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W
hen we think about a good evangelical
school or seminary we imagine an ideal pic
ture of a large, well-illuminated classroom

with a wise teacher standing in front of attentive stu-
dents seated in rows who are trying to catch and memo-
rize every concept and idea their teacher shares. Then we
return to reality and see certain gaps and problems in our
evangelical educational institutions. We think: How can
we find a way to improve our situation and bring it up to
our ideal? But there is also a deeper question: How can we
be sure that our image of ideal education is a real ideal for
evangelical education today? Let us consider how our
picture of ideal education was formed and what influ-
enced our perception of what it should be.

Factors that Influenced the Formation
of Education in the Former Soviet Union

Because of the specific historical development of
our countries, and because of their location between
Western and Eastern civilizations, the approach to ed-
ucation in Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus was influenced
by several factors. At first, education was imported
from the Byzantine Empire. It was founded on the Greek
Christian tradition. But later Russian education was
alternately influenced by several Eastern traditions
(Mongolian, Turkish, etc.), and by Western educational
models, especially since Peter the Great «opened a win-
dow on Europe.» Western education has been the dom-
inant influence since the 1700s, so recently a Russian
Orthodox priest-educator said ironically: «Russian ed-
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to copy other nations’ life. We cer-
tainly can use some educational ide-
as, but we should rework these ideas
critically and creatively for our
own situation. We should not mix
science, which is common for all
people, with education/nurture,
which should be culturally specific1

(Ushinsky 1988, 195-256; Vasilieva
2001, 296).

In the same way, several West-
ern Christian educators agree that
the «best choice East European edu-
cators can make is to not adopt the
traditional residential Western ap-
proach to theological education, at
least not without very serious adap-
tation» (Elliot 2000, 9-10). Charter
writes, «The most redemptive role for
Westerners in the inevitable part-
nership of East and West in the de-
velopment of theological education...
must be one of encouragement, in-
tentionally encouraging... educators
not to allow the West, unchallenged,
to replicate the educational models
and styles that they have implement-
ed in countries around the world»
(Charter 1997, 261).

DESCRIPTION OF THE PRESENT
EDUCATIONAL MODEL

Let us first analyze the typical
pedagogical approach practiced in
educational institutions in the
former Soviet Union today. Every
school and teacher have certain pref-
erences and peculiarities, yet there
are some common tendencies and
characteristics in their educational
approach.

ucational institutions are copies
traced from the Catholic schools of
the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies» (Kuraev 2001). This evalu-
ation might be close to reality, but
any culture would surely add its own
peculiarities to any system, theory,
or philosophy it imports from the
outside. «As the details of the prob-
lems of moral education naturally
vary within national circumstances,
so too philosophical grounds for their
solution must vary» (Rorty 1998, 10-11).

Both positive and negative in-
fluences of the West and East on
Russian culture and its educational
system caused Russian national ed-
ucators to look for a culturally ap-
propriate educational approach.
Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-1765), the
first Russian academician and found-
er of the Russian national educa-
tional system, contended for an
education that would fit the nation-
al character; he pointed out the role
of language in both nurture and na-
ture. A number of Lomonosov’s ed-
ucational ideas were rooted in the
writings of the great Czech educator
Jan Amos Comenius (1592-1670).
Knowing the collectivist character
of Russians, Lomonosov argued that
teachers should let students help
each other during class time, but work
independently during exams (Lo-
monosov 1989).

Konstantin Ushinsky (1824-
1871), the founder of Russian scien-
tific pedagogy, contended that, «there
is no such thing as a universal
man,... or a universal educational
system»; every nation has its own
idea of a person. Other nations’ her-
itage is precious and a valuable source
of learning, but we should not try

1 From here on, all translations from Russian
are the author’s own.
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Teacher-Centered Education

The classical Western education-
al approach that has greatly influ-
enced Russian national education is
mostly teacher-centered. The locus
of authority in the traditional class-
room resides almost solely in the
teacher. Teachers, in turn, are con-
trolled by an organization. The
Russian national tendency toward
authoritarian leadership reinforc-
es placing a high level of authori-
ty on the teacher and educational
hierarchy. The teacher’s responsi-
bilities are to plan all class activi-
ties, preferably in detail. The teach-
er is expected to gather, present,
and explain course content, usual-
ly in the form of a lecture; and the
teacher uses traditional assessment
techniques to make sure the stu-
dents understand the main con-
cepts of the course and memorize
necessary data. 

The teacher or institution
chooses which textbooks the stu-
dents should use, although the
teacher may verbally encourage stu-
dents to reach beyond required lit-
erature. However, classical assess-

ment techniques that are mainly
concerned with the student’s mem-
orization and integration of course
basics do not motivate students to
do much self-directed exploration
into deeper layers of knowledge.
Besides, usually there is no way to
assess and reward such initiatives,
and students are infrequently giv-
en time or access to information re-
sources for self-directed learning.

The main feature of teacher-
centered teaching is that the teach-
er is responsible for the thorough
study of a certain body of knowl-
edge in the area of his/her course.
The teacher is expected to access
available information out of
oceans of accumulated data and
then digest the particles of infor-
mation gathered. This is expected
to be done according to the teach-
er’s institutional and personal the-
ological framework and worldview.

Finally, the teacher is supposed
to present the digested information
to the students in an extremely
short, concise, and understandable
form. The assumption behind this
approach is that the amount of
knowledge is great and ever-grow-

Figure 1. Teacher-Centered Education
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ing, while class time is short and
the students’ ability to assimilate
the information is very limited.

