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“In a time of fear, stress, and polarization, will Christian school leaders try

to hunker down behind shrinking tribal boundaries or find transformative

ways forward? This book offers hope for the latter. It offers valuable, practical
help for those who still envision a thriving future for Christian education.”

—David Smith

Director, Kuyers Institute ﬁ)r Christian Teaching and Learning;

Coordinator, de Vries Institute for Global Faculty Development; and

Professor ofEducation, Calvin University

“This is a hopeful book. The case studies are rigorously researched, accessible

to read, and will inspire your school community to feel excited about

Christian education for our present times. With Swaner, Eckert, Ellefsen,

and Lee, you are in the safest of hands. . .. I am grateful for the way their
work is 1eading and shaping the future of Christian education.”

—Beth Green

Provost and ChiefAcademic Officer, Tyndale University

“Through thorough research and detailed accounts of eleven Christian
schools and networks, Swaner, Eckert, Ellefsen, and Lee offer wisdom for
navigating recurrent challenges that school leaders face. Speaking as a school
board member, these accounts inspire my own redemptive imagination and
reassure me of God’s faichfulness. ...

—Albert Cheng
Professor of Education Policy, University ofArkansas and

Governing Board Member, Anthem Classical Academy

“Future Ready offers research-based strategies and real-world examples of

innovative programs that challenge us to make our schools more relevant and

sustainable for the future while staying true to our mission. I was inspired

by this book, and I plan to give a copy to each member of my board and
leadership team.”

—Julie Ambler

Head of School, The Woodlands Christian Academy and Executive Committee

Vice Chair, Council on Educational Srandards and Accounmbility
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“Christian schools are developing novel, creative business strategies that can

serve as a guiding beacon to all. Future Ready gathers top minds in Christian

school research to unpack these innovations, drawing out themes and ideas

that can assist all leaders in designing new models for their own schools’
future viabilicy.”

—]Jay Ferguson

Head of School, Grace Community School and

Board Chair, Association of Christian Schools International

“The Chapters in Future Ready cover vital issues around mission and practice.
Christian school leaders looking to found, lead, or strengthen Christian
schools—whether in conventional models, or in hybrid, micro, or online
settings—will find this research invaluable.”

—Eric Wearne

Director, National Hybrid Schools Project, Kennesaw State University

“Before the COVID-19 pandemic, only five percent of schools were future-

ready. Now every school has no choice but to become future-ready or die.

Future Ready provides the first roadmap for Christian educators to cross the
chasm from the limitations of the past to a hopeful future.”

—Rex Miller

Futurist, Author, and MindShift Founder

“Candid, relevant, and tirne]y, Future Ready brings a hopeful Challenge to
Christian schools. Through stories of innovation, change, and cooperation,
Christian educators are inspired to be creative, imaginative, and curious
about what is possible. . .. The shared experiences found in Future Ready spur
schools and their leaders to put their faith and their mission into action.”
—Jennifer Thompson

Chief Operating Officer, Christian Schools Internarional
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ABSTRACT

Challenges to Christian school sustainability have been well-
documented in recent years—from historical declines in enrollment,
to limited reach across diverse populations, to lack of programmatic
and structural innovation, to personnel shortages and increasing
educator burnout. To address these challenges, in 2019 the Association
of Christian Schools International received generous grant funding
and, in partnership with Cardus, launched a two-year research project
in which a research team identified, surveyed, and visited schools
that have developed innovative approaches to sustainabilicy while
at the same time increasing access to Christian education. These
approaches included mergers and acquisitions, third-source income
streams, school choice funding, online academies, school networks
and districts, inclusion for students with disabilities, special institutes
and academic programs, and innovative community partnerships.

Using an appreciative inquiry framework, the resecarch team
explored these innovations and identified three key themes across this
group of schools. Related to mission and culture, schools prioritized
distinctiveness, relevancy, and inclusion as means toward ensuring
their missions continue into the future. Regarding structures and
practices, schools resourced creatively, reimagined structures, and
took disciplined risks as they implemented non-traditional models
of school finance and operations. Finally, related to people and
community, schools prioritized their staff; invited partnerships,
and shared innovation with other schools. These themes show how
future-ready Christian schools are not only addressing challenges to
long-term sustainability, but also transforming them into catalysts for
mission-driven growth.

This excerpt covers the first theme, that of mission and culture.
All three themes will be covered in a book that ACSI and Cardus will
co-publish in fall 2022. Learn more at your.acsi.org/futureready
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PREFACE

<7

The authors of this book are old enough to remember what it was like
to travel long distances by car before GPS, with our glove boxes filled
with printed maps picked up from gas stations along the way. Today,
we can all plug a destination into our phone’s map app, hit start, and
we'll get the correct directions turn by turn. Except when we don’t,
of course. Sometimes because of a poor signal, new construction, or
even a wrong turn we've made, the dreaded “recalculating” message
emanates from our phones. We've all been there—praying that a new
route appears quickly while we continue to drive without the guidance
we've become so dependent on, often at high speeds, and flying by
exits we don’t know whether we should have taken.

This moment of anxiety has become the norm for many of today’s
educational leaders, when they think about the direction of their
schools, career, and profession. School leadership is perhaps more
challenging now than at any previous time in history, filled with
both known and unknown obstacles—as well as opportunities. For
Christian schools, the world of the last half of the twentieth century,
when most of them were founded, no longer exists. It is not surprising
that the financial and educational models that Christian schools were

Excerpt from Future Ready by Lynn E. Swaner, Jon Eckert, Erik Ellefsen, and Matthew H. Lee
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FUTURE READY

built on are often no longer suited to the cultural, social, and market
realities of today. Whether we like it or not, this is a “recalculating”
moment in Christian education. It’s time to move into new places that
our trusted maps likely cannot take us.

Two authors have inspired us to think of the future of Christian
schools in terms of maps. First, in Canoeing the Mountains: Christian
Leadership in Uncharted Territory, Tod Bolsinger of Fuller Theological
Seminary recounts the two-year exploratory journey of Meriwether
Lewis and William Clark through the Louisiana Purchase as going
“off the map and into uncharted territory. . . . What lay before them
was nothing like what was behind them. There were no experts, no
maps, no ‘best practices’ and no sure guides who could lead them
safely and successfully.” Bolsinger makes the case that most challenges
facing today’s organizations are similar, because they are “adaptive” in
nature—meaning they “go beyond the technical solutions of resident
experts or best practices, or even the organization’s current knowledge.
They arise when the world around us has changed but we continue to
live on the successes of the past.™

Tim Elmore applies similar thinking to the field of education in
his book Marching Off the Map: Inspire Students to Navigate a Brand New
World. In recounting the practice of ancient mapmakers of inserting
dragons or serpents into corners of the map where land had yet to be
explored, Elmore explains, “Mapmakers would include a drawing like
this to communicate the message: Over here—this land is a known
world. But up there—we don’t know what exists. It’s unknown territory.
Be afraid. Be very afraid.” Elmore uses this analogy to explain the state
of schools today, where leaders need to “recognize what changes you
must make to lead and equip a new generation of emerging adules who
live in the corner of the map.™ This is especially true if we as educators
have gotten used to receiving turn—by—turn directions from the tried-
and-true voices in our field, whose advice worked well for times that
were more stable or predictable. But now, as Elmore explains, “making

new maps is an art we must learn.”
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PREFACE

Fortunately, we learned something about this art in a previous two-
year collaborative project that resulted in the book MindShift: Catalyzing
Change in Christian Education.® With the help of Rex Miller, a futurist
and pioneer of the MindShift process of sector-level transformation,
we learned the importance of finding outliers—those few who have
already taken steps off the map, or have marched off entirely—and
understanding their stories. In the process of writing the book you
now hold, we visited eleven Christian schools and networks that have
transformed their structural, financial, or operational models with the
goals of long-term sustainability and increased missional reach. More
than tweaking a practice or process here or there, these schools and
networks have engaged in fundamental mindset changes about what it
means for Christian schools to be future-ready.

The stakes are high when it comes to transformational decisions like
the ones that the schools in our study have made. And yet as Beerens
and Ellefsen point out in regard to change in Christian education, “It
is a risk to try new things, to move in new directions . . . but we have
reached a time in history where by not innovating we are running
a greater risk than staying our current course.”” We hope the stories
and strategies in this book will inspire leaders of Christian schools
to think innovatively, strategically, and above all, missionally about
long-term sustainability. Reaching future generations with the love of

God through healthy, thriving Christian schools is well worth the risk.

—Lynn Swaner, Jon Eckert, Erik Ellefsen, and Matthew Lee
Fall 2022
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INTRODUCTION

<7

Educators spend much of their time ensuring that their students are
prepared for the world they enter after graduacion. Leaders at private
schools must also ask whether their schools themselves are future-
ready—meaning are they positioned financially, structurally, and
programmatically for the long-term? The question of future readiness
for Christian schools is at the forefront of many leaders’ minds: at
the close of the 2019 Global Christian School Leadership Summit,
over eleven hundred Christian education leaders named sustainabilicy
as the “number one priority that Christian schools need to tackle
right away.™

Research shows their concern is warranted, as challenges to
Christian school sustainability in the United States have been well-
documented in recent years. For example, research conducted by Barna
Group and the Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI)*
points to two macro trends that are impacting Christian education:
the changing faith profile of parents, in which the number of self-
identified Christians is shrinking, particularly among millennials;?
and the proliferation of school options, such as public charter schools
and online academies.*
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FUTURE READY

In 2019, ACSI launched a multi-year initiative to address the
challenge of Christian school sustainability’ The initiative received
generous grant funding from a private family foundation and the
Christian Education Charitable Trust of the Maclellan Family
Foundations. In partnership with Cardus, ACSI designed a two-year
research project in which a team of ACSI research staft and Cardus
senior fellows visited schools across the United States to understand
innovative approaches to sustainability challenges. The findings of
this project help to answer the question of how Christian schools can

leverage innovative missions and models for future readiness.

Framing the Sustainability Challenge

The sustainabi]ity eha]]enge for Christian schools is multifaceted and
results from both external and internal factors influencing the sector.
These challenges can be categorized into the following broad headings:
enrollment, reach, innovation, and human resources.

Enrollment

Over the last five decades, the number of families that enroll their
children in private e]ementary schools has been in signiﬁcant
decline among middle-income families, with the gap in enrollment
rates between high- and middle-income families widening from 5.5
percentage points in 1968 to 9.3 in 2013. Should these trends continue,
it is possib]e we may see similar declines in independent middle and
high schools as well.

Private schools often point to need-based financial aid as the key
to accessibility for more families. However, data from ACSI shows
that, at the fiftieth percentile, the amount of need-based assistance
per recipient in ACSI schools is less than a third of the tuition cost.’
Further, the re]ationship between school size and aid has historieally
been inverse—meaning that the larger the school, the lower the
percentage of students receiving need-based rtuition assistance (23

percent of students at schools enrolling 100 students or fewer receive
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INTRODUCTION

this aid, which drops to 12 percent of students at schools enrolling
7ot students or more). These data points could suggest that financial
accessibility challenges to Christian school enrollment are not
adequately overcome by financial aid.

One possible mitigating factor is the unprecedented increase in
school choice monies becoming available across the United States.”
This trend is encouraging, with the promise that more families
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds will have access to private
schooling. However, Christian schools will need to be both ready
and willing to receive these funds—let alone compete among many
viable educational options that these funds will make accessible to
students and families—as well as appropriately support the students
and families who take advantage of them.

