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Abstract

Collaborative education is a learning methodology involving individuals working together as a group toward a common learning goal.  This paper briefly explores the nature of this model, and expands to include a case study of the adults in an inner-city Sunday School class utilizing that model by participating collaboratively to master the content of a ten week overview of the Bible. It discusses the successes and lessons learned in the experimentation process.
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Introduction

One of the most formidable tasks a teacher must accomplish is the communication of the content in a way so that each and every student comprehends it.  I am one of the two Adult Sunday School teachers for Providence Assembly of God, an “inner city” congregation composed of a heterogeneous mix of people from all walks of life, social stratifications, and life experiences.  I have recent immigrants from Africa speaking English as a second language, non-reading Americans, working people, college graduates, and some retired individuals.  Many of my students have been involved in churches for many years, and have a good understanding of the Bible and some are new to the faith. Realizing that there was a severely limited “big picture” concept of the Bible in the students, I decided to embark on an overview of the Bible to assist the students in placing familiar stories in a broad context of the timeline from creation through the development of the early church.  With the coming of the summer and the change to more informality, the course was designed to take ten weeks, beginning March 29th and concluding on June 29th.

As part of class, I incorporated collaborative techniques in an attempt to involve all of the students.  This paper will chronicle the process and rationale behind the activities, as well as note observations of the process along the way.  

What is Collaborative Education, Anyway?

Collaborative education is the process of involving individuals working together as a group in a learning setting, where they are directed toward a common goal, generally involving the solving of a problem.  The teacher’s role is to define the exercise, and serve as a guide to the process.  In training, collaboration is a frequently used methodology and these types of exercises may be known as simulations, case studies, or small group work. In the business world, collaborative learning is known as project teams, or work groups. In education, the process may be called collaborative education, cooperative education and perhaps even function as a cohort model, where the same group of students works together for the duration of an entire degree, supporting the personal development of individual members as well as meeting the individual learning goals within a cohesive group. Peters and Armstrong (1998) define collaborative learning this way, “Collaboration means that people labor together in order to construct something that did not exist before the collaboration, something that does not and cannot fully exist in the lives of individual collaborators.” The new information is created by the group  expands the knowledge of the individuals. Peters and Armstrong use a metaphor to explain the concept. Start by drawing a circle of what the issue is plus the given information potential contained by the members. The circle of information expands through adding individual experience and personal knowledge, then adding research and discussion, enlarging what was originally contained in the circle. In the process, individuals all add the content of the group’s learning to their personal knowledge bases. 

Why does collaboration work in a group setting? A key influencer is that the sum of the group’s knowledge is greater than any one individual’s.  Secondarily, the interaction between individuals sparks imaginations and allows for new ideas to be developed resulting from the interaction between then. In order for collaborative education to be truly successful, groups must be small enough for each individual to have a voice, and each individual must be vested in the successful outcome.  Group members must be accountable to one another, and willing to take risks with each other to share their information.

Tinzmann et al. (1990) says that a collaborative classroom has four distinct but essential characteristics:

1. Shared knowledge among teachers and students

2. Shared authority among teachers and students

3. Teachers serve as mediators, adjusting the level of information and support to maximize the ability of the students to take responsibility for learning

4. Students are grouped heterogeneously 

Tinzmann and colleagues stress the importance of the heterogeneous setting, finding that the “brighter” students tend to learn as much from the more average or “weaker” students as the weaker ones learn from the brighter ones. Teachers are encouraged to model the learning by thinking out loud, stressing that the dialogue between the groups is where the learning occurs. 

Ngeow (1998) suggests that a defined strategy can assist the collaborative process.  She identifies the instructional phases of collaborative learning as engagement, exploration, transformation, presentation, and reflection.  In the engagement phase, the teacher presents the collaborative activity in a way that describes it, but also sets the groups up for their ownership of the process. She suggests the use of a “sales pitch,” capitalizing on the type of language used in marketing strategies for a  presentation.  The exploration phase has students exploring ideas and information, potentially using the K-W-H-L-S (KNOW, WANT, HOW, LEARN, SHARE or what I know, what I want to know, how I will learn it, what I learned, share with others) model to provide some common structure for the group members.  Phase three, the transformation segment, has the students reshaping their learning to organize, clarify, elaborate and synthesize the concepts.  This incorporates the discussion so critical to the collaborative process.  In the presentation phase, the groups present their findings to the whole group to make a bigger learning outcome for the class.  The final phase, reflection, has students analyze what they have learned, look at the strengths and weaknesses of the process and offer ideas about improving it.  Ngeow’s model is much more structured that the typical collaborative classroom, but does offer a structure to ensure that is nothing is missed in the process, as well as assisting the meta-cognitive process for the individual learners at the end.