In the classical education mod-
el, students are expected to be ac-
tive acceptors of knowledge, but of-
ten teachers are frustrated when they
see students’ passivity. As a result,
some teachers wrongly conclude that
the students are brain-dead. This as-
sumption «leads to pedagogues that
deaden their brain. When we teach
by dripping information into their
passive forms, students who arrive
in the classroom alive and well be-
come passive consumers of knowl-
edge» (Palmer 1998, 42).

Organizationally-Controlled
Education

It is commonly assumed that it
is very important that all of the teach-
ing in an evangelical institution
should be in line with the theology of
that institution. Then, too, the teach-
ing in a certain school is expected to
conform to the theology and practice
of the confessional body that insti-
tuted the school.

Classical education provides cer-
tain advantages in this area. First, it
makes sure that students learn basic
data, knowledge, and skills within a
more or less unified educational ap-
proach. Second, it seemingly provides
effective structures to protect edu-
cation from heresies, since classical
education is not only teacher-con-
trolled, but also controlled by the de-
nominational organization that es-
tablished the school.

Such approaches were devel-
oped after the second century A.D.,
when emerging heresies were threat-

ening the unity of Christianity. Ig-
natius of Antioch was the first au-
thor who stressed the authority of
a bishop as the main defender of
right doctrine (Catholic Encyclope-
dia http://www.newadvent.org/ca-
then/07644a.htm).

The problem is that the idea of
centralized authority has been de-
veloped to an extreme within a
number of traditional ecclesiastical
bodies. Therefore, church hierarchies
and their systems of restrictions and
regulations often hinder the natural
development of a church body. An-
other problem is that several cult-
type pseudo-Christian organizations,
such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, use or-
ganizationally-controlled education
for their greater success. Teacher-
and organizationally-controlled edu-
cation allows cult leadership to sift
the information flow to their stu-
dents. In this way cults can form
and program their students in a cer-
tain fashion in order to reach their
organizational goals effectively with-
out facing much opposition and deal-
ing with hard issues within a broad-
er body of knowledge.2

Passive Learning

Classical thinkers of Western
civilization, such as Socrates and Pla-
to, greatly emphasized learning
through dialogue, where a teacher
tries to «bring forth from his fol-
lowers a truth he believed they al-
ready possessed.» But in the proc-

2 Today many Orthodox seminary students tell
evangelical students that they will not read or
listen to anything from evangelicals because all
non-Orthodox literature is heresy for them. How-
ever, they say they are ready to share their opinion.
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ess of our civilization’s development,
especially as a result of the expan-
sion of knowledge during the indus-
trial revolution, educators «no long-
er saw their role as Socratic mid-
wives, laboring to bring forth knowl-
edge from their students. Instead,
they adopted a different approach,
endeavoring to deliver knowledge
directly to the uninitiated» (Meyers
and Jones 1993, 4).

Therefore, classical teacher-
centered education developed with-
in Western civilization as the best
available choice for the modern
age. Classical education reflects the
main characteristics of modernity:
dichotomized thinking, character-
ized by as detailed a compartmen-
talization of knowledge as possi-
ble, with a tendency to arrange eve-
rything in certain neat and precise
systems of thought, and the use of
exact measurements and scientif-
ic-like descriptions.

Students in the classical teach-
er-centered classroom are expected
to sit as still as possible, causing
minimal disturbance to fellow stu-
dents, the lecturing teacher, and the
whole educational process. The best
thing students can do is first accept
the incoming information, then in-
tegrate it into their system of
thought. Then the student must de-
cide how she/he can apply the learned
information in practice and «return»
the learned information and/or indi-
cations of learned skills to the teacher
during quizzes and exams.

Unlike certain traditional Rus-
sian teachers, the majority of West-
ern teachers expect students to ask
questions freely during class time,
which enhances class dynamics and

adds some diversity to the learn-
ing process. However, the stu-
dents’ questions or comments are
usually expected to be short and
concise. The students’ questions
here are considered a means to help
the student clarify certain concepts
or thoughts. Usually there is not
much time left for discussion with-
in teacher-centered education, be-
cause the teacher is most concerned
with delivering as much valuable in-
formation as possible.

«Confessional Truths» are
Presented in Ready Forms

Classical education strives to find
and present information, definitions,
ideas, and theories in clear and pol-
ished form. Such an approach helps
to save time so that more informa-
tion can be learned. Clear and well-
organized content helps students
develop their own thinking in a clear
and well-organized form. The course
content is expected to be accepted,
understood, and memorized by the
students. There is not much time to
«reinvent the wheel» – to go through
the process of discovering the truth
for each student individually. More-
over, there is concern that such rein-
vention could possibly lead to unex-
pected results and to some foggy and
non-conforming inferences. The
class may «get out of hand.»

However, there could be several
problems with such «truth-teaching»
in predetermined form. There are a
number of evangelical confessional
bodies in the former Soviet Union.
Although all of them usually share
a significant part of their beliefs,
there are still certain peculiarities
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pertaining to each confession’s be-
lief system. Often believers tend to
emphasize these peculiarities over
other commonly accepted beliefs.
Hence, evangelicals have to deal
with a number of different confes-
sional «sets of truth.» Each theo-
logical system seems to be consist-
ent, but still some evangelical the-
ological systems do not go well with
others. Students are left to wonder:
Are there several confessional
«truths» or just one «God’s Truth?»
The classical education model is
good at presenting and guarding
various «confessional truths»; it is
a good tool for indoctrination, but
it does not provide effective struc-
tures and methodologies to solve
inter-denominational theological
tensions in the search for the mul-
ti-dimensional God’s Truth.