One-third of Christian schools saw an enrollment bump from fall
2019 to fall 2020, much of which may be attributed to families switching
from public to private schools during the COVID-19 pandemic.® While
encouraging, the data suggest that the gain was most often modest,
in the 5-10 percent range; moreover, at the same time, over half of
Christian schools saw an enrollment decline during that period, which
resulted in an average of 3.2 percent decline in enrollment across the
sector. This reality, combined with the historical decline in private
school enrollment and continued financial pressures for middle-class
families, makes it unlikely that enrollment gains due to the pandemic

will be either permanent or widespread across the sector.

Reach

While Christian schools face an enrollment challenge as a sector,
they also face a reach challenge. Historically speaking, the Christian
school sector has underserved several types of students, families, and
communities. These underserved groups represent not only possible
untapped market reach for Christian schools but also “misses” in terms
of the great commission to make disciples (Matthew 28:19-20), and the

greatest commandment to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Mark 12:31).
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The first group of underserved students and families are those
who either are not professing Christians and/or do not attend a local
Protestant church. Sixty-four percent of Christian schools require
at least one parent to be a professing Christian and regular church
attender, and an additional 17 percent require the same of both parents.
Just 19 percent of Christian schools accept students from families
with any or no religious afhiliation.” These admission requirements are
typically in line with the school’s philosophy and historical identity,
cither as a “covenant” school that partners with Christian families in
the education and discipleship of their children, or a “missional” school
that seeks to reach its community with Christ-centered education.” It
should be noted that the line between these philosophies and their
admission-related policies is increasingly blurred. For example, many
schools waive faith-related admissions requirements for international
students, and some schools use a “blended” approach, with target
percentages for students who come from Christian families and those
who do not.

The second group of underserved students, families, and
communities are those from racial or ethnic minorities. While student
demographics are considerably less diverse in private schools as

10

compared with public schools,” the numbers are starker at Christian
schools," as shown in figure 1.

The reasons for this are likely many. Some reasons may be related
to geography and related demographics—for example, most Christian
schools are located in suburban or rural areas, which may themselves
not reflect the broader diversity of the overall population. Another
contributing factor, as already discussed, may be the funding models
of private schooling in the United States, which limit access for
families of lower socioeconomic status; given the well-documented
cconomic inequality between people of color—particularly African
Americans and Latinos—and whites,” this may amplify access issues

*Schools may use other terms (such as “discipleship” or “community-based”) to
denote their philosophy and related admissions practices.
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Figure 1. Student Race/Ethnicity by School Type
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Note: Categories used here are defined according to the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES).

Sources: Public and private school data from NCES, “Racial/Ethnic Enrollment in Public Schools
The Condition of Education in 2020: Elementary and Secondary Enrollment, 2020, https://
nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/coe_cge.pdf; private school data from NCES, “Private School
Enrollment,” The Condition of Education: Private School Enrollment, 2021, https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/coe/indicator/cgc; Christian school data reported by ACSI, “2018-2019 Tuition &
Salary Survey Member Report,” Association of Christian Schools International, 2019, at the
fiftieth percentile.

for those racial and ethnic groups. Finally, there may be institutional
reasons that can deter students of color from applying, enrolling, and
remaining at Christian schools,” such as a lack of teachers of color,* a
lack of Cu]turally appropriate curricula and materials, and differences
between students of color and their white peers’ perceptions related
to racism and discrimination.> Whatever the confluence of these and
other factors, the reality is that the Christian school sector is not fully
reaching students and families of color.

A third group of underserved students are those with special needs.
Only a third of Christian schools offer a special education program or

Excerpt from Future Ready by Lynn E. Swaner, Jon Eckert, Erik Ellefsen, and Matthew H. Lee
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related services, and the median percentage of the student population
participating in those programs is seven'*—exactly half that of public
schools, where the average percentage of the student population who
received special education services during the 2019—20 school year is
fourteen.” Moreover, 40 percent of these Christian schools indicate
they have enrolled students with known special education needs
beyond what their schools currently are covering.® Low numbers of
Christian schools offer other programs serving students with other
needs, such as gifted, talented, or honors students (33 percent); students
with physical disabilities (6 percent); and students pursuing trade/
vocational training (4 percent). While each of these programs requires
an investment of financial and staffing resources, a number of Christian
schools are finding that not only is such an investment possible but
also that it enables schools to enroll all siblings (versus just some) from
current school families—thereby increasing enrollment with mission-
appropriate students whose families are already committed to the
school.” And during the COVID-19 pandemic, schools that reopened
on campus with increased support for special education were among

20

those who saw enrollment growth, averaging close to 10 percent.

Innovation

In addition to both enrollment and reach challenges, the Christian
school sector is also facing challenges related to educational
transformation, including rapid technological innovation and
diversification of learners and their needs. Research suggests that
Christian schools have historically been slow to identify and implement
innovative and research-based practices.” It is perhaps unsurprising,
then, that in the field of innovation and school improvement, “virtually
no contributions have been made in that knowledge domain with
respect to the effectiveness of Christian schools.™ This is problematic
not only because research has demonstrated that innovative practices
in education are correlated with educational effectiveness® but also
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because innovation is necessary to adapt to the changing educational
environment in which all schools find themselves today.*

Regarding practices at Christian schools, only around a third
offer innovative programs like those for non-traditional students
(e.g., homeschool or part-time students) or online course or program
offerings.” In early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic spurred widespread
shifts in educational delivery, with over 8o percent of Christian schools
pivoting to online learning within five days of physically closing in

** However, it is questionable how truly innovative schools’

spring 2020.
approaches were, as the top two delivery methods for online learning
were the use of Zoom or other videoconferencing tools (71 percent of
schools, across all grade levels) and teacher-recorded videos (also at 71
percent); after a notably significant drop-off; the third most-employed
tool was Google Classroom (at just over 56 percent).

Furthermore, follow-up survey data reveal that most schools
(just over 55 percent) plan to discontinue their distance learning
options past the pandemic, with an additional 30 percent planning
to keep current options in place, and under 15 percent planning to
expand them in some way.”” Possible reasons for this retrenching in
educational delivery may include insufficient staffing or expertise, a
steep 1earning curve to transition from emergency distance 1earning
to a high-quality offering, prohibitive cost in terms of technology
investment, or concern about undermining the traditional brick-and-
mortar financial model. Regardless, the question of what to do with
existing distance learning options is just one of many facing schools
in a post-pandemic world—but Christian schools must be willing to
seize the opportunity to spur further innovation. As a report from
the Christensen Institute observed, “There is an opportunity—and
arguably an imperative—for schools to pursue lasting, positive
change during this period of instability. It’s tempting to see crises as
an inevitable harbinger of change. But innovations implemented in

M8

response to today’s crises aren’t guaranteed to 12{51‘. iNto tOMOrTrow.
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Human Resources

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, research on the Christian
school sector documented widespread stress among both teachers and
leaders,” aswell as high turnover in school leadership and compensation
rates that are significantly below that of other educational sectors.®
When taken together, these factors suggest that Christian schools
are facing a human resource challenge that may undermine their
iong—terrn sustainability.

Research on the impact of COVID-19 suggests that this challenge
has reached acute levels during the pandemic, with the top two
concerns reported by Christian schools being overwork of teachers
and staft’ (77 percent of schools) and the mental health of leaders,
faculey, and staff (73 percent). Despite this concern, only 13 percent of
schools have an intentional plan in place to support faculty and scaff
in the area of well-being, while two-thirds (66 percent) indicated they
are “doing some things” to support facuity but have not deveioped an
intentional plan, and around one-fifth (21 percent) reported that they
are “not reaiiy doing much” to support facuity in these areas.”

These findings are certainly not unique to Christian schools. Across
the field of education, teacher burnout, attrition, and shortages loom
large.”* And difhiculty retaining school leaders has been exacerbated
further by the chalienges of]eadership during apoiiticaiiy and cuituraliy
contentious time. While schools cannot change external factors like
pandernics or poiitics, their cultures, environments, structures, and
practices are within their control. Established and reinforced over
time, these internal factors serve as assets or detriments to the well-
being of teachers and leaders and are key to addressing the human
resource chalienges f‘acing Christian schools.

From Challenges to Opportunities

These chalienges to Christian school sustainabiiity—enroiiment, reach,

innovation, and human resources

are complex and systemic. The

models and scructures that have historicaily characterized Christian

Excerpt from Future Ready by Lynn E. Swaner, Jon Eckert, Erik Ellefsen, and Matthew H. Lee



INTRODUCTION

schooling appear increasingly inadequate to handle these challenges.
If sustainability is defined as maintaining the way Christian schools
currently operate, these challenges appear insurmountable. However,
a powerful means of moving forward involves redefining sustainability
as ensuring that the school’s mission continues into the future, instead
of preserving the way schools look and function today. Viewing
sustainability from this missional (versus institutional) perspective
can prove generative not only for finding innovative solutions to
these challenges but also for transforming them into opportunities for
mission-driven growth.

As already mentioned, research suggests that Christian schools
have historically been slow to identify and implement innovative
and research-based practices.” However, several innovative, counter-
normative models of school finance and structure—and the schools
pioneering them—have recently been identified as part of a two-year
transformational MindShift in Christian Education project.* These
innovative approaches include technology-enabled delivery systems,
mergers and acquisitions, cost and resource sharing, entrepreneurship
and third-source income, boutique programs, school choice funding,
wrap-around programs, school networks and districts, and innovative
community partnerships.

Exploring these and other innovative models holds significant
value for Christian schools that are secking approaches to long-term
sustainability. However, rather thanatechnical “how-to”understanding,
a vista on how schools have transitioned to these models—and away
from more traditional ones—is needed for at least two reasons. First,
simply replicating approaches from one school to another is largely
ineffective in school change” And second, innovation goes beyond
simply implementing a specific practice to developing a cultural
orientation toward change; as the authors of Collective Genius: The Art
and Practice of Leading Innovation explain, “Instead of trying to come
up with a vision and make innovation happen themselves, a leader

of innovation creates a place—a context, an environment—where
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people are willing and able to do the hard work that innovative

problem solving requires.”

The Study
With generous grant funding and in partnership with Cardus, ACSI

conducted a two-year research project to identify and examine
innovative financial and structural models that contribute to
Christian school sustainability while expanding educational access for
underserved students, families, and communities. The purpose of this

research was fivefold:

1. Identify innovative Christian school financial and scructural
models that contribute to long-term school sustainability while
expanding educational access for underserved students, families,
and communities;

2. Determine key change processes, practices, and conditions
that school constituencies cited as important in moving from

traditional to innovative models;

3. Identify key barriers or challenges that schools encountered in

implementing innovative models;

4. Describe how school constituencies understand the shift to
innovative models as related to the mission of their Christian

schools; and

5. Examine the leadership dispositions and behaviors that

contribute to success in implementing innovative models.

The current study builds on work from the United Kingdom® and
Canada* conducted in the Christian school sector. These studies used
a similar case study methodology with an appreciative inquiry (Al)
frame.” According to Stavros, Godwin, and Cooperrider,

At its heart, Al is about the search for the best in people,

their organizations, and the strengths-filled, opportunity-

rich world around them. Al . . . is a fundamental shift in
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the overall perspective taken throughout the entire change
process to “sec” the wholeness of the human system and
to “inquire” into that system’s strengths, possibilities, and
successes. . . . Al is being used worldwide in both small-
and large-scale change initiatives across every type of

organizational sector.*

Selecting the Schools

During the spring and summer of 2020, the research team identified

and secured consent from ten schools, plus one network of schools,

to participate in the study. These eleven sites were identified through
the MindShift in Christian Education research and network. All sites

were selected for participation using purposive sampling, based on

the following criteria:

I.

Schools or networks of schools are located in the United States
and serve a range of grades anywhere between kindergarten and
twelfth grade (for example, K-8, 9—12, K-12).