A key difference between traditional education and the collaborative model is the flexibility and depth of information gained. In the traditional model, the instructor provides all the information and the students are the recipients of the knowledge, while in collaborative education the students are co-providers of the content and often the instructor is a recipient of new information.  Students are more involved in their own learning, and use higher levels of cognition (based on Bloom’s taxonomy).  Traditional education is referred to as the “banking model” by Paolo Freire, in his landmark book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  In his treatise he speaks out against the perpetuation of the status quo by the educational system, where the oppressed are taught to stay under the thumb of their oppressors.  In collaborative education, the students take an active role in the content discovery, and in the process, students and instructors gain new insights into the topic at hand.  Collaborative education is one of the three types of educational models described by Peters and Armstrong (1998). They base their models on the interaction between the students and the teacher.  Type One is “teaching by transmission, learning by reception.”  This parallels the banking model defined by Friere, and is commonly referred to as the lecture model. Learning is done individually in this method. Type Two is “teaching by transmission, learning by sharing.” Students transmit information to one another and occasionally to the teacher.  This is the traditional lecture and discussion model.  Again, the focus is the individual learning. Type Three establishes everyone as a learner, even though the teacher may have special knowledge on the topic. Relationships are defined as learner-to-learner, learner-to-group and group-to-learner.

Collaborative education supports the developmental work of Vygotsky, who believed that human beings are products of their human cultures as well as their biology.  Because language is the key mode we learn our culture as well as organize our verbal thinking, the collaborative dialogue instructs and develops the individual. As the learner hears ideas, they may become part of their inner speech, and assist in the self-regulating of new tasks. In building on these concepts, Jerome Brunner speaks of scaffolding, where ideas build upon one another.  In a collaborative environment, the knowledge is scaffolded to support the multiple ideas of the group, building together to find a solution to the task or problem at hand.

Running parallel to collaborative education is cooperative learning.  Johnson and Johnson describe cooperative learning as “working together to accomplish shared goals” (1989, p 2). In their work, students working in cooperative groups tend to be more intrinsically motivated, intellectually curious, caring of others and psychologically healthy.  In order for these characteristics to develop, the Johnsons believe that three conditions must prevail:

1. Students must see themselves as positively interdependent so that they take personal responsibility to achieve group goals.

2. Students must be willing to

· engage in considerable interaction with each other

· help one another

· share resources

· give constructive feedback

· challenge ideas and reasoning

· keep an open mind

3. There must be effective group process skills, including

· consensus taking

· working to maintain cohesiveness

· summarizing

· ensuring everyone has a chance to speak. (Johnson & Johnson, 1989)

These elements also need to be present for effective collaborative learning to take place.


Establishing the process for collaboration requires preparation on the teacher’s part.  The teacher must have some idea of the outcome for the group process, lest it become a free-for-all.  The teacher’s role as mediator also requires him/her to keep the class on task.  In a practical article by Giordano and Hammer, (2000), as teachers of psychology using collaborative models, they set out some guidelines to ensure success.  On the first day of class, they have the students self-select groups of four or five, using the assumption that students who know one another will generally sit together at the beginning of a class. This is supportive of the research mentioned in the ERIC Practice Application Brief “Adult Learning in Groups” (Imel, 1997) that mentions that the consensus of researchers is that smaller groups of six of less tend to be more cohesive, and that self-selecting groups tend to perform significantly better than those assigned by the professors.  Peters and Armstrong define the groups as “in-class learning groups”, then distinguish between group tasks and goals and the group process of meeting them. Groups are then tasked to review the syllabus and generate a question about it. Each group shares their question, and the whole group benefits from the answer. They may also have the groups define guidelines for effective group work, then combine the guidelines of the small group into a master set of guidelines as a whole group. In giving tasks, the professors are specific about the instructions and the topics to the groups, but then are deliberate about leaving the room to force the groups to organize themselves. They return to provide support as needed, and at the end of the allotted time, the small groups must report to the whole group.  To determine who will report they number the students in each group, then roll a die, selecting a “winner”. They also assign a note taker and a timekeeper in each group to capture the content for reporting back, and to ensure completion on time.  The note keeper’s records are duplicated for each group member to provide study notes, if needed. The groups are switched periodically during the semester to assist with particularly difficult interpersonal issues that may arise between students. They also anticipate some of the more common problems of one student dominating the group, and expect to deal with some resistance of the students to the new model.