 DEVELOPMENT OF ACTIVE
LEARNING THROUGH DIALOGUE,
DISCUSSION, AND PRACTICAL
APPLICATION

Since Western civilization en-
tered the postmodern age, experience
reveals that classical educational
models are becoming less and less
compatible with the new demands of
society’s development. «Researchers
and educators have quite dramatical-
ly changed their views of learning
and knowledge in the past several
decades» (Loewenberg and Cohen
1999, 7). A paradigm shift was initi-
ated by changes in the way we think
about learning and teaching. While
the old pedagogical approach was con-
cerned with the transmission of
knowledge into presumably «emp-

ty vessels,» which emphasized «the
efficient flow of information down
the pipeline,» active learning uses
such metaphors as dialogue and
communication, which emphasize
«the interactive, cooperative, rela-
tional accepts of teaching and
learning» (Tiberius 1986, 148).

Changes also influence the area
of theological education. Well-built
walls between denominational struc-
tures and their well-defined theolo-
gies are falling down; more bridges
are built instead, and more relation-
ships are established. Clearly defined
terms, definitions, and concepts seem
to be too flat. Previously developed
theological, mental, and social struc-
tures and concepts do not correspond
well with the present realities of the
physical, social, and spiritual life of
believers and their communities.
Leadership structures and their the-
ological institutions can no longer
efficiently control and manage the
information flow into their adher-
ents anymore. Multiple ways of com-
munication and information acqui-
sition, storage, accumulation, and
transfer, allow a majority of believ-
ers to access and exchange informa-
tion independently, bypassing estab-
lished structures.

As a result of these changes, stu-
dents are different today! We can
blame them; we can scold them; but
they will not be like students used to
be in the 1980s!

We also have different teach-
ers today. The controlling functions

3 For example, certain foreign teachers and
local teachers trained in the West are spread-
ing liberal theology among their students,
but denominational leadership does not rec-
ognize it.
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of educational structures often fail
to recognize and deal with un-
healthy teaching within their edu-
cational institutions.3  The very
foundations of previously estab-
lished leadership and educational
structures are shaking. How can
evangelicals and their schools sur-
vive such a paradigm shift?

Development of a Russian
Evangelical Philosophy of
Education

In order to be effective educa-
tors we need to develop and imple-
ment a Bible-based, culturally appro-
priate, solid, and relevant educational
philosophy. Not the teaching of
ready concepts, but the ability to
think critically and creatively and
make informed decisions should be
at the heart of evangelical theolog-
ical education. We need to replace
the banking concept of education
(Freire 2002, 71-86), which is typi-
cal of the Western classical style, as
well as the typical communistic ed-
ucational approach, with various
forms of active learning.

Multiple approaches have been
developed to enhance learning and
teaching and make it active: learn-
ing by experience (Dewey 1897,
1938); experiential learning (Kolb
1984; Jackson and Caffarella
1994; Vella 2000; and others);
problem-posing, discussion-based
education (Christensen, Garvin, and
Sweet 1991) that responds to the
«essence of the learner’s conscious-
ness – intentionality – rejects com-
muniqué and embodies communi-
cation» (Freire 2002, 79); learn-
ing through dialogue (Freire 2002,

87-124; Vella 1995; Senge 2000;
Brookfield 1987, and many others);
self-directed learning (Knowles
1978; Rogers 1994); person-cen-
tered, self-guided learning and non-
directive teaching (Rogers 1989,
1994; Fairfield 1977; Joyce, Well,
and Calhoun 2000, 285-300); de-
schooling society (Illich 1972);
learning as a process of transfor-
mation (Mezirow 1991); learning
in a learning community (Senge
1990, 2000).

However, no matter how great
and effective the educational ap-
proaches developed in different
cultural contexts, we should not
blindly adopt a «foreign education-
al system, no matter how well-built
and well thought through,» al-
though we should certainly use the
experiences of other nations as a
«precious heritage for all» (Ushin-
sky 1988, 195-256). Therefore, we
need first to investigate our real
educational roots and then think
how we can apply the «precious her-
itage» from other educational sys-
tems into our cultural context.

A few of the national roots that
we should consider are: the Russian
traditional way of holistic learning
(Russian Christian Humanitarian
Institute, St. Petersburg 1990s);
bringing up disciples instead of
teaching students (Russian Ortho-
dox concept of education); nation-
al education as art built on science,
emphasizing nature and nurture,
and the role of work in nurture
(Ushinsky 1988); national educa-
tion and the role of a model in
teaching (Ganelin 1974, 314-52);
the role of community in education
and personality development
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(Makarenko 1955; 1959, 397- 451);
and the role of moral and ethical
development (Suchomlinsky 1970).

Since the 1960s some Soviet ed-
ucators have also developed meth-
ods of active learning. In the 1970s
and 1980s Schedrovitsky was ac-
tively developing a theory and
practice of system/action method-
ology (Schedrovitsky 1992, 68-73).
His ideas were further developed
and applied by Zinchenko (2000).
Two groups of educators in Lenin-
grad (Association of the Develop-
ers of Play-Social Modeling) and
in Moscow (Organizational-Active
Play) achieved notable results in de-
veloping active education.4  Regret-
tably, the active learning approach
was not officially accepted within
the Soviet Union’s educational sys-
tem, although the findings of Sovi-
et educators were found valuable
and welcomed abroad (Galliamov
1995). These are only a few sourc-
es to begin with.