Innovative models used by schools or school networks must fall
into one or more of the following categories: mergers, voucher
programs or school choice networks, property ownership and
leasing, online or hybrid programs, micro-business hubs, or
closely related categories.

The innovative model of school finance and structure must be
in operation at the time of study and must have served as one of
the school’s or school network’s primary business or operational
models for no less than two years at the time of study—meaning
that the model is notin a pilot phase or limited in scope compared
to the rest of the school’s or network’s operation.

The innovative model must have as one of its goals the inclusion
of students, families, and/or communities typically underserved
by Christian private schools (as defined by recent research) and/
or by the specific school or network of schools being considered
for participation in the study.
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Additionally, all schools were examined using Independent School
Management’s “sustainability markers,” identified as correlated with
“private schools’ ability to sustain excellence in student programs.™
These include consistent donor cultivation, development office
capacity, meaningfully competitive faculty salaries, perceived adequacy
of employee benefits, enrollment demand in excess of supply, internal
marketing, master property or facilities plan, quality of facilities, and
strategic plan/strategic financial plan. While two of the markers—
related to cash reserves and the percentage of school’s operating
expense that is covered by billable monies or funds transferred
from interest-bearing accounts—were not used as exclusion criteria,
participating schools or networks were screened for financial health,
including a track record of balanced budgets and steady growth.”

Conducting the Research

During the 2020-2021 academic year, the research team conducted
document analyses of school climate surveys, student data, program
planning documents, committee work products, student achievement
data, and school improvement plans. The team held Zoom interviews
and focus groups with school leaders, board members, administrators,
faculty, staff, and community members afhiliated with the schools
or school networks. A quantitative survey was also administered to
leaders, faculty, and staft at all participating schools (see appendix
for survey methodology and findings), the results of which helped to
inform the semi-structured protocols for responsive interviewing.*
With the easing of COVID-19 travel restrictions, visits to all

cleven sites occurred during fall 2021. During the visits, the research

*This is because excluding schools or networks of schools based on these two markers
would automatically eliminate some that would have non-traditional financial
models. For example, schools that prioritize underserved students often have fewer
cash reserves and a more limited traditional donor base; however, these schools are
often approaching revenue generation in innovative ways that better serve longer-
term sustainability, within their contexts, through increased access.
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team conducted in-person interviews, focus groups, and classroom
observations to facilitate triangulation.” Data analysis and report
writing were conducted during early spring 2022, with participants at
cach school invited to review drafts of the research reports and provide
feedback for accuracy and resonance.

Three Themes

The study focuses on the change processes that schools employ as they
move from more traditional models of school finance and operations to
more innovative approaches. The findings of this project are organized
into three themes:

1. The first theme of Mission and Culture reveals the ways that
schools in the study prioritize distinctiveness, relevancy, and
inclusion as means of ensuring their missions continue.

2. The second theme, Structures and Practices, encompasses how
schools resource creatively, reimagine structures, and take
disciplined risks, as they have implemented non-traditional

models of school finance and operations.

3. The final theme, People and Community, points to the ways
that schools prioritize their staff, invite partnerships with the
community, and share innovation with other schools in their

ongoing efforts toward sustainability.

Taken together, these themes illustrace how Christian schools have
not only addressed the challenges to Christian school sustainabilicy—
including enrollment, reach, innovation, and human resources—but
also transformed them into catalysts for mission-driven growth and

readiness for the future.

About the Schools
Chattanooga Christian School (CCS) was founded in1970 and islocated

in Chattanooga, Tennessee. CCS is a Christian interdenominational,
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coeducational, K-12 day school that serves over fourteen hundred
students on a main campus with three emerging microschools in other
neighborhoods of Chattanooga. The school has been an innovator
through a community watershed project, their redevelopment of a
car dealership for their facilities, a specialized learning center and
inclusion services, and the development of local microschools in
partnership with area churches.

Christian School Association of Greater Harrisburg (CSAGH)
was founded in 2017, when Harrisburg Christian School (founded
in 1955) acquired West Shore Christian Academy (1973) to create a
unified Christian school district in the Capitol District of Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania. The two schools remain distinct entities in different
communities that are located on opposite sides of the Susquehanna
River. The acquisition allowed CSAGH to grow to 770 students from
seven counties and demonstrates the possibility of a district approach
to Christian schoo]ing that may generate greater efficiencies,
productive collaboration, and overall better Christian school health
within a given geographic region.

Cincinnati Hills Christian Academy (CHCA) was founded in 1989
with multiple campuses in suburban Cincinnati, Ohio. CHCA is a
Christian non-denominational, college-preparatory school ranging
from PKz to twelfth grade, educating over thirteen hundred students.
CHCA consistently supports new innovations as they have a teacher
innovation fund and developed an entreprencurship and sustainabilicy
program. CHCA expanded their reach to downtown Cincinnati
through their Armleder campus, which is located in the historic
Crosley Square Building.

The City School is a PK—12 multi-site Christian school in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, that resulted from the merger of three schools.
Beginning in 2006, Spruce Hill Christian School (founded in 1978)
joined with City Center Academy (1983). Eventuall}n the two schools
came to be unified under The City School name in 2013, and in 2014
Philadelphia Mennonite High School (1998) joined the new merger.
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The City School currently educates over four hundred students on
the Spruce Hill Campus (K-5), the old Philadelphia Mennonite High
School campus now known as the Fairmount Campus (PK-s), and
the newly purchased Poplar Campus (6-12). Throughout the merger
process, The City School developed innovative approaches to creating
efficiency, but most significantly The City School became a reflection
of Philadelphia, with its educational and core commitments reflecting
its mission of flourishing students, schools, and neighborhoods
throughout the city.

Grand Rapids Christian Schools is a multisite school system in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, that came from the merging of a number of Christian
schools over the past century. Grand Rapids Christian Schools serves
twenty-three hundred students across five campuses in neighborhoods
throughout the city: the elementary school’s Iroquois Campus (grades
PK-4) and Evergreen Campus (PK-5); Rockford Christian School
(PK-8); Grand Rapids Christian Middle School (5-8); and Grand
Rapids Christian High School (9-12). In the early 2000s, Grand Rapids
Christian Schools was in a state of crisis with significant debt and
declining enrollment, particularly in their elementary schools located
in neighborhoods located throughout the city. Since that time, Grand
Rapids Christian Schools has regained a position of financial strength
by becoming an innovator in creating new financial systems, merging
schools to develop a multi-dimensional system, making a commitment
to greater inclusion of students of all abilities, and being an incubator

for curricular and school change.

Hope Academy was founded in 2000 and is a K-12 Christian classical
school in the Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis, Minnesota. Hope
educates 550 students by fundraising a significant portion of tuition
through a student sponsorship model. Not only is the school using
an innovative funding approach, but they also lease a portion of its
facility to other social services organizations and has developed the
Spreading Hope Network to found other urban Christian classical
schools throughout the United States.
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HOPE Christian Schools (HOPE) is a part of a larger organization
known as Open Sky Education. The first HOPE Christian school was
founded in Milwaukee in 2002 as a grade 1—4 school that accepted
vouchers from the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program. Today, HOPE
operates six K-8 schools in the Milwaukee area serving approximately
thirty-five hundred students, with expansion plans for at least three
more campuses in the near future. In addition to HOPE schools,
Open Sky Education operates charter schools in Arizona and the
St. Louis area, offers a wraparound character education program,
and is working to develop a microschool-based delivery model for
Christian education.

Lynden Christian Schools (LCS) was founded in 1910 by a community
of Dutch Reformed immigrants and is a PS—12 Christian school near
the US-Canada border in Washington state, just south of Vancouver,
British Columbia. LCS educates over twelve hundred students and has
consistently been an innovator in this rural community. Because they
are a “parent-run” school through an elected board, LCS focuses on
partnerships with families to educate all students in a cost-effective
manner, which has driven their innovations in career and technical
education, agriculture education, inclusion and learning services, a
Spanish immersion program, and creative financial support structures
through a thrift store and multiple financial assistance programs.

Oaks Christian School was founded in 2000 as a co-educational,
college-preparatory, Christian school in Westlake Village, California,
just north of Los Angeles. Oaks Christian annually enrolls nearly
fifteen hundred students in their on-campus day and boarding school.
Although Oaks Christian currently offers grades 5-12, in spring 2022
the board of trustees approved expansion plans to add grades PK-4.
Since its inception Oaks Christian has been known for their college-
preparatory and athletic success; however, as they continue to grow
they've sought innovations to extend the impact of their school with the
development of an online school, opening of dorms for domestic and
international residential students, creation of the IDEA (Innovation,
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Design, Engineering and Aeronautics) Lab, and the development of
individual learning pathways through the opening of three Institutes
(Global Leadership, Arts and Innovation, and Engineering). Another
aspect of Oaks Christian’s innovative approach is the repurposing of
old business facilities that were primarily used in the production of

missile-defense systems in the 1980s.

Valley Christian Schools (VCS) was founded in 1975 as Youngstown
Christian School. In 2015, the school was renamed to reflect their
changing nature as multi-site with locations throughout the tri-
county area of Youngstown, Ohio. Currently, the school educates
more than seven hundred students across the Lewis Center for Gifted
and Learning (a 3-8 school in downtown Youngstown), the Pleasant
Grove Campus (a K-2 school), and Central Campus (the primary 3-12
school). Valley Christian Schools has innovated new ways to achieve
their mission through the opportunities presented by the Ohio
EdChoice Scholarship program.

Valor Christian High School opened its doors in 2007 in Highlands
Ranch, Colorado, a growing suburb south of Denver. Valor was
founded to be a Christian school unlike any that existed in Colorado
and to become a model for future Christian schools throughout the
United States. Valor currently educates twelve hundred students and
is known for its athletic success but also for being an educational
innovator. Valor’s dynamic educational environment has spawned
the Valor Conservatory for the Arts with professional sound, dance,
recording, and production studios; the Valor Institute for Applied
STEM, which reflects the growth of STEM businesses in Denver; Valor
Discovery, a service and intercultural learning program; and the Valor
Sports Network, which produces Valor athletic events.
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PART ONE
MISSION AND CULTURE
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CHAPTER ONE

BE DISTINCTIVE

<7

What do you want? That's the question. It is the first, last,
and most fundamental question of Christian discipleship.
In the Gospel of John, it is the first question Jesus poses to
those who would follow him. . .. This is the most incisive,
piercing question Jesus can ask of us precisely because we
are what we want. . .. You are what you love.

—James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love'

Our wants, our desires, and our loves shape everything we do. They
shape our daily lives, as well as our long-term plans. They shape our
priorities and our choices. They shape the bounds of what we are
willing (and unwilling) to do. Over time, what we love shapes our

identity—who we are, and what we're known for.
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Organizationally, what do we love? That may seem like a strange
question to ask; we don't normally think of schools as loving something.
Yet in reality, most schools articulate their deepest desires through their
mission and vision statements. Of course, the degree to which schools
live out, and into, their mission will vary from school to school. But for
schools that are “Mission True”—a term Peter Greer and Chris Horst
coined in Mission Drift—the organization’s mission is the North Star.*
A school’s mission, what it loves and seeks at the deepest level, is what
makes the school distinctive. All schools have teachers and students,
all have curricula and learning goals, and most schools (though not all)
have buildings and campuses. The school’s mission should differentiate
that school from others, with those differences manifested in all chat it
prioritizes, creates, resources, and evaluates.

