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GUIDING CHILDREN IN RELIGIOUS 
G80WTH 
Children do not learn in one way during the week in school, and then learn in 
a different way on Sunday. The proQess of learning is the same. Only the 
subject matter and the learning environment are different. Part of that 
environment is the activity of the Holy Spirit Yet, it is all too easy to think 
there is a special process of learning for children in Sunday School or Junior 
Church, and to ignore the help one could receive from the psychology of 
learning. Teaching and learning in the church can use all of the teaching 
techniques and materials that have proved to be of value in the weekday 
school. 

Learning is Growth 

All learning is growth, and that growth can be guided. A youngster grows in 
the ability to use the Bible and in understanding and applying the message 
of the Bible to life situations. He grows in his feelings about himself in 
relation to God, in relation to other people, and in relation to himseiL This 
growth can be guided. 

In general, we can think of growth in terms of what a person knows, what 
he can do, and what he feels. In order to guide growth, a teacher needs some 
idea of what the 'grown' person will be like. After a child has been in Sunday 
School or Junior Church for six or seven years, what do we expect him or her 
to know, be able to do, and feel? 

While it is important to ask these questions on the short-term, it is 
absolutely essential that leaders raise these questions over the long-term. 
Otherwise, there will be no goals for Christian education in the church, and 
nothing towards which growth can be guided. 

Telling is not Teaching 

Is "telling" the only method of teaching? Research has shown that a speaker 
can use only one hundred words per minute effectively, while the listener 
can think effectively in four hundred words a minute. This should tell us 
something about both lecturing and preaching! 

Children may learn by listening, but they are more likely to learn by talking 
and doing, Learning requires active participation on the part of the learner. 
Too often, the only active person is the teacher. 

Children learn different amounts of content at different rates at different 
times. They also vary in the amount of information they retain. Consequently, 
the pure content approach with the content supplied by a lecture is 
inadequate for children. If it is determined that certain areas of learning are 
essential for every child, then the minimum content in those areas for each 
child needs to be identified. We should recognise that each child cannot and 
need not learn everything· that every other eh i Id does. 

Teacher objectives for a lesson are commendable- but what about pupil 

11 



objectives? What will a child do in order to demonstrate that learning has 
taken place? Since examinations are not a regular part of the teaching effort 
in the church, how will pupil learning be measured? What a child knows, 

· feels, and does can all be expressed in concrete form, such as pictures, 
drama, stories, poems, etc., and all these are valid measures of learning. 

Growth Through Doing 

If learning is growth, and that growth can be guided, what sort of activity will 
stimulate growth? Children can memorise facts and repeat them to the 
teacher,but until they can express those facts in a personal way- as part of 
themselves- they do not grow. 

Children learn best by doing, for the 'doing' is itself a learning activity. For 
example, drama, art or craft, and music can involve children in learning by 
doing, and are of particular value in the areas of feelings and attitudes. But, 
whatever the activity, we must ask: what do I want these youngsters to 
know? ... to feel? ... to do? What will help them to stimulate that growth, and 
thus grow in thoughts, feelings and behaviour? 

For example, how did an Israelite feel when a slave in Egypt? What were 
his attitudes towards God and the Egyptians? How did he react to the news 
that Moses would lead them to freedom? Dramatic improvisation can help · 
the child have empathy with the Israelites. Words to be sung to a familiar 
tune can be made up by the children to express the experience of bondage. 
Drawing, painting, and colouring pictures can give the child opportunity to 
imagine what the slaves looked like. All of these activities could lead to a 
culminating music-drama which would reveal the depth of understanding of 
the facts, and the degree of growth that had taken place. 

This is not idle play and, if done properly, subject content is not sacrificed. 
By helping children to evaluate their creative efforts, content can be 
presented. The more adequate the knowledge of content, the more 
adequate will be its creative expression. 

Children Have Religious Experiences 

Children do not exist in a spiritual void until they reach the elusive 'age of 
responsibility', and then suddenly become spiritually aware. The spiritual 
dimension of life gives meaning to all the rest. The normal person cannot 
avoid having religious experiences, but these are not always Christian 
experiences or saving experiences. 

Religious experiences arise out of man's encounter with the ultimate 
elements of life and his attempt to give explanation for and meaning to them. 
This is as true for children as for adults though on a much simpler level. 

We must understand that the Bible is not a book of facts to be learned, 
but a value system to be experienced and lived. The spiritual dimension of 
life is rooted in values, and Christian education in the church should give 
the ultimate values on which life must be based. Everything done in work 
with ehildren is directed toward personal Christian discipleship, which is the 
ultimate living-out of Christian values. 
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Becoming a Christian is not based upon memorising facts, but upon the 
assimilation of values which are personified in Christ. This includes 
knowing certain facts about the Bible, Christ, etc., but conversion is a 
commitment to Christ and His way of life. Therefore, the Bible must be 
presented as a source for those values, and then the biblical message 
applied to the child's ultimate issues of life which can lead to conversion. 

Some Goals for Christian Education 

Based on the above, there are some goals which should be basic to our work 
with children. These would include: 

1. Teaching the biblical revelation. 
2. Reaching youngsters for Christ and church membership. 
3. Teaching youngsters what Christian living and responsible church 

membership involve- and showing them how to live that way. 
4. Helping them to worship, to witness, to minister to others, and to apply 

the biblical revlation to the issues of everyday life. 

Space does not permit a thorough discussion of these goals, but perhaps 
enough has been said to stimulate thinking about what should be and what 
is being done. These goals deserve our best efforts, and the use of the best 
materials, methods and personnel that are available to us. Attaining such 
goals would enable us to be more efficient in discipling new believers and in 
assimilating them into the church fellowship. 

William l. Hooper 

CHRISTIAN EDUCATION WITH CHILDREN 
N.C.E.C. series "Working with ... " Beginners, Primaries, 

7's to 10's, Seniors, Adults, Small Schools &c. N.C.E.C. 
S.U. series- Five Plus, Seven Plus, Ten Plus, Thirteen Plus S.U. 

Know How to ... Tell a Story, To Teach Every Child S.U. 95p 
24 Ways to Improve Your Teaching Kenneth Gangel Victor £1.75 

Tapes for Training (about 15 session) Methodist Division of 
Education £9.25 

Equipped To Teach: A Home Study Course 

Understanding Christian Nurture 
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Baptist Union 
B. C. C. 

£2.00 

£3.00 