There is also surprising diversi-
ty and creativity within the contem-
porary pedagogical realm in Russia.
Ushinsky and other national educa-
tors emphasize knowing the learn-
er by means of developing a per-
sonal relationship with him/her
and by using all available scientif-
ic methods and approaches:5  his/
her personality, surroundings, abil-
ities, etc., whereas a number of
Western educators emphasize the
need for «learning more about the
subject and students they teach»

(Loewenberg and Cohen 1999, 3).
Evangelical educators should have
a holistic approach, therefore we
need to emphasize both knowing
the learner and knowing about the
learner. We should broaden our per-
spective and use various approach-
es and theories as the source for
developing a Russian evangelical
philosophy of education.

Developing Learning-Centered
Education

How can we avoid the dangers of
teacher-centered and organization-
al-controlled education that allow
non-biblical views to be promoted
easily, and where contradictions be-
tween the theologies and practices
of various branches of the evangeli-
cal movement seem to be left un-
solved? What do we need to do to
create dynamic education that would
be relevant to fast changing life and
compatible with the tremendous flow
of contemporary communication?
Evangelical education in Russia
should not only go through the nar-
row channel – the mind and heart of
the teacher; it should utilize all pos-
sible information channels. Every
learner in the class should be involved
in information acquisition and ex-
change in the classroom. Education
should become learning-centered and
Truth-centered!

Evangelical theological educa-
tion in Russia should be located in
the middle of an information field,

4 M. Birnshtein, I Syrioezhkina, S. Gidrovich,
V. Ephimova, V. Komarova, R. Zhukova, V. Pla-
tova and others were working on these projects.
5 Ushinsky was the first to suggest using
anthropology in pedagogy. He understood

anthropology as a conglomerate of a number
of sciences: anatomy, physiology, psychology,
logic, history, philology, and upbringing, etc.
(Ushinsky 1989, 7-38).
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at the center of information
streams. In order to provide this
kind of education, a sizable percent-
age of the school budget should be
directed toward the development of
a school library. Maximum efforts
should be made to acquire all avail-
able evangelical and Orthodox lit-
erature, as well as relevant secular
literature, in philosophy, education,
sociology, psychology, and so on.
Whenever possible,  evangelical
schools should establish working
cooperation with public, pedagogi-
cal, and academic libraries, so that
students can have easy access to
these libraries’ resources.

But the most critical, and prob-
ably the least expensive, source of
information today is the Internet.
A web laboratory with a large net-

work of PCs with a high-speed, re-
liable Internet connection needs to
be set up in every evangelical edu-
cational institution. Today this is
not an option, but a necessity.

Why is access to information
so important for learning-centered
education? Active learning requires
easy access to information; the bet-
ter the access – the more active the
learning. Learning is energized by
access to various sources of knowl-
edge. Active learning thrives on
multiple ways of accessing infor-
mation; in active learning informa-
tion should be equally available to
each learner, not only to the teach-
er. Active learning begins with in-
formation acquisition and occurs in
the process of interaction between
the learner and various sources of

Figure 2. Truth and Learning-Centered Education
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The cycle of praxis is (1) do; (2)
look at what you did; (3) reflect
using theory; (4) change; (5) do,
and so on» (Vella 1995, 180-81).

How can we make sure that our
students do not fail in the course
of unexpected, challenging situa-
tions in their life and ministry? We
should practice active learning! We
should model similar challenges
during class time under the lead-
ership of an expert-teacher-facili-
tator and promote access to help-
ful information channels. Active
learning suggests the active par-
ticipation of each student in class
activities. Active learning suggests
the creative use of a great variety
of educational methods and activ-
ities,6  which may include, but is not
limited to various forms of class
discussions and dialogues (Freire
2002; Vella 1995; Senge 1990,
2000; Brookfield and Preskill
1999; etc.). Other examples are:
group and individual presenta-
tions, role playing, case studies (Vel-
la 1995); use of information tech-
nologies in cooperative learning
(Polat 2001); collaborative learn-
ing (Bruffee 1999; Brookfield
1995, 160-184); problem-based
learning (Joyce et al. 2000; Kesley
1992; Cookson 2002); simulation
games, panel discussions, and oth-
er activities. There is also a place
for dynamic lectures in active learn-
ing (Brown and Atkins 1988), es-
pecially if the lectures skillfully ad-
dress cognitive and affective do-

knowledge, such as another learn-
er, and/or teacher-facilitator, who
is also one of the learners. The par-
ticipants learn from teachers, and
vice versa.

A very important distinctive of
active evangelical education should
be Scripture as the measure of all
knowledge. All other paper-based,
wave-based, magnetic, and electron-
ic, etc. sources of information should
be evaluated and measured from a
biblical standpoint. Scripture
should be the center of the natural
and social environment surround-
ing the learner. Active learning
uses a variety of methods, tools, and
approaches to learning that great-
ly intensify the educational process.
Since active learning is not teach-
er-controlled or organizationally
controlled, it provides a method, en-
vironment, and encouragement for
the community of believers in a gen-
uine search for God’s Truth.

What Is Active Learning?

One can see many examples and
simple forms of active learning in
Russia today. Active learning occurs
when students avidly discuss learned
information during class breaks,
meals, and in the dorm. Learning is
active when students process and
apply what they have learned as they
encounter challenging life situations,
such as conversations with Ortho-
dox believers, or encounters with rep-
resentatives of various sects. Vella
uses the term praxis to describe ef-
fective learning through dialogue:
«Praxis means an action with re-
flection. It combines inductive and
deductive approaches to learning.