Asking what we love organizationally may also seem like an odd
place to start a discussion of school sustainability. And yet, our

research revealed that this question is

¥

exactly the place to start. In fact, most
of the findings in this study hinge on We found that when
how schools answer this question.  schools love the mission
We found that when schools love the  that has been entrusted to
mission that has been entrusted to  them, they are willing to go
them, they are willing to go to great  to great lengths—often in
lengths—often in very innovative  veryinnovative ways—
ways—to achieve it. As Greer and  to achieve it.
Horst explain, “Being  Mission
True isn’t synonymous with being unchanging. On the contrary,
remaining Mission True will demand you change to continue to fulfill
your mission.™

We found this to be true for all of the changes that schools were
willing to make in this study—whether merging with another school
from a different Christian tradition, forming partnerships with
community agencies, starting an inclusion program from scracch, or
moving from a predominantly tuition-funded school to almost entirely
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voucher funded overnight. Love for their mission is what propelled
these schools to act boldly even when it wasn’t easy, conventional,
or necessarily safe. As the epilogue to MindShift: Catalyzing Change in
Christian Education makes clear, “Deep love compels deep action. To
love is to risk.™

While all of the schools in this study embodied missional
distinctiveness, this section highlights five schools’ stories that
demonstrate how this distinctiveness correlates with a willingness
to innovate programmatically, structurally, and financially. The
experiences of these schools—which are diverse geographically, in
price point, and in the students they serve—suggest three elements
that are key to this innovation: (1) gaining missional clarity, (2) refusing
to compromise the mission, and (3) taking the long view. And in turn,
as schools have leaned in to each of these, they have experienced

demonstrable increases in missional sustainability.

Missional Clarity: Sustainability’s Ground Floor

Logically speaking, in order to sustain something into the future, we
must first know what it is. While this seems self-evident, many schools
lack clarity around their mission and what makes them distinctive
from other schools. In our study we found that gaining missional
clarity contributed directly to two schools’ sustainability, both in
terms of righting the ship financially and creating new opportunities

for growth and expansion.

Oaks Christian School (Westlake Village, California)

Oaks Christian School was founded in 2000 as a co-educational,
college-preparatory Christian school in Westlake Village, just north of
Los Ange]es. Oaks Christian annua]ly enrolls nearly fifteen hundred
students in its on-campus day and boarding school. Although Oaks
Christian currently offers grades 5-12, in spring 2022 the board
of trustees approved expansion plans to add grades PK—4. Oaks
Christian’s mission statement is “to dedicate ourselves to Christ in
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the pursuit of academic excellence, artistic expression, and athletic
distinction, while growing in knowledge and wisdom through God’s
abundant grace.”

Despite the high level of specificity evident in the school’s current
mission statement, the school’s story suggests this wasn't always the
case. A few years back, during a time of significant leadership turnover,
the school experienced a lack of clarity around the mission. When Rob
Black was named the new head of school in 2015 after serving as the
school’s CFO and then interim head, there was a period of reasserting
the Christian mission and values of Oaks Christian. At the time, it
became clear that the school needed to double down on its mission,
or “stand firm to stand out.” With the board’s reaffirmation of the
school’s Christian beliefs and values, an advisory board was created as
a feedback loop, which allowed leadership to confirm and reinforce
the essential direction of the school. While some school stakeholders
feared the potential for enrollment loss and decreases in donor interest,
both have actually increased since clarifying the distinctives of the
school, with strong support from the broader Christian community.

Through a collaborative and iterative process, the school leadership
and board identified what the school describes as Oaks Christian’s
“three pillars™ “academic excellence, artistic expression, and athletic
distinction, builc upon a biblical worldview and Christ-centered
foundation.” One administrator confirmed that “we have a clear
mission, which is known by our faculty, our staff. It’s not just collecting
dust on the wall. We know it, we can recite it.” The mission guides
hiring as well as students’ experiences, as leaders and teachers work
with students to “find out where their passion is” and plug them into
the right program. Per the administrator, the schools clarification
of their mission led to the creation of “these [individual learning]
pathways where you can go try things and figure out your passion,
whether it’s arts, academics, athletics—any one of our pillars, or a
combination of them.”

Further, missional clarity has enabled a willingness to change. As

Black explained, “It is said all the time on our campus that we can pivot
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so long as we remain true to the school’s mission.” Pivoting has led to
the development of new opportunities to fulfill the mission, which are
concurrently providing new sources of income. One example is the
development of three academic “institutes” (in global leadership, arts
and innovation, and engineering) where students pursue individualized
learning, engagement with professionals and experts in the field, and
real-world experiences. As an administrator explained, these institutes
allow students to “dive deep” into their elective studies.

Beyond academic programs, Oaks Christian’s missional claricy
led to the creation of an entirely new structural innovation: in 2017,
the school launched Oaks Christian Online, with middle and high
school programs that use both live and asynchronous instruction.
An administrator explained that this online school is geared toward
“students looking for more flexibility over when, where, and how
they learn,” including missionary families, international students,
and students or parents who are professional artists or athletes, with
the goal of “being able to deliver a blended product that allowed
students to go chase their dreams, whether it’s in acting or in sports or
something else, or following their parents around the globe.”

Although the online diploma costs significantly less than the
traditional brick-and-mortar version, the school reports that initial
fears of the online program “cannibalizing” the on-campus student
body proved to be unfounded. Rather, the program created an
additional financial “lever,” by increasing access for families that would
have never considered Oaks Christian previously, including those who
have geographic, financial, or lifestyle reasons to consider an online
program. Other Christian schools across the country also now partner
with Oaks Christian to offer their online program to their own
students but under their own school brand. Thus, the missional claricy
gained at Oaks Christian resulted in not only deepening the school’s
offerings but also expanding their reach beyond their community—all

of which contributed to greater financial sustainability.
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The City School (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)

Located on the opposite coast, in the city of Philadelphia, The
City School is a PK-12 multi-site Christian school that came from
the merger of three schools. In 2006, Spruce Hill Christian School
(founded in 1978) joined with City Center Academy (founded in
1983), and in 2014 Philadelphia Mennonite High School (founded in
1998) joined the new merger. The City School currently educates over
four hundred students from socioeconomically diverse backgrounds,
with the mission “to train students’ minds, disciple their hearts and
bring light to the city—one child at a time.”

When school parent Jake Becker became the head of school in 2010,
the merger of Spruce Hill Christian School and City Center Academy
was four years old. Becker shared that while the school had a “great
academic and cultural environment,” there were some issues left to
resolve from the merger; specifically, there was a need to align the
school’s “mission, money, and message.” According to Becker, not only
were both campuses unclear on the identity of the whole school, but
also there were “two stories” told at the school: the firsc was a story
of urban blight, often used in fundraising efforts; and the second,
communicated to prospective parents, was the school’s mission of
excellence. Early in his tenure, Becker met with key board members
who were part of the merger, to clarify the school’s mission: “I asked
them, ‘I need to understand who are we, as an organization?” And they
had never been asked that question.” Becker tied this lack of missional
clarity to a commensurate lack of clarity around decision-making and
organizational structure. Together, Becker and the board decided that
“if we didn’c know the answer, we needed to figure it out.”

The process of gaining missional clarity was intensive, as Becker
explained: “We hammered on words so hard, talking about what
we cared about the most. That passion is what would drive people.
We had to be really specific and articulate it well.” Ultimately, the
school determined its mission was to provide both educational
excellence and access to children in Philadelphia, in Jesus’s name. With
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this clarification, Becker explained, he was able to lead forward
with the support of the board, as it “facilitated one big question
after another.” Missional clarity led to decisions like raising tuition
by 30 percent, which was staged over multiple years and was used to
improve programs and buildings as well as broaden the socioeconomic
diversity by offering more financial aid.” It also led to changing the
name of the school to The City School, to reflect both the unified
nature of the campuses as well as the school’s mission to serve the
diverse communities of Philadelphia.

In 2014, bolstered by this missional clarity, the school began
considering an additional merger in order to realize the possibility of
having a centralized upper school campus with neighborhood-based
clementary campuses. Becker explained that leading up to the merger,
“I talked with people for a long time about our core commitments, and
how those core commitments could apply to any Christian school in
the country.” Although The City School’s theological background was
Reformed, the school board entered into discussions with Philadelphia
Mennonite High School regarding merging. The Reverend Leonard

Dow, who currently serves as a board

member and also was on the board =

during the merger, described how  The school leadership
the two schools came together over  continues to see

what unified them: “I suggested to  missional clarity as key
them that Scripture could be used as a  to the future, not just
common denominator, not as a divisive  as an important part
tool.” From the Presbyterian side, the  of the school’s history.
theological emphasis on the ministry

of reconciliation matched well with the Mennonite emphasis on
shalom—providing common theological ground. When the two schools
ultimately merged, shalom was officially added as a core commitment
for the school. As Dow explained, “Shalom is obviously a big part of

“Importancly, this tuition increase did not affect students accessing state or local
funds to attend.
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what the school is about, and plays into the environment of the city
in which we're in. . . . That became a rallying cry for us that we're
engaging young people on the academic side, on the spiritual side, so
that they can be the light of Christ directly—the shalom in the city
of Philadelphia.”

The school has seen continued growth in enrollment as well as
donors since the merger. The school leadership continues to see
missional clarity as key to the future, not just as an important part
of the school’s history. Joel Gaines, who succeeded Jake Becker as The
City School’s leader, explained that in recent years “we have buckled
down. There’s an intentionality to really home in on the things that
we've been doing well and go deeper—not just wider, not just brighter
or shiny. This idea of our core commitments . . . going deeper with
the things that we say we believe.” Standing out in Philadelphia—with
Jesus, excellence, access, and shalom as its distinctives—The City
School has provided a unifying vision for donors and families to join in
while secking to contribute to the flourishing of neighborhoods
throughout the city.

Don’t Compromise the Mission

As Greer and Horst explain in Mission Drift, “Everything flows from
why. Not only does it motivate others to join you, it also guides
what you do—and often more important—what you dont do.”> One
school in our study started in 2000 with crystal-clear clarity on their
mission—Dbut notably, this didn’t just include what they would do, but
also what they would not do. This determination to not compromise on
their mission led to the school’s creation of a unique and remarkably
different financial model.

Hope Academy (Minneapolis, Minnesota)

Just over twenty years ago, Hope Academy was founded as a K—2
Christian classical school in the Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis.
Currently, Hope educates 550 students in grades K-12 from the
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inner city in keeping with its mission “to foster hope in God within
the inner-city neighborhoods of Minneapolis by providing youth
with a remarkable, God-centered education.” While Hope educates
traditionally underserved students, Russ Gregg, school co-founder
and head of school, was adamant that students receive a high-quality,
college—prepamtory education. Their mission includes three main
thrusts: holding high expectations for urban youth, holding staft
accountable to those expectations, and providing support to reach
those expectations.

But the school’s mission is as much about what the school will not
do. Gregg frequently and adamantly says, “We do not give kids a hot
dog education.” He explained the reference as the typical food served
by church groups when they minister in urban settings, because “hot
dogs are both inexpensive and convenient, and easy to do.” When the
co-founders were looking to start an urban school in Minneapolis,
Gregg said, “The question was, what kind of education should we
serve to our neighbors? The significant temptation was well, a ‘hot
dog’ education. But the call was to serve your neighbors, to love them,
as you love yourself. And so then the question was, well, did we want
a hot dog education for our [own] kids? And of course, not a single
one of us does.”