Imel also stresses similar factors in the development of cohort groups, recommending:

1. Spend time at the beginning of the cohort developing group relationships

2. Balance group and individual development

3. Provide an environment that both supports and challenges

4. Acknowledge and address tensions that may arise between learners and between learners and instructors. (Imel, 2002)

The research repeatedly discusses the attitudinal resistance of teachers and students to collaborative education.  Teachers are fearful of letting go, and students are annoyed because they feel they are doing the teacher’s work.  There is also the misconception that the information exchanged between students is “less valuable” than what comes from the authority of the teacher. The bulk of these issues come from students’ and teachers’ past frames of reference, which is typically the Type One, lecture-based, traditional form of education. There are numerous hurdles to be overcome in using collaboration in the classroom, but having a well defined purpose for the activity and a teacher who embraces and models the process goes a long way in keeping the students on task.

One of the challenges in collaborative education is helping the learners understand the learning processes occurring in the group. Cranton, as quoted by Imel (1997, Adult Learning in Groups) discusses three forms of knowledge occurring within groups:

· “Instrumental (scientific, cause-and-effect information)

· communicative (mutual understanding and social knowledge)

· emancipatory (increased self-awareness and transformation of experience)”

She further states that the learning varies according to the learning tasks and goals. “Group learning that has as its goal the acquisition of instrumental knowledge is called cooperative.  In cooperative learning groups, ‘the focus is on the subject matter rather than on the inter-personal process… [although] the strengths, experiences, and expertise of individual group members can contribute to the learning of the group as a whole’. The term collaborative describes group learning that is based on communicative knowledge.  Because communicative knowledge is sought, collaborative learning groups emphasize process and participants exchange ideas, feelings, and information in arriving at knowledge that is acceptable to each group member.  Transformative applies to learning groups that seek emancipatory knowledge.  In transformative learning groups, members engage in critical reflection as a means of examining their expectations, assumptions and perspectives.”

The collaborative model has been used successfully in adult literacy programs. (Imel 1996, 1998; Thistlethwaite, 1994)  The tutor works with the individual based on what s/he wants to learn, collaborating on the content.  Rather than being instructor driven, the content is learner driven, giving higher interest and motivation.  In these settings, individual learners can work with a small group and the tutor in a language experience setting, sharing their stories and experiences to create a group story. One of the key strengths of this process is that it is quite different from the traditional models that these students generally have been unsuccessful in their past educational experiences. This type of model also embraces the concept that literacy is much more than reading and writing, but has a social, political, historical and cultural context that the information emanates from. Literacy also provides individuals with a voice, and the collaborative process allows those divergent voices to be expressed.  Small groups also allow students to learn from one another, and embrace their similarities and differences.

How Can Collaboration Be Incorporated Into Sunday School?

Confucius said, “What I hear, I forget; what I see, I remember; what I do, I understand.”  The traditional model of Adult Sunday School is much like the traditional model of education: the teacher lectures to the class, who take notes, and perhaps answer questions.  Unfortunately, this parallels the teaching of the minister from the pulpit, and for individuals who are not strong auditory learners, this will not help them learn.  According to Confucius, they will forget information gained this way.  In Bloom’s Taxonomy, this type of information is at the knowledge level; the lowest form of understanding. According to Bloom, to move to deeper understanding, information needs to be able to be anayalzed and synthesized rather than just absorbed to be profitable to the learner. Jesus also used collaboration and active participation as he taught his disciples to work together and to participate in many of the miracles recorded.  He would give his disciples an assignment, and they would need to figure it out, such as in the feeding of the 5000, or a simple task like the setting up of the Passover meal.  In their process, they learned to understand the nature of God and his work in our lives.

How then, do we involve adult learners to participate in their learning in this type of a setting? Before the class even begins, there must be some initial planning of the collaborative task, then support of it in a physical setting in the room.  I encourage collaboration through the seating arrangement.  By setting the classroom up around tables, natural group settings are formed. Table groups can be assigned a particular question to discuss, or project to complete.  I have given groups discussion questions, timelines to draw, lists to compile, pictures to sequence, to get them talking and working together to collaborate with each other.