6 Here I have mentioned just a few educational
activities; further exploration of this subject
would be very helpful. There is growing amount
of literature concerning learning activities
available in English, and in Russian secular
educational literature.



Theological Reflections #2, 2003

           Active learning

135

mains of learning (Bloom et al.
1956, 1984, 4-17).

One of the central goals of active
learning is developing critical think-
ers who will be able to develop in-
formed, intellectually (Gardener
1993) and emotionally intelligent
(Goleman 1995) critical reflection on
the basis of incoming information.
Using an active learning approach, a
student will be able to operate with
concepts, make decisions, and under-
take appropriate actions (Brookfield
1987, 1995, 1999).

Active learning suggests that
the learner take the initiative in
learning together with the teacher.
Malcolm Knowles, Karl Rodger, and a
number of others emphasize various
forms of self-directed learning. Zank-
ov7  et al. contends that education
should not «form the students» as
traditional education attempted.
Active learning is called on to help a
growing person unfold and develop
spiritual, emotional, and intellectual
abilities; educators are to create a
fruitful and friendly environment
for the development of these abili-
ties in the learner (Zankov 1963).

Goncharov, Shatalov and Schetin-
in developed very interesting ideas
of collaboration pedagogy, which re-
moves authoritarianism from the
classroom and centers on the learn-
er’s development and his/her en-
vironment (Genike 2001). Central

ideas in their approach include: (1)
a person is in an active relation-
ship with the world and himself/
herself; (2) a person’s active rela-
tionship is revealed during the
process of self-actualization; (3) a
person develops according to his/
her call/destiny.

The logical schema of the tra-
ditional Russian educational proc-
ess was: subject matter-teacher-dis-
ciple/learner. Collaboration peda-
gogy places the learner both at the
beginning and the end of the edu-
cational process: disciple/learner-
learner’s destiny-subject-lesson-
disciple/learner. Mezirow’s idea
about learning for transformation
echoes the idea of collaboration ped-
agogy and may be used to describe
the process of self-actualization:

Becoming critically aware of
how and why our assumptions have
come to constrain the way we per-
ceive, understand, and feel about
our world; changing the struc-
tures of habitual expectations to
make a more inclusive, discrimi-
nating, and integrative perspec-
tive possible; and finally, making
choices or otherwise acting upon
these new understandings (Mezirow
1991, 167).

Nowadays Genike calls collab-
oration pedagogy one of the foun-
dations for his person-oriented ed-
ucation model. Other sources for
ideas on person-oriented education
are derived from the writings of
J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky, A. Brown,
Still, K. Meredith, C. Temple, etc.
Genike fostered most aspects of
active learning applied to the Rus-
sian educational environment
(Genike 2001).

7 Leonid V. Zankov was a disciple of Lev Vy-
gotsky; his research was on the relationship
between memory, education, and development.
He created the Developmental System of Edu-
cation. Zankov developed Vygotsky’s idea that
education should go one step ahead of the learn-
er’s development to stretch his/her abilities.
Today about 200,000 schoolteachers use Zank-
ov’s approach.
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Some Implications of Active
Learning

Teacher as Facilitator

Teachers in active learning be-
come facilitators. The role of a fa-
cilitator is not to do all the talking,
but to gently lead the participants
through various educational activ-
ities.

The course syllabus in active
learning is less rigid, somewhat
less detailed, but still well planned.
The facilitator should have several
options prepared and ready to use,
depending on how the class flow
develops. The course syllabus is a
more or less detailed map of the
course area, not a detailed descrip-
tion of a single road from point A
to point B. Of course, the facilita-
tor should know his/her course sub-
ject very well. Since class discus-
sion may enter certain areas quite
unexpectedly, the facilitator should
be able to exhibit the necessary ex-
pertise to lead a group through it.
No one can know everything; how-
ever the facilitator should be suf-
ficiently familiar with certain are-
as of knowledge to be able to give
participants guidance and direct
them to sources of information.

Promoting discussion is one of
the main ways of teaching in the
classroom. Brookfield and Preskill
discuss fifteen benefits of discus-
sion:

(1) It helps students explore a
diversity of perspectives. (2) It in-
creases students’ awareness of and
tolerance for ambiguity or com-
plexity. (3) It helps students rec-
ognize and investigate their as-

sumptions. (4) It encourages atten-
tive, respectful listening. (5) It de-
velops new appreciation for con-
tinuing differences. (6) It increas-
es intellectual agility. (7) It helps
students become connected to a top-
ic. (8) It shows respect for a stu-
dent’s voice and experience. (9) It
helps students learn the processes
and habits of democratic discourse.
(10) It affirms students as co-cre-
ators of knowledge. (11) It devel-
ops capacity for the clear commu-
nication of ideas and meanings.
(12) It develops habits of collabo-
rative knowledge. (13) It increases
breadth and makes students more
empathic. (14) It helps students de-
velop skills of synthesis and inte-
gration. (15) It leads to transfor-
mation (Brookfield and Preskill
1999, 22-23).

Teaching is an art founded on
science (Ushinsky 1989, 7-38).
Teaching through facilitation is
even more so. In order to become
an efficient facilitator, the teacher
should learn by practicing neces-
sary facilitation skills.

Non-verbal skills play an even
stronger role in the class dynamic.
The facilitator should learn to main-
tain culturally proper eye contact
with everyone as he/she speaks; give
equal attention to each participant;
avoid favoritism; freely move around
the room, creating a relaxed atmos-
phere; actively react to what partic-
ipants say by nodding, smiling, etc.