Thus, the mission of the school was clearly articulated back in
2000—to provide a college-preparatory education to urban youth,
without compromising on qu:ﬂity. Burt given “the enormous cost to
give to my neighbors the same kind of education that I wanted for
my own children,” the financial challenge to meeting this mission was
formidable, according to Gregg. To solve this challenge, he explained,
“What we did was we look at the typical model of a private school
where the parents pay 9o percent or more of the tuition costs, and we
gave it what we call the ‘kingdom flip.” This flip involved scholarship
partners who pay 9o percent of a student’s tuition, with a current
total of approximately four hundred partners who each contribute
$7,500 each year. This innovative financial model also had a kingdom
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purpose, as Gregg explained, referencing Luke 14:15-24: “It’s really a
carrying out of what Jesus told us when he told a parable about giving
a banquet. He said, when you give a banquet, don't invite just your
friends and neighbors and relatives who can pay you back. He says,
instead, invite the poor. Then you'll have real treasure. And that’s been
our experience—that is what Hope Academy is spreading every day,
a rich educational banquet for those that would otherwise never, in
their wildest dreams, believe that they have a seat at the table.”

From a sustainability perspective, this financial model prevents
the school’s reliance on a handful of big donors, government funding,
or other sources, which if withdrawn could jeopardize the school’s
financial model and students’ education. Key to the success of this
model is the importance the school places on relationships their
partners have with the students that they are sponsoring. As one school
administrator explained, “We invest a lot of effort at connecting that
person who's giving the scholarship with the student who's benefiting
from it. And when you see how you are personally changing the life of
a neighbor right through this gift, you're not going to walk away from
that lightly.” As Gregg described it, “That was the insight that opened
the door of this kind of education to everybody.”

Even twenty years after its founding, refusing to compromise on
the mission remains critical for Hope Academy. Gregg explained that
for long-term sustainability that is aligned with the school’s mission,
“keeping laser-focused on the mission, and bulldogging the mission,
is a key thing” Gregg shared that to this end, the school is “guarding
against mission drift” through very specific admissions parameters.
This includes a policy that 75 percent of the student body must meet
the financial and at-risk profile that undergirds the partnership model.
Gregg described the reason behind chis policy: “Sometimes your own
success becomes one of your biggest threats. We could probably enroll
quite a few more families who would not meet those poverty or risk
profiles. But that would significantly shift the focus of our work. This
policy, to hold oneself to that kind of a governor, has been very, very
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helpful because we could change the whole makeup of the school quite
casily.” In keeping with this policy, when students apply who do not
fit the profile of the school (generally meaning that their families can
afford to pay more than 10 percent of the tuition), Hope Academy
leaders will refer them to other high-quality educational options
in the city.

While these parameters help ensure that they keep their mission in
focus and that they do not compromise for the sake of growth, Hope
Academy is far from constricted in its reach. This missional clarity,
coupled with their innovative funding approach, gave Hope Academy
both the vision and margin to develop the Spreading Hope Network
to start other urban Christian classical schools. Founded in 2016, the
network supports leaders around the United States with training and
consultation around starting a new urban school, as well as support
during the launch year. The network uses much the same financial
model as Hope Academy, with financial partners coming alongside
leaders to provide support as they plan and launch new schools. For
Hope Academy and the schools planted through the Spreading Hope
Network, refusal to compromise the mission has contributed to both

long-term sustainability and growth.

Take the Long View

Finally, the story of two schools in our sample suggests that missional
distinctiveness requires taking the long view , in two unique contexts:
first, when changing demographics appeared to threaten a schools
historical model of over thirty years; and second, when a newly
founded school put guardrails in place to preserve and protect the
school’s distinct mission into the future.

Valley Christian Schools (Youngstown, Ohio)

Valley Christian Schools (VCS) was founded as Youngstown Christian
School by the Highway Tabernacle Assembly of God in 1975 (see

photo insert). The founding pastor of the church was interviewed in a

Excerpt from Future Ready by Lynn E. Swaner, Jon Eckert, Erik Ellefsen, and Matthew H. Lee

31



32 FUTURE READY

local newspaper article at the time and shared a vision for students of
all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds coming together to
learn at a Christian school in the city. Alchough this was the founding
vision for the school, the following three decades saw enrollment from
predominantly middle-class, white students from Christian families.
The financial model of the school—tuition-driven with scholarships
for families from the sponsoring church—both matched and reinforced
such demographics.

This enrollment pattern changed in the early 2000s following a
capital campaign to build a new high school. The new high school
building opened in 2006 with only ecighty-six students—not nearly
enough to sustain the school or service debt. School leaders visited local
churches to promote enrollment, but there was a lack of interest on
the part of suburban families. Michael Pecchia, the current president
of the school, compared this to Jesus’s story of the banquet in Luke 14
(just like Russ Gregg from Hope Academy): although they had been
invited to enroll at the new high school, the “traditional” families the
school had historically served did not come.

At the same time the high school opened, Ohio’s Educational
Choice Scholarship Program (commonly called “EdChoice™)—which
at the time provided students from designated public schools the
opportunity to attend chartered non-public schools—was introduced.
The new scholarship program provided a way for families who were
previously unable to access Christian private schools to attend VCS.
The leadership believed that God provided a way for the “underserved
and uninvited” to attend. Shelley Murray, head of schools, described
the process the board and leadership used to make the decision as
“asking—why are we doing this? Ask what the mission is intentionally.
If you don’t ask it, the person with the loudest voice will lead.” By
asking this question and clarifying their mission in the process, the
board and leadership decided to take the latter option of enrolling

*Ohios EdChoice scholarship program is distinct from the Indianapolis-based
research and advocacy organization of the same name.
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scholarship-eligible families of low socioeconomic status from
Youngstown. As a result, the school began to serve a new demographic
of students. With families paying 20 percent of tuition, and the
remaining 8o percent paid through the scholarship—the school
essentially flipped its traditional financial model, where families paid
8o percent of tuition and aid covered the remaining 20 percent.

This transition was not without its challenges, as the leadership
reported that it raised big “who are we?” questions for staff; with
significant teacher turnover ensuing. But the school continued to lean
into the new model and saw significant growth and impact over the
next decade. In 2013, the Educational Choice Scholarship Program
expanded to include all students from low socioeconomic backgrounds
and not just students from designated public schools, which opened
the door for even more students to attend. In 2015, the school was
renamed from Youngstown Christian School to Valley Christian
Schools, to reflect the changing nature of the school and the multiple
communities it serves throughout the tri-county area of Youngstown.
Currently, the school educates more than seven hundred students at
three campuses, with a 92 percent retention rate across all grades.

Along with its new name, in 2015 the school adopted the mission,
“Love More. Expect More. Be More.” The school’s website explains that
this mission “relates to nurturing the spirit, challenging the mind, and
serving the world; three simple values that have guided the dramatic
change process” the school underwent. At the same time, it could be
said that the school itself now loves more students, expects more of
itself as a school, and is more—in terms of significance and impact on
its community. Over forty years after its founding, the school better
reflects the founding pastor’s vision as a diverse school that serves
students of all backgrounds. It also enrolls far more students, with
greater financial stability, than at times in its past. As such, the school
serves as an inspiration to schools in urban settings across the country
facing similar demographic shifts—not to view these shifts as threats to
their institutional history, but to seize them as opportunities to fulfill
their mission with even more students in need of a Christian education.
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Valor Christian High School (Highlands Ranch, Colorado)

Valor Christian High School opened its doors in Highlands Ranch,
a growing suburb south of Denver, Colorado, in 2007. The goal of
the school’s founding families was that Valor would be unlike any
Christian school that existed in the state and would become a model
for innovative Christian schools throughout the United States. As
articulated by the founders, Valor’s vision is to “prepare tomorrow’s
leaders to transform the world for Christ,” and its mission is to “in
partnership with committed parents . . . provide a purpose-driven
college preparatory program, within a vibrant Christ-centered
environment that empowers students to discover their passions and
to develop their unique gifts and abilities while growing in wisdom,
knowledge, leadership, faith and service.”

According to the founding head of school, Kurt Unruh, “Pursuing
our mission and vision has been a clarion call from our founders.”
Unruh explained that “blue ocean thinking”—that is, innovation and
entrepreneurism—-“was really our foundation—at the very core of
who we were.” Valor’s dynamic educational environment has spawned
a host of innovational programs for its twelve hundred students,
including the Valor Conservatory for the Arts with professional sound,
dance, recording, and production studios; the Valor Institute for
Applied STEM, which reflects and engages with the growth of STEM
businesses in Denver; Valor Discovery, a service and intercultural
learning program; and the Valor Sports Network, which produces
Valor athletic events.

According to Unruh, “Because Valor is not that old, we have our
founders primarily still involved and in place, reminding us constantly
what that initial vision and mission of the school was.” But in 2017, ten
years after the school opened, this founding group was keenly aware
that they would eventually need to give governance control to a future
generation of leaders and community members, but at the same time
desired to have accountability to the founding story, vision, and mission
of the school. Thus, as the founding board determined that they would
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gradually make a transition into an oversight role, a new board chair
was named who was not a founder and additional board members
were added. At the same time, the board changed their by-laws to
create a distinct class of “voting members” composed of four of the
founding families. These voting members were not members of the
board, but were given the charge and power to approve or disapprove
of several key attributes of governance, including the appointment
of board members, approving any new head-of-school appointment,
changes to governance documents, taking on debt, and other major
financial decisions. In essence, these founders placed upon themselves
the responsibility for long-term commitment to mission and vision,
while ceding daily oversight and control of board functions.

As the youngest school in our study, Valor is still early in its
insticutional journey. At the same time, Valor’s founders demonstrated
a future-mindedness in desiring to guard the school’s mission and its
distinctives. This early part of Valor’s story may be useful for newer
schools or for those leaders who are looking to found new schools.
Along with missional clarity and refusal to compromise the schools
distinctives, installing missional guardrails early in a school’s life may

turn out to be a generative practice for long-term sustainability.

Know What We Love

Greer and Horst explain that Mission True organizations “distinguish
between guarding the mission and guarding the means™ A key
question for schools looking toward sustainability is, Do we love the
mission that God has entrusted to us—or do we love the means we are
using to achieve it more? This is not a rhetorical question, but rather
one for deep reflection. As James K.A. Smith warns, “You might not
love what you think.”

For the schoolsin our study, loving their mission more than the means
led them to make radical changes, like transforming an educational
delivery model to include an online school; implementing a radically

non-traditional financial model; crossing theological and historical
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divides to merge schools and better serve an entire city; and completely
changing the student population that had historically been served
by the school. Gaining missional clarity, refusing to compromise the
mission, and taking the long view all contributed to the demonstrable
increases this group of schools experienced in enrollment, donor
contributions, community impact, and national reach.

Even these laudable gains are not ends in and of themselves, however.
As Jake Becker, former head of school, shared, “The City School is not
permanent. No school is permanent, just like no society is permanent.
The City School is God’s tool to serve kids for as long as God wants to
do that.” Ultimately, increased sustainability represents an expansion
of schools’ ability to fulfill their God-given missions—along with the
opportunity for even greater faithfulness in loving God, his mission,
and all those they are called to serve.
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CHAPTER TWO

BE RELEVANT

<7

Our mission, in light of the current environment we find
ourselves ministering within, is to present a Christianity
that is as concerned with human flourishing as it is with
doctrinal orthodoxy. . .. The gospel should meet people at
the point of their deepest confusion and at the height of
their loftiest ideals.

—Christopher Brooks, Urban Apologetics'

God’s Word is both eternal (Isaiah 40:8) and ecternally relevant
(Hebrews 4:12-13). The Christian schools in this study are relevant
to their communities because they are standing firm on the timeless
truths of the gospel. At the same time, like the good Samaritan in
Jesus’s parable (Luke 10:25-37), they do not cross to the other side
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of the road when they see their neighbors in need. Instead, precisely
because of the gospel's relevance to their community, Christian schools
seck to love and serve their neighbors by meeting them where they
are at. True relevancy for Christian schools means being both firmly
grounded in their Christian mission, as discussed in the preceding
chapter, and being dynamic and responsive to the opportunities God
presents for them to serve the common good.