Another method is regularly used in the black church settings.  The preacher will say, “Turn to your neighbor and say/ask…” This forms a quick dyad for a discussion.  The teacher can pull groups into dyads or triads in a similar way. 

Groups can be self-selecting, based on a particular topic, assigned by the teacher, based on the known skill level of the students, or random, based on counting off or pulling together groups who are wearing a certain color, or gender or similar category. The research shows that self-selecting groups function best, but in a Sunday School setting, there must be interaction among a variety of people to create the community it is intended to foster.  Mixing up the groups allows for individuals to get to know others outside of their friends.

The teacher plans and explains the collaborative exercise to the students.  As with any collaborative exercise, the teacher takes the risk that the students will take the discussion in a different direction than the one anticipated by the teacher, but this is not necessarily bad.  Often they will consider points the teacher wouldn’t have mentioned.  Part of the teacher’s role is that of facilitator, and to gently coach groups along and model the process of learning from one another.

The Sunday School setting is ideal for collaborative work because of its informality.  Generally classes are drawn together topically or by age, so there is already an established bond. The Bible teaches about the church by using a metaphor of the body being made of many different parts, but working together for a common purpose.  The collaborative model strengthens this concept as individuals share their knowledge and work together to achieve a common goal.

Uniqueness of My Setting

Providence Assembly of God is a multi-ethnic congregation, meeting on the West Side of Providence.  As an inner city congregation, the members are diversified on many planes: socially, there are lower and middle class attendees; racially, there are black, white, Hispanic, and Asians; nationally, there are native born Americans and immigrants from West Africa, the Caribbean Islands, the Philippines; educationally, there are attendees who are graduate students at Brown University, attendees who do not read at all, some with high school diplomas, others with GEDs, college graduates, and some who have only finished some grade school.  My class is composed of adults who self-select coming to church an hour before service to participate. The Sunday School program at our church provides Christian Education classes for infants through adults, and is staffed by volunteer Sunday School teachers.  My average attendance is about 12, though I have had as many as 20 and as few as 4.  I have a core of about 5 who attend nearly every week, and the balance of other attendees changes week to week.

While the literature supports the value of heterogeneous groupings, I run into some unique issues. Because of the mixed population and varied skill levels, it makes it difficult to come up with activities that everyone is able to participate in.  In most academic settings, it is assumed that everyone can read and write.  This is not necessarily a valid assumption in my class.  I have older students who recently immigrated from Liberia, and never learned to read or write, and function with English as a second language who wind up being grouped with graduate students from an Ivy League school. Certainly they can learn from one another, but the trick is coming up with tasks that are not all verbal.  I work to find activities that are largely verbal, using discussion without requiring reading or writing but cannot always succeed in this. I have found that art activities can work, but the conceptual framework of the mixed cultures often has clashing backgrounds.  In one of the lessons I did before this project, I gave the students a task of creating a comic strip timeline to represent their lives, then we were going to look for the hand of God working throughout their lives.  My African students do not think of time in a linear fashion, and were unable to work from beginning to end on the project, nor able to represent the ideas using markers, never having had to perform any writing or drawing tasks before this. This lesson was actually a turning point for me, helping me realize that I needed to provide more variety to ensure that everyone was participating and understanding the content.  These students would come and listen every week, but I discovered that the barrier was not English as a second language or shyness to participate, but from the lack of the skills a literate culture expects.

A huge advantage I have in my setting is the flexibility to use my own curriculum and methodology.  In writing my own materials, I save the church the expense of purchasing books, but I can also customize my class to meet the needs of the students in attendance.  This made collaboration an ideal experiment for involving all the students and testing some of the theories presented in the literature about it.

Course Content

The ten weeks of the course are designed to cover the contents of the Bible from Genesis through Revelation.  The first week will be a broad overview, and the last week will be a summary review.  At the beginning of each class there will be review of the prior week’s content to build on the information week by week.  The curriculum plan is as follows:

	Week
	Content
	Method

	Week One

April 27
	Overview of the Structure of the Bible

Old Testament/New Testament

Purposes of each section

Subsections dividing the books
	Establish need: whole group sequence familiar Bible characters using names on index cards

Lecture with overhead projector

Call and response from students to repeat concepts

Re-sequence the cards at the end



	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will be able to define:

· the purpose and general content of Old and New Testaments

· How many books in the whole Bible, and OT/NT

· Main divisions in OT/NT

· Sequence key characters based on major divisions

	Week Two

May 4
	Books of the Law: Genesis

Creation, Fall, Flood, Babel

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph
	Tic-tac-toe board squares, (“window pane-ing”) pictorial representations of the key events. Erasing pictures to create memory type game

Stories are familiar, pull narrative from the students

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will be able to recite the order of nine key elements in the book of Genesis, using a job aid

	Week Three

May 10
	Books of the Law: Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

Moses, plagues, flight from Egypt/Passover, wandering in the wilderness
	Sequencing activity to review squares from last week’s tic-tac toe board in teams.