Verbal communication skills are
very important as well. The art of
facilitation includes learning to ask
encouraging, open-ended questions,
and providing a safe learning en-
vironment in the classroom, so that
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students may freely and respect-
fully build on each other’s com-
ments and those of the facilitator.
Voice, timing, speed, speech clarity,
etc., all play an important role in
active learning facilitation. A good
facilitator makes participants talk
more than he/she does, allowing par-
ticipants to answer each other’s
questions. Paraphrasing and em-
phasizing someone’s comments, re-
inforcing participant’s comments
by sharing similar experiences, sum-
marizing the discussion – all such
skills are valuable for successful fa-
cilitating (CEDPA 1994, 73).

While Western educators pro-
vide great techniques and method-
ologies for active learning, Ushin-
sky emphasized the necessity of
knowing a person «in reality, with
all his/[her] weaknesses and in all
his/[her] greatness» (Ushinsky
1989, 38). A number of Russian
educators developed these ideas.
There is a strong trend among
Western educators today toward a
holistic education as well. Parker
Palmer emphasizes that, «good
teaching cannot be reduced to tech-
nique; good teaching comes from
the identity and integrity of a teach-
er.» No matter what form of teach-
ing we use, active teachers are «tru-
ly present in the classroom, deeply
engaged with their students and
their subjects» (Palmer 1998, 10).

A significant part of the teach-
er’s authority in traditional edu-
cation often comes from his/her po-
sition and the hierarchical status
ascribed to that position. But the
authority of a teacher-facilitator
«comes from the teacher’s person-
al, spiritual and professional

characteristics, it is not an ascribed
authority, but rather achieved.» Ul-
timately such authority: … comes
from the teacher’s inner life… Au-
thority comes as I reclaim my iden-
tity and integrity, remembering my
selfhood and my sense of vocation.
Then teaching can come from the
depth of my own truth – and the
truth that is within my students has
a chance to respond in kind (Palm-
er 1988, 33).

A friendly working atmosphere
in the evangelical educational in-
stitution, a climate of genuine co-
operation, deep personal relation-
ships, and provision for the fruit-
ful realization of each teacher’s
unique gifts greatly contribute to
active learning. «Relationships
between faculty must become less
purely professional and more based
on friendship» (Banks 1999, 186).

How Do People Think?

Dewey states that «education
upon its ineffectual side is con-
cerned with cultivating the attitude
of reflective thinking»; that is, pre-
serving and enhancing reflection.
Information is an undigested bur-
den until it is understood; only
comprehended material becomes
knowledge. Thus, «there is an im-
portant distinction between verbal,
mechanical memory and what old-
er writers called ‘judicious memo-
ry’» (Dewey 1933, in Hickman and
Alexander 1998, 274).

Dewey argues that the human
mind has a native tendency toward
reflective and logical thinking at
every stage of growth since birth.
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Hence, the role of the teacher is
the transformation of natural pow-
ers into expert powers, and the
transformation of the learner’s cu-
riosity and sporadic suggestions
into thorough inquiry. The psycho-
logical and logical sides are not op-
posed to each other, but rather in-
terdependent and connected to each
other (Dewey 1933, 275-77).

One can use the example of a
personal computer to explain how
people think. One can install a dis-
kette with some information into a
PC and even open it and display
its contents on the monitor screen.
Only temporary memory will be
used for it. All this information
will be lost unless that information
is processed and saved on the hard
drive. We retain and store infor-
mation by processing it, convert-
ing it into personalized knowledge.
It is important to make multiple
connections to new information; it
helps improve memory and eases
future access to the information.
Various associations, emotions,
images, and actions also help to re-
tain new information. Dewey calls
this process «reflective thinking,»
or «psychological thinking.»8  The
educator’s task is to evoke logical
thinking in the learners by teach-
ing through the «regulation of nat-
ural and spontaneous processes of
observation, suggestion and test-
ing; that is, thinking as an art»
(Dewey 1933, 277).

God has given us the ability to
think logically, and He has also given
us a desire to learn. God talked to

Adam; meaningful talking cannot
happen without logic (Ge 1-2). The
desire to learn was so strong in the
first people that it was even abused
by Satan and got Adam and Eve
into trouble (Ge 3). On many occa-
sions God called individuals and
groups of people to think and to
process the information He gave
them: «Do you know... (Job 38-41);
«Whose portrait is this?» (Mt
22:20). From the very first days
of Adam, God did not «install» all
the vocabulary in Adam’s head –
He asked Adam to name the ani-
mals (learning by doing, by expe-
rience). Adam had to use his abili-
ty to speak, his creativity, imagina-
tion, analysis and comparison. Thus,
the first human language was de-
veloped.

God’s Truth Discovered Through
the Learning Process

How do we know God? We can
only know about God as we study
the Bible. But we can genuinely
know God as we enter into a rela-
tionship with Him. Similarly, Truth
can only be truly known through a
holistic relationship with the God
of Truth. Our ultimate goal is not
merely to gather knowledge about
the Truth; such learning would be
simply a process of accommodat-
ing information about God and the
Bible.

Jesus said, «I am the way and
the truth and the life» (Jn 14:6).
True spiritual knowledge and wis-
dom come through relationships;
we understand God the Father, God
the Son and God the Holy Spirit as

8 Other terms: creative thinking, critical think-
ing, analysis and synthesis, applying in prac-
tice, etc.
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we comprehend and perceive the
loving and serving relationships
between the persons in the Trini-
ty. «Knowledge comes insofar as
the object known is within the
knower» (Aquinas).