For the schools in this study, being relevant in this way led to
shifts in programming, resources, and messaging to better serve the
needs of their communities through Christian education. In addition
to increased opportunities to be the salt and light of Christ to their
neighbors, the resulting kaleidoscope of educational options they
created in the process has drawn even more families to the school.
Using this definition of relevancy, we identified three elements
among the schools in this study: (1) knowing the community they serve
by being aware of needs related to demographics and urbanicity,
(2) growing with their community by adapting with changing
community profiles, and (3) listening to their neighbors by relentlessly
secking and acting on community feedback.

Know the Community

Being relevant within a community involves knowing the needs of that
community. This is particularly true of three schools in our study—one

in a rural context, and two in large urban centers.

Lynden Christian Schools (Lynden, Washington)
We begin on the West Coast in rural Lynden, Washington, which is

primarily a ranching and farming community that is buffered from
the urban growth of the Vancouver-Surrey metroplex because of the
US-Canada border. Lynden Christian Schools (LCS) has been serving
its community for close to one hundred years and was originally
founded by Dutch Reformed farmers who settled in the area. As the
school has grown over the decades and expanded the student population
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it reaches, it continues to respond to the needs of the surrounding
community it serves. Recently, this has included reimagining and
redesigning its Career and Technical Education (CTE) program. In
response to Washington state emphasizing a need for the development
of increased CTE training to meet the job needs of the state, the school
convened a CTE committee to meet with local farmers and business
owners to focus their program. As a result, they have reimagined what
might have been a more traditional vocational-technical program
into an innovative and developmental hands-on CTE program, which
includes classroom learning combined with innovative projects and
on-the-job experience. For example, LCS students are an integral part
of the on-campus greenhouse and plant sale that they host on campus.

Through this effort, the school has facilitated opportunities for
their students to be creators, developers, and leaders within the
vocational careers their community needs as the students are provided
skill development in small engines, welding, and construction while
problem-solving with local companies. Likewise, the school has a
historically strong agriculture program and they have expanded
opportunities for middle school students. By expanding the agriculcure
and CTE programs, LCS is innovating course offerings to align
student interests in agriculture and veterinary science through the
National FFA Organization (formerly Future Farmers of America).
The domino effect of partnering with the community to provide
professional opportunities leads to curricular and programmatic
changes that required facilities adjustments, including renovating an
old woodworking shop to create a multi-dimensional CTE space and
redesigning and expanding the school’s greenhouse. Thus, the school’s
efforts to be responsive and relevant have resulted in a reshaping of its
programmatic offerings and its physical campus, all while continuing
to stand firm on a century of Christ-centered education that serves its

unique community.
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The City School (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) and Oaks Christian School
(Westlake Village, California)

The City School in Philadelphia and Oaks Christian School outside of
Los Angeles, both introduced in the preceding chapter, are schools in
urban centers that have cultivated reciprocal relationships with their
communities, in an effort to both serve their neighbors and connect
their students with the rich resources of their cities.

The City School is a three-campus school in three unique sections
of the city with each neighborhood providing cultural richness and
a wide range of learning opportunities. The opportunities are not
without their challenges as many students take public transportation
and then have to walk several blocks to get to the combined middle
and high school campus. Serving students in an urban center requires
particular attention to the needs of the community, but school leaders
see these needs as an opportunity to seck the shalom of the city. In fact,
The City School sees itself as part of the fabric of the neighborhoods
and city it serves. That service is tangible in the form of renting its
gym for use by a neighborhood basketball program, hosting three
local churches on their campuses for Sunday services, and housing a
neighborhood daycare facility in one of the upper school’s wings. The
school has also partnered with Marc Vetri, a celebrity chef and award-
winning restaurateur based in Philadelphia, to offer cooking classes
to its middle schoolers and to serve as a site for Vetri’s educational
filming projects.

In addition to these everyday opportunities to be a good neighbor
to their community, The City School has also opened its doors when
its neighbors have faced challenges and tragedies. For example, when
a charter school up the block from the Poplar campus lost heat in
the middle of the winter, the principal knew he could walk down the
street and ask for The City School’s help; Joel Gaines, head of The
City School, invited the charter school students and staff in to use
their cafeteria for classes and a pick-up space for the day. And when
a devastating fire in the Fairmount neighborhood took the lives of
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twelve people, including eight children, the nearby Fairmount campus
of The City School offered up the school basement to receive overflow
donations for the families. This level

A

deliberate effort as well as a posture of  This level of service

of service to one’s community requires

openness to the opportunities that God  to one’s community
provides. Through it all, The City School  requires deliberate
has become increasingly known in the  effort as well as a
city ofphiladelphia as a school that is not posture of openness
only an integral part of the community  to the opportunities
buralso a good neighbor to all withwhom  that God provides.
they share a block or a neighborhood.

On the opposite coast, due to their proximity to Los Angeles,
Oaks Christian School can tap into high-level experts to serve as
advisors for their three academic institutes (arts and innovation,
global leadership, and engineering), thereby ensuring that the skills,
knowledge, and habits of mind their students are developing are not
only relevant but also on the cutting edge of industries. For example,
a University of Southern California professor and advisory board
member co-designed a business class for Oaks Christian, and through
partnerships with Spotify and Skype, Oaks Christian teachers and
students are collaborating with students and advisors in Sweden
through songwriting and digital production. Because of the diverse
influences on the direction of programs, the school is finding that
they have individual students who are talented in disparate areas like
improvisation and engineering, and who flourish in their intersection.

This in turn is reshaping their campus facilities; Oaks Christian
purchased a pet food facility that became their ten-thousand-
square-foot innovation space, called the IDEA (Innovation, Design,
Engineering and Aecronautics) Lab, which is now a state-of-the-art
fabrication and production facility. Teachers and several students
have gone through weeks of professional training programs to use
the lab’s complex tools, with students now building an electric car,
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designing robotics, and creating with 3D printing (see photo insert).
A day before the site visit for this study, the chief innovation officer of
NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratories had visited the IDEA Lab and had
determined that it was the only non-university partner they would
pursue because of the quality of the facilities, faculty, and students.
These and other partnerships between industry leaders and students
are sparking innovation that enhances relevance for students’ learning

and relevance for what the school can contribute to the community.

Grow with the Community

While the mission of a given Christian school stands firm throughout
the years, the community served by that school can often change
drasticaiiy from one decade to the next. For three schools in this study,

a key part of being relevant has been growing with their communities.

Chattanooga Christian School (Chattanooga, Tennessee)

Chattanooga Christian School (CCS) is located in Chattanooga,
Tennessee, a mid-sized city that is growing both in population and
in diversity. The school serves the multi-dimensional needs of its
community as it changes rapidly and significantly. As the community
has changed7 the school itself has expanded its community partnersiiips
to develop programs in the areas of inclusion and disability, health and
wellness, and neighborhood education needs. One example of this is
The Learning Center, which is a partnership with the Siskin Children’s
Institute for students in grades 6to age twenty-two who have signiﬁcant
learning and developmental needs. Through this partnership, CCS can
tap into the expertise of the Institute’s therapy services while using
their own expertise in educational and social programs to expand their
mission ofpartnering with families to provide a Christian education
for more students. The Learning Center can serve up to thirty-two
students who the school would not have been able to serve on its own.
Serving students with diverse learning needs has become part of the
school’s identity; as one school leader shared, “This is not optional. It
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is part of who we are.” This is evident in their demographic numbers,
with 20 percent of the school’s students being served by a 504 plan or
individualized education plan.

CCS also desires to become more racially and ethnically diverse
to better reflect the city of Chattanooga. To this end, they have
developed purposeful marketing and outreach along with strategic
scholarship programs that are supported by $2.4 million in financial
assistance. However, as the school reached capacity, school leaders
identified that particular communities were unable to afford CCS’s
tuition or they did not have access to the school’s location. Therefore,
over the past five years, school leaders met with over one hundred
community leaders to develop neighborhood microschools to provide
a CCS education in partnership with local churches. By partnering
with churches in different neighborhoods of the city, a CCS education
is becoming increasingly relevant for larger sections of the city at a
fraction of the cost of the tuition on the primary campus.

There are now three microschools in operation, but the first that
launched is The King School located at Olivet Baptist Church in
downtown Chattanooga. Olivet is a historic black church with a rich
history in the civil rights movement. While the church provides the
space, CCS provided support in helping to fundraise the resources
needed to upgrade the church facilities to house a school. In addition
to hiring, training, and paying the salaries of all teachers and staff;
the school also provides all of the microschools’ marketing and back-
office support. Although the price point is significantly lower than
the tuition at the CCS main campus, the curriculum and resources are
the same. According to The King School’s principal, the microschools
“give students a full education. We don't give them second-hand
things.” In the fall of 2021, the school had just opened its second
microschool in a converted K-Mart. The new school, Purpose Point
Learning Academy, provides early childhood education in partnership
with Mount Canaan Church, which shares the space. The church
and community saw early childhood education as a need in the most
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cconomically depressed neighborhood in Chattanooga, and with this
partnership, CCS has stepped into that gap—being responsive to the
needs of its growing community and reaching more children with a
quality Christian education.

Cincinnati Hills Christian Academy (Cincinnati, Ohio)

Cincinnati Hills Christian Academy (CHCA) was founded in 1989
and operates multiple campuses in northern Cincinnati, among them
the downtown Armleder campus, which opened in 2000 in the historic
Crosley Square Building. CHCA is a Christian non-denominational,
college preparatory school ranging from PKz to twelfth grade, educating
over thirteen hundred students. While the school has a heritage of
secking and incentivizing innovations, their Entreprencurship and
Sustainability Program is a tremendous example of how a Christian
school can grow alongside its community with a willingness to develop
new programs, facilities, and community connections to better serve
its students and neighborhood.

The program started close to ten years ago with humble beginnings
when a teacher and a group of students launched a coffee cart business
called The Leaning Eagle, named after the school’s mascot. The coffee
cart began with gross sales of §15,000 by delivering coffee to students
and faculty before and after school and at school events. During this
start-up season, the team faced many challenges, including nearly being
shut down due to a lack of awareness of health code requirements.
But over time, the coffee cart grew into what is now the Leaning
Eagle Coffee Bar; located at the entrance of the school, the student-
run business is ethically sourced coffee and grosses $50,000 per year
(see photo insert).

Students and faculty did not stop there, however. What began as a
coffee cart has grown into a business incubator that seeds resources for
other entreprencurial ventures. The school has a dedicated director of
entreprencurship and sustainability at CHCA, Stephen Carter, who
has spearheaded the building of a teaching kitchen that is attached to
its on-campus Eagle Farms and Greenhouse, where they are growing
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organic fruits and vegetables using aeroponic, hydroponic, and
soil-based growing systems. Students both sell their produce to the
community and use it in their teaching kitchen, which is run by a
graduate of the school who is an executive chef. Through the teaching
kitchen, they are exploring cuisine from around the world and sharing
their products with the community. For example, on Fridays, using
produce from the greenhouse, students make wood-fired pizzas that
they sell to students and the community. Through related classes, they
are integrating science, business, entreprencurship, and marketing.
The student-run businesses that the school incubates are held
to high standards for both business integrity and environmental
stewardship. The school’s website points out that the Entrepreneurship
and Sustainability Program is “more than just a business class.”
Instead, it is a robust initiative that combines innovation, real-life
learning, leadership development, business and management skills,
and environmental sustainability goals in an effort to not only train
student leaders but also connect with and serve its community.

