacher/School Outcome 3: Teacher 
Quality and Development—Teacher   
Pedagogical and Personal Skills 

In Outcome 3, we focused on 
evidence of teacher quality, profes -
sional development, and pedagogical 
and personal skills. Areas of focus 
were the use of appropriate methods, 
love for students, reflective practices, 
fairness, care for the whole person 
and for all students, differen tiation 
and individualized instruction, and 
professional growth.  

Schools that excelled in this area 
had teachers with formal training in 
multigrade instruction; these teachers 
had worked with a mentor and had a 
personalized learning plan.20 Schools 
that exhibited excellence in this area 
also had very supportive boards, par -
ents, and church members. Teachers 
mentioned that their confer ences 
provide spaces for teachers to connect 
and learn with one another. The net -
works they built in those settings result 
in collaboration in other areas, such as 
virtual weeks of prayer or field trips.  

Teachers were creative and in -
novative. They used approaches such 
as project-based learning and en -
trepreneurship. They supported self-
directed student learning, peer 
collaboration, and the development of 
social-emotional skills as foundational 
pedagogies. The teachers were playful 
and humorous. They leveraged tech -
nology as a tool to support student 
learning and to communicate with 
families effectively and efficiently.21 

 

Teacher/School Outcome 4: Assess-
ment and School Improvement—Student 
and School Growth 

The indicators of excellence in this 
area included how assessment results 
were used to direct learning, how 
students directed and managed their 
own learning, how parents were 
informed about student progress and 
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worked very closely with the board, 
were fiscally responsible, and had a 
clear and inspiring long-term vision 
for the school. They engaged the 
parents, the community, and the 
students in assisting the school in 
organizing and running fundraising 
events, community festivals, and 
outreach programs. Boards in these 
schools committed to finding ways 
that every student who wanted to be 
in the school would have the re -
sources to do so. This commitment 
extended to non-constituent church 
students and families.24 

 

Teacher/School Outcome 6: Community 
and Collaboration—Relationships With 
External Entities 

In Outcome 6, we looked for 
evidence of whether teachers and 
pastors formed a ministry team, how 
the school viewed the church, how 
the school was viewed by the church 
and the community, and how the 
teacher facilitated a relationship 
between church, home, and school.25 

Pastors and teachers worked as a 
ministry team in schools that showed 
excellence in Outcome 6. The pastor 
had a regular and substantive  presence 
in the school. Students, parents, and 
board members knew about the 
pastor’s engagement with the school. 
Students were enthusiastic about the 
pastor’s contributions to the school.26 
The students also shared with joy their 
involvement in the church. Non-
Adventist parents made an effort to 
bring their children to church activities 
and spoke fondly of those oppor-     
tun ities. There was a collabora tion 
between the pastor, the teachers, 
church members, parents, and stu -
dents to carry out service activities. 
There was a formalized marketing, 
recruit ment, and retention plan. 
School visits were welcoming, in -
formative, and guided by the teacher. 
The recruitment materials were ap -
pealing and inviting. Teachers colla b -
orated with parents of home schooled 
children, neighboring schools 

(Adventist, public, and/or private), 
and other educational entities. 

  
Looking Forward: Supporting Small 
Schools by Fostering Excellence 

Noting the percentage of small and 
multigrade schools (more than 60 
percent of elementary schools in the 
NAD have three or fewer teachers),27 
we recognize that small schools and 
their dedicated teachers are essential 
to the ecology of Seventh-day 
Adventist educational institutions. 
Students in excellent small schools are 
thriving. When we visited high-quality 
small schools, we noticed a sense     
of belonging and strong social ties 
among the students, teachers, parents, 
and church members. We also noticed 
rigorous academics and curious 
children who care for one another and 
can work well individually and in 
groups. We felt that teachers and 
pastors worked as a ministry team, 
and that board members and the en -
tire church community were in vested 
in the school. Students, teachers, 
parents, pastors and church members 
together build this positive environ -
ment for teaching and learning to -
gether through their shared mission.  
    As we move forward, how can we 
ensure that all small schools are centers 
of excellence, providing these same 
opportunities for their students? We 
recognize that all small schools can 
capitalize on their strengths while 
growing in areas where they may 
experience challenges. To support 
ongoing development, teachers in small 
schools may wish to evaluate their own 
practices and focus on areas using as a 
guide the outcomes and indicators 
described in this article (see page 7) as 
well as the synthesized questions. 
Unions and institutions of higher 
education can also tailor professional 
development to support the unique 
challenges and opportunities in 
multigrade classrooms, as well as 
honoring the multiple roles that 
teachers in small schools may fill. 
Small schools and multigrade class -
rooms provide great opportunities to 
meet student needs, and to foster our 
collective journey in supporting 
excellence. ✐  

 
This article has been peer reviewed. 
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