Tic-tac-toe board squares of the Exodus, erasing pictures to reinforce memory

Stories continue to be familiar, pull narrative from students

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class, students will:

· Recall the order of the events from Genesis

· List the nine key events in Exodus-Deuteronomy



	Week Four

May 18
	Books of History: Joshua, Judges, Ruth

Return to the Promised Land

Crossing the Jordan

Defeating Jericho

Cycle of Judges
	Work on whiteboard to reinforce two tic-tac-toe boards, drawing pictures from previous classes

Physical Activity-march around classroom to simulate Jericho

Group work: What did each group experience 1) inside the walls 2)Israelites marching 3) Rahab’s family

Draw cycles of Judges

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will:

· Recall key events from the books of the Law

· Recall events of entry to the promised land

· Understand the faith needed to undertake this task

· Explain the parallels to our spiritual lives

	Week Five

May 25
	Books of History: 1&2 Samuel, 1&2 Kings, 1&2 Chronicles

Samuel’s leadership

Kings Saul, David, Solomon

Split Kingdom
	Intro lecture of the story of Samuel, Quick overview of Saul, David, Solomon; Split Kingdom; show how Wisdom books fit historically

Have small groups create a comic strip for each king: Saul, David, Solomon, then share with whole group; provide resource materials to assist

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will:

· Recall the three kings of the united kingdom

· Describe the reasons for the split kingdom

· Match Northern and Southern kingdoms to Israel/Judah and their captors

	Week Six

June 1
	Books of History: Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther

Return from exile

Rebuilding the city

Rebuilding the temple

Consecration of the people

Message of the prophets
	Whole group: Review overall sequence of the Bible using famous art pictures from the Renaissance 

Review timeline up to this point

Introduce Prophetical books and their place in divided kingdom and return

Discuss reasons for need to rebuild

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will:

· Understand the prophets’ message: “You’re a mess! Get it together!”

· Describe what needed to be rebuilt: temple, city, walls, spiritual lives


	Week Seven

June 8
	Overview structure of the New Testament

Gospels: Life of Christ
	Comparison of Old Testament prophecies of Christ and fulfillment in New Testament

Parallel nature of the gospel accounts

Different purposes in gospel accounts

Life of Christ pulled from students

Group activity: 2 groups: 1-recall the miracles 2-recall the teachings

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class students will:

· Be able to break down the 27 NT books into their sections

· be able to give a one paragraph summary of the life of Christ

· explain why there are 4 gospels

	Week Eight

June 15
	New Testament: Acts, Letters 

Development of the Church

Life of Paul

Writing of letters
	Review sequence of Acts, Peter, Stephen, Phillip, Paul’s missionary journeys.

Group work: look for the key points of Peter and Paul’s messages

If time, explore the purpose of the letters: Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians 

	
	Objectives:

At the end of class, students will be able to:

· Sequence Peter, Stephen, Phillip and Paul

· Define the three points of Peter and Paul’s messages

· List the letters to churches, and the letters to pastors

· List the letters of Paul vs. general letters

	Week Nine

June 22
	Tying it together: Revelation

Review chronology

Examine Revelation


	Group work: Groups will create pictures of heaven based on the descriptions in Revelation

	
	Objectives:

Students will:

· Be aware of the different theological perspectives of Revelation

· Understand that Revelation is the final chapter in the life of the church

· Understand that judgment will come, but many chances are given for repentance

	Week Ten

June 29
	Review
	Group work: Timeline will be stretched around the room displaying the entire Bible.

Students will need to place index cards listing the books of the Bible in the right place along the timeline, as well as cards listing the individual key characters.

	
	Objectives:

Students will know Who’s Who and Where’s What from Genesis through Revelation.


Process Reflections

This section will be a week-by-week evaluation of the individual lessons, with a series of observations and conclusions.