Grand Rapids Christian Schools (Grand Rapids, Michigan)

Grand Rapids Christian Schools provides a compelling lesson in
growing with a changing community. The institution has been in
operation for more than 130 years and is the combination of a number
of Christian private schools that ultimately came together in stages.
The school now educates twenty-three hundred students across five
sites throughout the city: the elementary school’s Troquois Campus
(grades PK—4); the elementary school’s Evergreen Campus (PK-s5);
Rockford Christian School (PK-8); the middle school (5-8); and
the high school (9-12). A unique feature of the school as a muldi-
campus school is the distinctive nature of each school and how
cach campus has a level of autonomy to innovate. For example, the
Evergreen Campus classrooms are multi-aged, the pedagogy is buile
around “inquiry learning” using a modified school calendar, and it will
apply for the International Baccalaureate Candidacy (Primary Years

Program) in 2022. To meet another community need, the Evergreen
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Campus is also in the process of opening an Early Learning Center for
children between cighteen and thirty-six months of age, which will
be open for current and other non-attending neighborhood families.
The Iroquois Campus offers a Spanish Immersion program that begins
in preschool and now continues through high school graduation for
interested students, and Rockford Christian School offers outdoor
and environmental education as a significant part of preschool to
cighth-grade students’ educational experience.

Similarly, the high school is connecting students to the local
community via their Winterim program, through which students can
take courses, participate in service trips, or do internships. Specifically,
a broader multidisciplinary project titled Gone Boarding—which
is a combination of design arts, industrial arts, physical education,
and business—grew from a Winterim class. As originally designed,
the course was focused on snowboarding, but grew into the regular
curriculum where students can design, build, use, and sell a variety of
boards including snowboards, skateboards, and longboards.

The school’s ability to grow with its community is evident not
only in its programs but also in its physical buildings. The newest, the
Iroquois Campus, was built on the site of a former public high school
in a historic neighborhood that had served the community since 1925.
The fact that many of the residents of the neighborhood attended
that high school gave a high degree of local attachment to the site.
Recognizing its importance, school leaders and architects engaged the
community in the design process to ensure the building reflected the
community’s values while keeping architectural components such as
pillars and stonework from the original school. A two-story stained-
glass window depicting the connections between the former school
with the community embodies the school leadership’s attention to
historical and communal detail (see photo insert). Likewise, internal
artifacts were used from the multiple Christian schools that were
merged over decades to form Grand Rapids Christian Schools, so
that alumni of those schools could easily see their experiences as
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now part of the larger school story. The new Iroquois Campus was
a significant investment that reflected the value of connecting past,
present, and future, as well as understanding Grand Rapids, the
particular neighborhood, and the relevance of the school’s mission

to the community.

Listen to the Community

Both knowing and growing with one’s community are both predicated
on the final element that emerged from the school stories shared in
this section: listening to the community. This involves schools’ regu-
lar]y seeking and acting on community teedback, with a Wi]]ingness to

change and evolve based on the needs

A their communities identify. Some of
Some of the feedback the feedback school leaders receive
school leaders comes from walks around the neighbor-
receive comes from hood, while other feedback is collected
walks around the systematically and quantiﬁed. In our
neighborhood, while survey, we found that having a close
other feedback is connection with the community was a
collected systematically robust predictor of a respondent’s opti-
and quantified. mism that the school would be open

and more accessible in ten years.

For example, Cincinnati Hills Christian Academy’s evolving
entreprencurship program is built entirely on feedback and student
interest. Mu]tip]e iterations of businesses and ideas have come and
gone over the last decade. One year, students decided to start a
smoothie business that strugg]ed; at the end of the year, the business
was scrapped as students realized that the location of the business,
tight margins, and limited appea] made the business unprof‘ltable. This
type of “failing forward” was a powerful lesson in entrepreneurship
for the students and represents the way the school secks and acts
on feedback in tangible ways. Similarly, Lynden Christian Schools
has recently shuttered a long-standing recycling program that was
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historically highly valued by the school community. When the program
lost its financial viability due to decreased market demand for recycled
materials, school leadership decided to repurpose the recycling center,
possibly to expand into sales of construction materials or to provide a
multi-use space for the school’s growing CTE programs.

At Oaks Christian School in California, two new initiatives
demonstrate their responsiveness to community needs. As a result of
feedback from students and families, Oaks Christian has developed a
student learning center that provides additional support for classes
and college admissions exams that is housed in a separate building
on campus. The center is available to all students, but Oaks Christian
also makes it available to local families who are interested in paying
for the additional support. This broadens Oaks Christian’s reach to
include more community members. Oaks Christian also recently
renovated and repurposed dorm space to house over 150 domestic
and international students from seventeen countries; the redesign was
based on student feedback and is now complete with a kitchen, study
spaces, dining areas, movie viewing areas, and game rooms to make
students feel comfortable in a collegiate-type space. Launching this
during a pandemic has been challenging, but the two new facilities
offer opportunities for increasing Oaks Christian’s relevance and
sustainability within their local community and well beyond.

Along with these findings from the study’s qualitative interviews
and focus groups, the results of the quantitative survey pointed to
the importance of feedback to ensuring schools’ relevance to their
communities (see the appendix for survey methodology and overview
of findings). First, administrators who responded to the survey agreed
most strongly with the statement “Our school regularly solicits
feedback for improvement from the school community” Second,
administrators who welcome feedback also seemed more likely to
support relevant innovation. And third, respondents who report that
they “welcome change” are also significantly more likely to state they
expect their school to be open ten years from now as well as more
likely to be accessible to more students.
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While remaining true to their mission, the schools in our study are
adapting to meet the aspirations of the communities they serve by
offering different programs, opportunities, and learning experiences
for students. Ultimately, the most important feedback comes from
students who are thriving in new offerings that allow them to
develop their God-given gifts in ways that are relevant to them and

their communities.
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CHAPTER THREE

BE INCLUSIVE

<7

The countercultural message that the church preached in
the ancient world was that all people are fundamentally
equal due to their being bearers of the divine image. It
was the ancient message and should also be the modern
message of the church today.

—Irwyn L. Ince Jr., The Beautiful Community'

In the very first chapter of the Bible, we learn that God created
humanity in his image. This theological concept of imago Dei, or the
divine imprint on the life of every human being, can be viewed as

the basis for many of the Bible’s commands—such as loving one’s
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neighbor as oneself (Mark 12:31), avoiding partiality (1 Timothy 5:21),
and advocating for those who “cannot speak for themselves” (Proverbs
31:8-9). And ultimately, it culminates in the presence of individuals
from all “cribes and peoples and languages” in heaven (Revelation 7:9).
Until then, however, our societies, churches, and even our schools
grapple with disparities and divides of all kinds in their communities.
In the introduction to this study, we highlighted the specific
challenges faced by the Christian school sector in reaching students
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, students of color, and
students with disabilities. In this chapter, we briefly discuss the
cffores of the schools in this study relative to the first two groups of
students and then focus most extensively on the latter. This is for a
few reasons. First, we explore financial models for increasing access
for students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds at length in
other sections. Second, while the schools in this study did not have
comprehensive initiatives to increase access for students of color, a
number have developed some intentional efforts with dedicated staff;
which we note. And finally, the inclusion of students with disabilities
is where some schools in the study have gone to great lengths to change
structures, partner creatively, and innovate their programs; thus,
there potentially may be much to learn from these inclusion efforts
in terms of what it would take to welcome and intentionally support
underserved students, both with and without disabilities.

Socioeconomic Inclusion

Most Christian schools offer some type of financial aid to those
families who cannot afford to pay the full price of tuition. However,
as mentioned earlier, data from ACSI shows that, at the fiftieth
percentile, the amount of need-based assistance per recipient in ACSI
schools is less than a third of the tuition cost.” Further, the relationship
between school size and aid has historically been inverse—meaning that
the larger the school, the lower the percentage of students receiving
need-based tuition assistance (i.e., 23 percent of students at schools
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enrolling 100 students or fewer receive this aid, which drops to 12
percent of students at schools enrolling 7or students or more).

These data points suggest that accessibility challenges to Christian
school enrollment are not adequately overcome by the traditional
model of financial aid. Rather than accepting this complacently,
several schools in this study developed significant approaches to
socioeconomic inclusion: first, innovations to financial and structural
models, which increase financial accessibility; and second, the use
of school choice programs and monies. For example, as described

previously, Chattanooga Christian

~ School has offered strategic scholarship
Accessibility challenges programs that are supported by $2.4
to Christian school million in financial assistance and
enrollment are not widely marketed to their community.
adequate[yovercomeby However, with the school reaching
the traditional model of capacity and rtuition still out of
financial aid. reach for many families, school

leaders  developed a  microschool
strategy in partnership with local churches. With the price
point of tuition significantly lower than that of CCSs main
campus, the microschool partnership enables Christian schools
to operate in some of the most ecconomically disadvantaged
neighborhoods in Chattanooga, thereby reaching more children
through Christian education. In Minneapolis, Hope Academy’s
innovative partnership model—where around four hundred partners
cach contribute $7,500, or 9o percent, of annual tuition for a scudent—
enables students who need significant assistance to access a quality
Christian education in the urban context.

In addition to these models, a number of schools in our study have
taken advantage of school choice programs, which have increased
dramatically in the United States—from five programs in 2000 to
twelve in 2010, and up to twenty-nine in 20217 This growth suggests
that school choice monies may be available to more families who would
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choose to send their children to Christian schools if those schools
are ready and willing to receive them. One school and one network
of schools in our study have school choice monies as their primary
funding source. First, as already shared, in 2006 Valley Christian
Schools began enrolling families with 8o percent of their tuition paid
through the then-new Ohio EdChoice scholarship program. In 2013,
the program expanded to include all low-income students and not
just students from designated public schools. And second, Open Sky
Education operates a network of seven K-8 HOPE Christian Schools
in Wisconsin serving approximately thirty-five hundred children,
as well as public, open-admission charter schools in Arizona. As
Andrew Neumann, Open Sky’s executive chair and CEO, explained,
“Making a full, lasting education—including the three pillars of
academics, character, and faith—as accessible and affordable for all:

that’s the mission.”

Racial and Ethnic Inclusion

A second group of underserved students, families, and communities
at Christian schools are those from racial or ethnic minorities. As
discussed in the introduction to this study, while student demographics
are considerab]y less diverse in private schools as compared with
public schools,* the numbers are starker at Christian schools’ This is
undoubtedly related to the funding models of private schooling in the
US, which limit access for families from lower income brackets; given
the well-documented economic inequality between people of color
and whites, this may amplify access issues for those racial and ethnic
groups. There are also ]ike]y institutional reasons that can deter students
of color from applying, enrolling, and remaining at Christian schools,’
such as a lack of teachers of color,® a lack of culturally appropriate
curricula and materials, and differences between students of color and
their white peers’ perceptions related to racism and discrimination.?
While the reality is that the Christian school sector is not fully
reaching students and families of color, most Christian school
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educators would agree that having a student body and faculey that is
representative of its surrounding community, including in terms of
race and ethnicity, is desirable. Moreover, there is compelling research
that suggests that racial and ethnic inclusion in Christian schools is
beneficial for all students. For example, ACSI’s Flourishing Schools
Research found an inverse relationship between flourishing outcomes
for students and the degree of insularity of a school’s culture (with
insular culture defined as a lack of diversity in the student body, lack
of engagement with the surrounding community, and shielding of
students from the outside world). Conversely, alumni of Christian
schools where leaders intentionally engage the community are 50
percent more likely to report they're currently walking with God.”