Jesus’ call to truth is a call to
communicate – «with Him, with each
other, with creation and its Creator»
(Palmer 1993, 49). God calls us to
Himself; every true believer is saved,
born again, and becomes part of
God’s ultimate creation – His
Church. Therefore, when Christ in-
vites us to follow Him, He expects
us as a community of believers to
grow in the intimate knowledge of
His Truth in relationship with
Him.

During active learning in the
classroom, which is one of the means
of our spiritual growth, we are not
only searching for Truth, but Truth
is searching for us as well. When we
find spiritual insights in the appli-
cation of Scripture to our life situa-
tion, we not only know and grasp
Truth, but Truth knows and grasps
us! «Ultimately, I do not master truth,
but truth masters me.... Here we
know even as we are known» (Palmer
1993, 53). The more we know Him, the
more He knows us.

Learning and collaborative
searching for Truth should be at
the center of each theological edu-
cation class! Both special revelation
– Scripture; and general revelation
- human knowledge about God’s
creation described by science, need
to be the central subject of various
fields of evangelical education.
However, Scripture should stand as
the absolute authority and stand-
ard of all knowledge.

One could argue: Why do we
need to search for the Truth, don’t
we have the Bible? Yes, we have
the Bible, where Jesus calls Him-
self Truth. God’s Word - the Bible
- is also called Truth. Yet Jesus
wants us to have an ever growing
personal and communal relation-
ship with Him!

One of the main ways to devel-
op such relationships is through
meaningful and spiritual interac-
tion with His Word. The Bible
teaches us that fellowship with
Jesus Christ should be both per-
sonal and communal. Fellowship
should include not only a relation-
ship with Christ, but also a rela-
tionship between the members of
the community around Him. When-
ever His disciples are gathered in
His name, He is among them.

Throughout the church’s histo-
ry, various «denominational truths»
have been developed and established
through this process. Even before all
of the New Testament books were
written and gathered together, true
believers were gathering together,
listening to the words of Christ, shar-
ing these words and discovering what
they meant to them, personally and
corporately. Thus, they were finding
appropriate implications of Eternal
Truth for their changing circum-
stances. We should greatly appre-
ciate the tremendous efforts of pre-
vious generations of believers, who
were often in very hard circum-
stances while they reflected on
Scripture and arranged their re-
flections in the form of confessions
and creeds. However, we should not
mechanically adopt their reflec-
tions. Each of us personally and
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as a part of local community of
believers should rediscover the
spiritual and practical meaning of
God’s Word and church confessions
and implement them in everyday life.
That is one more reason why learning
in theological educational institutions
should be active.

A great advantage of active,
Truth-centered learning is that in a
genuine collaborative search for
Truth and interaction with it, ele-
ments of heresy, sectarianism, theo-
logical legalism, or liberalism are
more likely to be discovered and re-
jected by the participants. The
process of holistic analysis done by
a network of communities of be-
lievers, such as classrooms and
church Bible study groups, active-
ly searching for Truth and its im-
plications for everyday life, is an
excellent means of protecting bib-
lical theology from mistakes and
corruption.

For instance, the teacher-facili-
tator would not be able to indoctri-
nate learners with legalistic or liber-
al ideas during Truth-centered ac-
tive learning. Participants would be
able to clarify the teacher’s theolog-
ical position during class discussion
and present their theological posi-
tion as well; no human should a have
monopoly on Truth in active educa-
tion. If the teacher insisted on his/
her position, participants could easi-
ly disagree and reestablish the bib-
lical view.

Moreover, participants could
consider the teacher’s theological
position within their own church
communities and raise the question
as to whether or not a certain teach-
er should be welcome to teach.

Some Suggestions for Effective
Learning and Teaching

Here I am going to share only
a few of many possible suggestions
for active learning as it may be ap-
plied to evangelical educational in-
stitutions in the former Soviet Un-
ion. These suggestions are intend-
ed to encourage evangelical
educators to creatively implement
an active learning approach in their
particular situation.

Class Time is Short: How Can
Participants Learn More?

A person can utter only 60 to
180 words a minute. All teachers
know that it is better to speak slow-
ly in order to be well understood.
Teaching with an interpreter only
allows communication of 35 to 70
words a minute. One double-spaced
page contains only 300 –350 words.
Therefore, during one hour of lec-
turing a teacher is usually able to
«say» only about ten to twenty pag-
es. A teacher is usually able to
«communicate» only 350 to 700
pages during an average course.
That is a drop in the bucket com-
pared to the huge amount of in-
formation that could benefit the
learners in our schools! Moreover,
if the affective and cognitive do-
mains of education taxonomy are
poorly addressed, listeners retain
only 7% of «lectured» information
after several days. Why do we keep
wasting precious class time on lec-
tures?

How can class time efficiency
be improved? Write the information
to be communicated in concise form
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and give it to the class participants
well in advance. Lectures may be
sent by e-mail, or course materials
may be posted on WebPages, so that
participants can download and
read them at a convenient place and
time. If materials are in a foreign
language, they may be sent to the
seminary for translation. Students
could get credit for such work and
it would be a good learning expe-
rience. Participants should be al-
lowed to read lectures in the com-
fort of their homes!

Instructors should consult with
the school to find out what litera-
ture is available in Russian for the
course. Other sources of informa-
tion should be suggested to partic-
ipants as well. Expectations for
advance reading should be clearly
communicated to the students.