Week One: Overview

I began class by having the early arrivals chronologically sequence a series of index cards containing the names of well-known characters.  I used Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Gideon, Saul, David, Elijah, Elisha, Zerrubabel, John the Baptist, Jesus, Peter, and Paul.  As the students worked together, they recognized all of the characters, and if someone didn’t know one, another would share the story.  As I suspected, they weren’t able to put them in order, confirming my hypothesis that this class was a need.  

After the activity, I used the whiteboard to draw the Bible timeline (in appendix), and used overhead transparencies to show the divisions between the Old and New Testaments and their purposes.  I described the basic time periods, and gave them handouts.  I also explained the divisions of the Old Testament (Law, History, Poetry, Major Prophets, Minor Prophets) and the New (Gospels, History, Pauline Letters, General Letters and Prophecy). I used frequent call and response questions to review the material to ensure those that couldn’t read were hearing the concepts and those that could read were able to review and reinforce them. I also provided them with handouts for notetaking.

At the end of class, I had them return to the cards, and they were able to sequence all the names, based on the main periods we had talked about.  

It was a successful class, and got students talking with other members of the congregation about the class as they left excitedly for the worship service.

Week Two: Genesis

I began class with a review of the differences between the Old and New Testaments learned the week before.  They had great recall, and I was quite pleased. I drew the timeline on the board and told them I would be teaching the first segment on Genesis.  I introduced the concept of the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible, which are known as the books of the Law.

I drew a three by three grid, and drew a picture in each square, representative of the nine key events in Genesis: Creation, Fall, Noah, Babel, Abraham’s Covenant, Sacrifice of Isaac, Jacob stealing the birthright and blessing, Jacob’s dream, and Joseph.  I had the students repeat the sequence as a group, then erased the pictures one by one and had them repeat the sequence to help with recall. By the end, they were able to repeat the sequence by pointing to the squares.

While there was no collaboration in this lesson, the students were engaged and seemed to be gaining the content.

Week Three: Exodus

I began this week’s lesson with a clip art rendition of the nine squares grid of Genesis they had the week before.  I had them sit in groups and reconstruct the sequence.  They had a hard time matching the pictures with the stories, and struggled with the order of the events.  With some help, each set was completed accurately.

I taught the story of Moses and the Exodus, using the same grid concept as the week before.  I used Baby (Moses rescue from the Nile), Bush (the burning bush call of Moses), Go-No (for asking Pharoah to leave and his refusal), Plagues, Door (for the blood on the door, and the reinforcement of the cross of Christ), Sea (walking through the Red Sea), Manna/Quail/Wine (for the provision of food and the people whining), Law/Moo (the giving of the Ten Commandments and the golden calf), Tabernacle (for the building of the tabernacle and the ark of the covenant).  I used the same callout and erasing technique as the week before, and the entire class had the sequence in their short term memories.

Again, there was too much new content to work collaboratively in this session.

Week Four: Joshua/Judges

I began the review session by drawing the two blank grids and asking for help from the class to fill them in.  They had a little trouble with the order, but together, we were able to reconstruct the two grids from the Pentateuch.  I pointed out that the central square for each grid was a critical concept: the near sacrifice of Isaac and the provision of a lamb, and the need to put the blood on the lintels and door post during Passover for the angel of death to pass over the house. These both foreshadow the coming of Christ.

I told the story of Joshua, and how the Israelites entered the Promised Land through the parting of the Jordan River. I told the story of Joshua and the walls of Jericho from Rahab’s perspecive, then we physically walked around the classroom to reenact the fall of Jericho.  When we were done, I split them into three groups.  The first groups was to talk about Rahab’s family’s reaction to the whole thing, and their eventual salvation, the second group was to discuss what it was like inside the walls of Jericho when the Israelites were walking around, and the third group was to talk about how the Israelites felt walking around the walls doing this odd thing God requested.  After they shared their responses, I created an application about how God often requires odd things in us, and our role is to listen and obey.  We talked a little bit about spiritual obstacles and enemies, and God’s role in helping us with them.

I was pleased with the way the class went.  The collaboration required the students to look at the story from a new perspective, and others brought diverse ideas to the discussion.