Several schools in this study had designated staff or committees who
were tasked with community-building efforts, which included shaping
the school environment and culture to be supportive of students.
This included roles like a director of community (Hope Academy in
Minneapolis), a director of student experience (Valor Christian High
School in Colorado), a director of diversity and belonging (Cincinnati
Hills Christian Academy in Ohio), and a board-appointed cultural
competency committee supported by a three-year contract with an
outside consultant (Grand Rapids Christian Schools in Michigan).
Some schools, like The City School in Philadelphia, engaged staff in
diversity and culcural sensitivity training. Interestingly, these five
schools differ in their urbanicity (three suburban and two urban)
and student body composition (three with a predominantly white
student body, and two predominantly enrolling students of color).
This suggests that the question of belonging is not unique to a specific
type of Christian school but rather may be an area of dedicated and
increased focus for schools across the sector.

Inclusion of Students with Disabilities

Historically, the main barriers to the inclusion of students with

disabilities in Christian schools have been limited financial resources
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to implement adequate support systems, a lack of a clear framework
for inclusion, and limited access to information about effective
inclusion models.” Some recent data suggest that these barriers are
closer to being crossed, however. First, with public spending on special
education students in relative decline,” families are increasingly
looking to private schools, including faith-based schools, for solutions.
And with the prevalence of private school choice programs increasing
nationwide, “parents want control of the special education dollars to
obtain the best services possible whether in public schools, private

schools or behavioral clinics.”® Moreover,

s research suggests that private schools—
There is a growing such as those in Florida that access
awareness and use of the John M. McKay Scholarships for
clear frameworks and Students with Disabilities Program—can
models for inclusion in spend significantly less per pupil (close
Christian education. to $10,000) on special education services

than public schools, and yet deliver
higher levels of parental satisfaction.™
In addition to these compelling financial reasons for inclusion—
increasing parental demand and cost-effectiveness of private schools
educating students with disabilities—there is a growing awareness
and use of clear frameworks and models for inclusion in Christian
education. In this study, we found multiple schools partnering with
the All Belong Center for Inclusive Education (formerly the Christian
Learning Center Network), whose mission is to equip schools “to glorify
God through purposeful, innovative inclusion of persons with varied
abilities” and which offers consultation, an accreditation standard,
and a wide range of resources to assist schools in their journey toward
inclusion. In this chapter, we highlight the well-established special
education and inclusion practices of two of these schools, Grand
Rapids Christian Schools and Chattanooga Christian School, with
particular attention to how their program innovations have helped
make their schools more accessible and sustainable.
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Grand Rapids Christian Schools (Grand Rapids, Michigan)

For Grand Rapids Christian Schools, the motivating factor to pursue
inclusion was fulfilling their mission and their commitment to the
families with whom they had already formed partnerships. While it
may have created opportunities to expand enrollment, the vision for
their schools to be inclusive communities drove their innovations in
special education. Kim Primus, PS—12 director of inclusion services,
said of students with disabilities, “We're not whole if they're not here.
Inclusion changes the culture in the school. It is a blessing for all”
As Primus reflected on the beginnings of special education at Grand
Rapids Christian Schools, “We wanted families to be able to educate
all of their children together.”

Grand Rapids Christian Schools currently has close to six hundred
students receiving some level of learning support through their
Educational Support Services, which includes support by aides in a
combined push-in and pull-out format. An additional fifty students
receive inclusion services; these students have a range of disabilities
including cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, developmental delays,
echolalia, emotional impairment, hearing impairment, non-verbal
sensory processing disorder, spina bifida, and visual impairment.
Despite this current range of disabilities the school accommodates, it
did not build its highly regarded special education programs overnight.
As Primus said, recalling being approached to serve as an inclusion
aide for a student with a visual impairment, “I thought, ‘I don’t know
But

29

anything about visual impairment. I don't know how to Braille.
she saw past the challenges and remembered the mindset of finding a
way to support all students: “I took two years of online Braille classes
so that I could work with the student and support her well.” Primus
went on to serve as an inclusion aide, then as an inclusion coordinator,
and finally as the director of inclusion. Throughout this journey,
Primus explained, “I've always felt empowered by [our superintendent]
and our campus principals.” The leadership team’s shared vision for
inclusion has been key to culture change at the school; to this day,
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school leaders include Primus in the hiring process as well as strategic
plan development.

A successful special education program needs a champion like
Primus as well as leaders to provide support from the top, but it also
needs a team to carry out the mission. Over time, the school started
hiring its own inclusion coordinators and special educators, who work
collaboratively with teachers to meet students’ needs. Relationships
form the central tenet for the school’s five pillars for inclusion and,
reflecting the school’s shared value that all children are fearfully and
wonderfully made, educational plans are student-centered and take
into account students’ strengths and needs. Staft members work
intentionally with families, seeing parents as partners in the process
for identifying supports that a student requires. For students, Eagle
Circles and Eagles Links are peer groups that are formed to foster
community, belonging, and genuine friendships. On the instructional
side, the culture of inclusion is vertically aligned, from campus to
campus, with the director of inclusion services meeting regularly with
each inclusion coordinator to ensure there is a common mindset on
cach campus. And they support their teachers in their work with
students by providing professional development.

On the financial side, tuition equity—or not charging additional fees
for inclusion services—is an important part of serving whole families
and building an inclusive culture in which students and their families
feel as though they belong. “Families with exceptional children have alot
of financial pressures, emotional pressures, future pressures that other
families don’t have,” said Primus. “It’s a way to partner with families
and to say we truly love and care, not only about your child, but also
about you as a family.” Leadership again played a critical role for Grand
Rapids Christian Schools to adopt a policy of tuition equity. “We had a
well-attended board meeting at which a number of families were saying
it isn't right,” Primus recalled. “We shouldn’c have families who have
children with disabilities paying additional fees to attend school. And
so from 1996 to present day, our students all pay the same tuition.”
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Grand Rapids Christian Schools also accesses publicly supported
resources that can help Christian schools as well, and to that end
partners with some local public schools

—w—

disability and the given state’s Tax Equity “Special education

for services. Depending on a student’s

and Fiscal Responsibility Act or Katie g necessary, not
Beckett Waiver, therapy and other medical optional. .. It blesses
services may be covered by the state and o r entire school
federal Medicaid program. Far from just community, not just
resources for inclusion, these opportunities  the students

to partner with local districts and agencies ¢ directly affects.”
offer a chance for the school to stand out

in its inclusion mission; as Primus said, “These specialists tell us we've
got something special going on because of the way we advocate for
our students.”

Finally, at Grand Rapids Christian Schools, building a budget
follows the vision that special education is integral to the mission
of Christian education. Support for cach student is determined by
asking what the student needs, not what the school can provide.
The budget for inclusion is calculated “not at the student level, but
at the school level,” explained chief financial officer Jim Primus. “It’s
because we believe that special education is necessary, not optional,
and that it blesses our entire school community, not just the students
it directly affects.”

Chattanooga Christian School (Chattanooga, Tennessee)

Like at Grand Rapids Christian Schools, the pursuit of inclusion
at CCS was centered on fulfilling its mission and partnering more
fully with existing families. “To turn away students who are part of a
Christian family who have siblings who attend here simply because
of their ability feels wrong and contradictory,” stated Shonda Caines,

CCS’s director of exceptional education programs and lower school
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head. “Our special education program and services help us serve whole
families. That’s what our families look like. That’s what our churches
look like. And we feel that that’s what our schools should look like.”
For Caines, this mission was not only professional but also personal: as
the parent of a student with Down syndrome and autism, the school’s
special education programming allows Caines’s youngest son to attend
the same school as his three older siblings.

In the middle of CCS’s campus stands The Learning Center, an
over-thirty-nine-hundred-square-foot, state-of-the-art learning facil-
ity that first enrolled students for the 2021-2022 school year. According
to the school's website, “The Learning Center provides a truly
individualized, comprehensive, educational program for students
grades 6 and up who have more significant needs.” It meets these
students’ needs through a partnership with the Siskin Children’s
Institute, which offers consultation and integrated therapy services,
and CCS, which provides educational and social programs. Strictly
speaking, The Learning Center is not an example of inclusion. But it
has helped the school become more accessible and more sustainable.
“It helps us serve a different population than we've been able to serve
before,” said Caines.

One of the remarkable things about The Learning Center ishow CCS
has been able to offer the program while maintaining a policy of tuition
equity. The Center boasts a low student-teacher ratio, individualized
attention to student needs, and therapeutic services through the Siskin
Children’s Institute, all of which incur additional costs. But for most
families, the costs for these services, above and beyond the general
education tuition, can be covered through Tennessee’s Individualized
Education Account (IEA) program. Tennessee is one of fifteen states
that offer a private school choice program designed to benefit special
education students, and its IEA program is available for families once
enrolled in the public school system who felt that the school did not
meet the educational needs of their exceptional child. This program
enables families to take their child’s Basic Education Program dollars
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to a local private school that better serves their needs. This program’s
allocations vary from district to district, but average roughly $7,000
per year—approximately the cost of additional services through The
Learning Center.

Thus from a budgeting standpoint, building special education
programs has enabled CCS School to access revenue sources that were
previously unavailable. Notably, The Learning Center “has allowed
CCS to reach out to donors and grant-funding organizations that
wouldn’t have been interested in us otherwise, but want to support this
type of program,” Caines shared. The Learning Center was launched in
part with the support of a generous donor who made clear that they
were not from a Christian background and didn’t intend to donate to
the school again in the future, but shared in the vision for establishing
an innovative special education center in Chattanooga. In addition to
private donors, the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation offers
Quality of Life grants that are specifically designed to “empower
individuals with disabilities and their families.” The Maclellan Family
Foundations, located in the heart of Chattanooga, partners with
CCS as well.

Building an inclusive culture takes intentionality and is not without
challenge at times, especially for the teachers who work directly with
students with diverse abilities. “I have had conversations with teachers
saying this scudent shouldn’t be at this school,” said Caines, “to which
[ always challenge them, “Where would you rather have them go?”” For
Caines and those on the journey to inclusion, the challenges have been
worth it—not only for the students and families that the school reaches
now but also for those who come in the future. As Caines explained,

“It’s not a question of ‘if; but a question of ‘when’ and ‘how many.”

Inclusion Outcomes

The stories of these schools support special education as part of a
strategic vision for a sustainable future for Christian schools. Recent

cha]]enges due to the COVID-19 pandemic may have even amp]iﬁed
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the potential of special education for long-term sustainability.
Sector-level research, conducted during the pandemic, found that
enrollment increased by nearly 10 percent in Christian schools that
increased special education support and reopened for on-campus
instruction, while it decreased by over 20 percent in schools that
decreased special education support and reopened with either hybrid
or remote instruction.”

The benefits of inclusion are not limited to financial sustainability,
however. The Flourishing Schools Research initiative from ASCI also
uncovers suggestive evidence of improved outcomes for the entire
school community. For example, alumni of Christian schools that are
responsive to the special needs of students are 50 percent more likely

¢ And when similar

to report they are currently walking with God.
schools (in terms of size, funding, and location) are more responsive to
special needs, teachers are more likely to engage in holistic teaching,
students are more likely to understand their purpose as part of God’s
story and report that their teachers exemplify Christlikeness, and
parents are more likely to be in a stcrong partnership with the school.”

In his extensive research with youth with disabilities and their
families, Erik Carter of Vanderbilt University found that to “be
present, invited, welcomed, known, accepted, supported, cared for,
befriended, needed, and loved—all were identified by participants
as aspects of what it means to be truly included in a community of
faith.” Although Carter’s work is specific to students with disabilities,
we believe his work has applicability and provides a compelling
model of belonging in Christian schools for all students who fit the
school’s mission. Ultimately, schools that prioritize the inclusion of
underserved students will not only achieve their mission with even
greater numbers of students but also will better honor the imago Dei
in students of all backgrounds and abilities and reflect the diversity of
God’s good creation.
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