Likewise, it should be clearly
understood what they are to write
as a reflection of their reading, and
what areas of knowledge they
should explore before they enter
class on the first day. In this way
they would accumulate a great deal
of information even before enter-
ing the classroom. Later this
wealth of accumulated information
will be processed and assimilated
in dialogue and through practical
application with other participants
in the classroom.

There are many books that
would be extremely helpful for
evangelical theological education,
but they need to be translated into
Russian. Evangelical schools in the
former Soviet Union need to estab-
lish working horizontal coopera-
tion between themselves and their
foreign counterparts that would

allow them to get copyright per-
mission to translate the most need-
ed textbooks. Local educational
institutions could share the trans-
lation job and then share the trans-
lated materials. In this way, evan-
gelical educational institutions
would eventually accumulate a
great wealth of materials. If post-
ed on school websites, these materi-
als would become a great source of
learning for all Russian readers!

The Need for Quality
Course Building

Although the teacher in an ac-
tive learning setting is not lectur-
ing most of the time, course prepa-
ration requires even more skill and
work. The course syllabus needs to
be completely prepared and struc-
tured at least nine months before
the class session. A number of texts
and other materials may need to be
translated and provided to each
participant in paper copy or on a
CD. WebPages for each course with
all course materials and helpful
links are strongly recommended.

The course package or/and
course WebPages should include the
full course syllabus with a detailed
description of pre-course assign-
ments; a port for the participant’s
applications; pages for the partic-
ipant’s homework postings; auto-
biographies and pictures of the fa-
cilitator and participants; a chat
room for participants; and vari-
ous links to relevant resources.
The course facilitator is responsi-
ble for providing all the necessary
materials in digital format for
course WebPages.
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Local and foreign teachers
should become familiar with the ed-
ucational philosophy and practical
approach of the school where they
are going to teach; this descrip-
tion needs to be posted on educa-
tional institution’s website as well.

Pre-Class Learning
and Preparation

This stage is very important –
the process of acquisition of infor-
mation. Most of what is going on
during traditional education class
time should happen during this pe-
riod. Learning should start right
after the applicants are approved for
participation in a particular course.
Such approval-registration could be
done in person, by mail, or through
the Internet. The participants
should read all the class textbooks,
visit helpful websites and become
acquainted with other related Inter-
net resources, share their autobiog-
raphies with other participants or
post them on class WebPages, and
begin interaction with each other.

The participants may write and
send to the teacher, or post on class
WebPages, all pre-course written as-
signments: book reports, reflection
papers, practical assignment reports,
etc. While working on these assign-
ments, participants will be learning
from each other’s performance.
Again, it is so important to maintain
good communication and information
exchange between the participants
and the facilitator.

Classroom Learning

The classroom period is no less
an important stage; it is a process
of assimilation and integration of
information (Dewey 1897). It is a
process of transformation of ac-
cumulated information into deep
knowledge and understanding
through various modes of experi-
ence: analysis and critical think-
ing, dialogue, practical experience
and application, feeling involve-
ment, artistic presentation, and oth-
er modes of active learning by ex-
perience.

Since active learning is quite
different from the traditional edu-
cational approach, teachers should
learn and practice their facilitation
skills, develop their own active
learning and teaching style, and
learn in fellowship with other fa-
cilitators. This process will sure-
ly take time. Sometimes it is hard
to be a facilitator and an expert
at the same time. Facilitating the
learning process is an art; not eve-
ry teacher can do it successfully.
In some cases it might be worth
trying to divide the teacher’s role
into facilitator and resource-person
roles. Both should practice teach-
ing a class together before they
teach a college or seminary course.
It is better if each class has eight
to fifteen participants.9

Learning in the classroom
should take place in an atmosphere
of «immersion.» Therefore, it is bet-
ter if participants live in a campus
dorm for the period of the course
session; usually each intensive
course takes two weeks. All the par-
ticipants should use meal times to

9 This is the ideal number according to research
and the Bible. The class should have no less
than seven and no more than fifteen partici-
pants.



Theological Reflections #2, 2003

           Active learning

143

fellowship together with their fa-
cilitator, resource person, other
seminary staff, workers, visiting
ministers, and each other. Besides
the four hours in the classroom
five days a week during two weeks,
participants will be involved in fel-
lowship and learning through dia-
logue for at least five hours every
day. It is preferable that the facil-
itator and resource person stay all
day and remain in fellowship and
dialogue with the participants. A
sizable part of learning, «fellow-
ship, and dialogue is expected to
take place in the library and in
common rooms. Short devotions
should precede each class; musi-
cal performances, news sharing,
and fellowship may follow common
meals; evening fellowship, conver-
sation, and recreational activities
are also much encouraged. Active
learning suggests that all kinds of
productive dialogues that go on
throughout the day between par-
ticipants, facilitators, resource
persons, faculty, ministers, etc.

are an essential part of the educa-
tional process.

CONCLUSION

An imam said, «Our children
learn from the times more than they
learn from us.» Each period of his-
tory requires an adequate approach
to teaching and learning. Teach-
ing and learning modes developed
during modern times have become
ineffective in our postmodern
times. If we are not constantly
learning to teach and learn togeth-
er with our learners, someone else
will teach the new generation of
ministers in evangelical churches.
Today’s changing world requires
active learning and teaching.
Truth-centered learning is the way
to preserve and rediscover the Truth
within spiritual communities; it is
the way to grow spiritually by know-
ing God in relationship with Him
and His Word. How else could we
pass on Everlasting Truth during
this perplexing time?
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