Week Five: The United and Divided Kingdoms


This week needed to begin with a quick review of Judges because I hadn’t covered the individual characters the week before, only the cycle: sin, punishment, people cry out, deliverer sent, peace.  With that pattern established, I was able to introduce the kings, and the united kingdoms of Saul, David and Solomon, then the split kingdom during the rule of Rehoboam.  I kept my overview very high level to allow for the collaborative group time.  I assigned each table one of the kings (Saul, David, Solomon) and gave them a stack of research printed from the internet including a basic overview of the king’s life, a listing of key Bible passages, and a Bible dictionary listing about the king.  I told them to work together, skimming through the materials to create a comic strip about the king’s life and reign. I assumed that the strong readers would be able to assist the weaker and non-readers, and together they would be able to come up with something.  I told them they only had twenty minutes to create their comic strip, and they would present them to the whole group at the end.


I was absolutely stunned by the reaction to the assignment.  My students had no idea how to skim the material for key points, nor how to organize the ideas chronologically.  What wound up happening was the students drawing whatever stories they remembered about the king, and what little they recalled from my high level overview.  One of the groups did a little better because there was a sixth grade teacher in the group, but she basically took over the task while the others watched.  After the twenty minutes, the first group had a single picture, the second group had a few concepts, and the third group had the details I’d shared in my overview.


The key learning for me here was that the reading skills remain low for my students, and their organization of text is very weak. I was expecting them to function with skills that would have been normal in a business environment of college graduates, but giving them a research-based task was much too complex for them.  In attempting to meet the needs of all, I missed the mark by a long shot here.

Week Six: Major and Minor Prophets and the Exile and Return


This week began with a series of twelve famous paintings depicting Bible stories we had studied that I had laid out on the table.  I asked the group to identify the story and put them in order.  For whatever reason, I only had four students this week, so I had them work as one group. I was surprised that famous pictures like the Creation of Man from the Sistine Chapel, where the finger of God touches Adam, were completely new to my students and they struggled to figure out this story.  Of the four students this day, I had the sixth grade teacher, a former director of a drug rehab program, my non-reading retiree, and a visitor I didn’t know.  Once they identified the stories, they put them in order, switching the order of only two of the pictures.  I was quite pleased with this result because it appeared that the previous week’s lessons were being retained.


I used the whiteboard and my timeline to teach how the kingdom was divided and carried off, showing them that top to bottom, all went alphabetically:

· Northern Kingdom: Israel, carried off first in 722 BC by Assyria 

· Southern Kingdom: Judah, carried off second in 586 BC by Babylon, then Persia.

Not surprisingly, the concept of a BC timeline puzzled my retiree because the numbers went backwards. We talked through a handout showing where the different prophets fit into the Northern and Southern kingdoms, the exile and return.


We discussed what it must have been like to return to a destroyed city, and determined what needed to be rebuilt.  I told them about the rebuilding of the people, the temple and the walls around the city and the characters.


At this point, we had completed the Old Testament, so we reviewed the timeline from beginning to end, then did a spiritual graph of the rising and falling of the people over time, contrasting it with the constancy of God always loving and reaching out to restore.  I was pleased about the review because the students really remembered the lessons they had been taught.

Week Seven: The Gospels/Life of Christ


This week began the New Testament, and I had fourteen students. We took a list of the 27 books of the New Testament and divided them into their sections: four gospels, one history, twelve letters of Paul (seven to churches, five to people), nine general letters, and one prophetic book.


I asked them to name the gospels, and we looked at their authorship, intended audience, and the fact the three are basically chronological and one is thematic.  I used questioning techniques to pull the beginning and ending of Jesus’ life story, then I split them into two groups.  I asked one group to list as many miracles as they could remember, and the other group to remember as many concepts that Jesus taught, either as parables, or lessons.  I had them keep a list and told them they were in competition with each other and the group with the longest list would win.  I let them know they had ten minutes and left the room. The energy and enthusiasm they attacked this task with was remarkable.  The stories were familiar to them, so they were able to generate a fair amount of information.  When I came back they asked if they could used their Bibles.  I hadn’t told them not to, but they wanted to make sure that wasn’t “cheating.”  At the end the miracles group had fourteen stories and the teaching group had eleven stories.  I had the groups share their findings, applauding the other team.  I summarized the life of Christ as Jesus was born, he came to teach and do miracles to demonstrate the authority and power of God, then he died on the cross and rose from the dead.  This is the basic outline of the sermons used by the early church we would be discussing the following week.


Again, I was pleased, and felt like everyone participated and left happy.

Week Eight: The Early Church


Even though the stories in Acts are familiar, like the stories of the Old Testament, the order of events is easy to forget, so I gave the students a pneumonic device to help them remember.  In Acts 1:8, Jesus commissions his disciples to spread the gospel to Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and on to the uttermost.  This is the geographic outline of the book, and the people outline can be recalled with the letters PSPS for Peter, Stephen, Phillip and Saul, who became Paul. Between Stephen and Phillip, a great persecution arose, so the acronym could also be PSPPSP for Peter, Stephen, Persecution, Phillip, Saul who became Paul.


I drew the jelly donut on my New Testament timeline, representing the geographic outline, then wrote PSPS underneath it and asked if anyone had an idea how this could represent Acts.  No one knew.


We took a look at the opening verses of the book, where the author introduces his intention to inform Theopholis about what happened after the resurrection of Christ to follow up on his first story detailing the life of Christ.  I told them that Theopholis was a politician and made them review the authors of the gospels to see who might have had contact with a politician.  They narrowed it down to Matthew, the tax collector and Luke the physician, so I had them look in the beginning of each of those gospels to see if they could make the connection. They saw that Luke introduces his gospel to Theopholis making him the author.


We discussed Pentecost, a story quite familiar in a Pentecostal church, but I assigned each of the students a language, and asked what it would be like for a foreigner to hear speech in his own tongue in a foreign land, which helped drive the point home of how astonishing this would have been.  We looked at a map of the cities represented by the people in attendance that day as recorded in Acts 2, and they realized how far reaching the message would be.  We looked at an outline of Peter’s message: Jesus came, Jesus died on the cross to save sinners, then rose from the dead, and it’s your choice to believe it.


We took a look at the life of Stephen, the first martyr, then Phillip and his revival services in Samaria, and on to the Ethiopian eunuch, then the conversion of Saul, who became Paul.  We looked at a map of his missionary journeys, pointing out the cities that had letters written to them which became the Pauline letters of that became the New Testament books of Romans through Colossians.  They remembered that the others were to people and I shared where they lived.


We recalled the remaining letters and had a brief recollection of their authors, some being apostles, one the brother of Jesus and one (Hebrews) of unknown authorship.


There was no collaboration here, but the students were right with me.

Weeks Nine and Ten


The lessons for this week will occur after the submission of this paper, though they will be highly collaborative weeks.  In week nine, I will introduce the vocabulary of Revelation (rapture, tribulation, millennium, second coming, apocalypse, Armageddon) and talk about the many theories of what occurs when during the end times.  I will give them charts of the main theories, but will drive home the point that it doesn’t matter how they happen, but that they will happen, and we should be ready for the final judgment.  Those who believe in Christ will enter heaven and eternal life, and those that reject Christ will be sent to eternal punishment in hell. 


After this overview, I will break them into groups of three, and give them a poster-sized piece of paper, drawing materials and one of the passages from Revelation describing heaven for them to draw as a team.  I have used this exercise with other groups and found that they tend to make discoveries they never noticed in these very familiar passages.


My final review, week ten, will consist of a large version of the timelines we have studied taped on the wall running around the room.  I will have the original stack of names on index cards, plus others to be added from the other stories we studied, and another color of cards listing the sixty-six books of the Bible.  I will hand them a roll of masking tape and have them work together to attach the people and the books to the places they belong on the timeline.  After the get them all up, we’ll review what they have studied and make any corrections necessary.  I expect they will have fun with this, and will need to work together to complete the task, sharing information each recalls, since only Howard, my non-reading retiree has attended all ten weeks.

Conclusion


Collaboration is a great tool to bring learning to deeper levels with adults, and was very successful in my diverse Sunday School class. I learned several important lessons along the way. Although the research states that heterogeneous groups function best, the groups need to have a certain common denominator of skills and basic knowledge about the topic used in the activity.  When a concept is completely new to students, if they don’t have the research skills to explore information to make discoveries, they will not be successful.  Collaborative activities require everyone in the group to participate, so it is important in my role as the teacher to become a moderator and monitor and coach struggling groups.  The active participation of the students caused strong recall of the information; making it part of their own knowledge banks after to collaboration.


I am pleased with the outcomes of my program, but realize that I must still hone my skills in devising exercises that will allow everyone to participate at a level that will not intimidate the non-readers, nor put the college graduates to sleep.  This will be the ongoing challenge as long as I continue in this role with these students.  On a personal level, the reward of seeing them grow and become excited about their faith and the Bible is doubly worth the energy expended in my part thinking and preparing the lessons and activities.
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Appendix

Bible Timeline used throughout the program
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