HOW TO USE THIS CURRICULUM

or

SO YOU WANT TO START A CHURCH SCHOOL?

INTRODUCTION


The goal of this curriculum was to meet the needs of the mission or small parish for a unified curriculum, flexible to varying numbers of students of varying ages. The entire curriculum repeats every four years, each time with increasing depth. A child born in the parish will have the comprehensive material repeated three times during his Church School career (but in greater depth each time); a newly arrived child will have a full and comprehensive education even if he joins the parish as a teen. 


The curriculum follows a time-line view of history, beginning with the Old Testament year. From the hundreds of stories of Jewish history, the parents chose the most influential or important from either a historical or liturgical point of view to present to the children. There are only so many weeks in a year, and most of our Church Schools close down for the summer to avoid teacher burn-out and tiny class-size. Of course, in the opening exercises of each Sunday, other important stories (Enoch, Deborah, Samson – to name a few who were reluctantly set aside) can be shared with everyone.


The second year studies the Life of Jesus (i.e., the Gospels) in detail, presented again chronologically for the younger children, while the teens have a “parables” focus to learn Bible study techniques which will be important as they go away to college. This year is rich in feasts and studies the events on which many of the sacraments are based. The latter part of the year is scheduled around the liturgical calendar and lessons may need to be reordered around the movable feast of Pascha, so that the story of Zaccheus falls on Zaccheus Sunday, etc. There are a few lessons of parables and the Lord’s Prayer that can be moved; they are not filler to be deleted, but their lessons are not chronologically tied to the story of the life of our Lord, nor tied to the liturgical calendar. 

The third year is academically the most challenging – Church History. Again, it is presented chronologically, with the “most important” events showcased. For the smallest children, the curriculum almost looks like a “saint of the week”, which is not bad in that it introduces even our toddlers to these great Christians. Of course, by the middle school and teen classes, the material is much more detailed, ending with the formation and present-day status of each of the national churches. Again, feel free to move the lessons around; for example, the lesson for St. Gregory Palamas is scheduled to fall around his feast day during Great Lent, but that’s a movable date and may require a change of date.

The fourth year was not a part of the original curriculum. It is entitled “Epistles, Feasts, and Sacraments” and seeks to include material that is important but does not fit into a historically chronological presentation. The epistles are read every Sunday but frequently given only scattered attention in Church School (e.g. in the life of Paul as places he visited); likewise, the feasts and sacraments, while presented peripherally elsewhere in the curriculum (e.g. Theophany and baptism in the Life of Jesus when Jesus is baptized), are showcased here. The feast lessons are scheduled to be the week before the feast itself to prepare the children for the services; by definition, the placement of these lessons may have to be changed for the movable feasts each four years – just move them around! Otherwise, the epistles and sacraments move in an orderly manner through the year. This year is a chance to tie together many aspects from the more historical years and see direct application in our Church life. 


This is a curriculum that is meant to be easy to teach, easy to implement. But, it is not an easy curriculum. Four-year-olds studying Church History? Many times we sell our children short. If they can learn the details of the life of Sleeping Beauty, why can’t they learn the life of St. Nina of Georgia? And, by the time they reach the teens, they are ready to assimilate the saints they already know and move into a historical perspective of Church Councils and missionary efforts.


Don’t forget the parents’ guide! An outline with ideas for each week is included with the curriculum. Teaching about the Lord is not only a Sunday activity. Parent participation is crucial. They are the wheels to bring the children to Church School and to other planned activities. There are stories, coloring pages, and puzzles for each lesson – something for all ages. Encourage your parents to bring the lesson home in various ways through the week. They’re too busy to make field trips? Even at a minimum a family can have a quick prayer at the icon corner most nights and substitute a Bible story for a secular one at bedtime. And the Veggie Tales available at a department or video store make great videos for all ages in place of TV time. No child can be raised an Orthodox Christian on only Sunday morning!

Church School program too boring? We also include camping trip outlines, VBS outlines, and outlines for parties and plays for each year in the curriculum. Church does not have to be limited to Sunday AM, and Church School lessons can be augmented even with parties and camping trips. 


Facilities, well, a bit sparse? Meeting in a stairwell or a closet? Can’t do detailed crafts? We’ve found it easy to put a minimal supply for each class in a plastic bin which can be carried in each and every Sunday. For craft time…consider a year-long scrapbook. Copy the coloring page for the younger children from the Parents’ Guide, mount it,  decorate it, and place it in a binder or folder for the child to keep as his “book.” Older children can decorate a page with his or her own illustrations from the lesson. 
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SO, HOW MANY KIDS DO YOU HAVE AND WHAT ARE THEIR AGES?


I have yet to be in a parish where we have four or five children in each grade. Indeed, when this curriculum was first developed, we had only ten children spread from toddlers to teens. How does the small parish make classes? And, children are not the only thing you need: How many rooms or corners of rooms do you have available? This may also partially determine your class make-up.


First, how many children do you have in regular attendance? What are their ages? You need at least four or five children to make a viable class, and still have a class if one family is absent. So you first must group the children in age groups to come up with classes that fit your situation, which will change from year to year. One year, we actually had one class for ages 3-8, one for ages 9-12, and one for ages 13-18 – UGH! 

The curriculum has five “levels” of program designed ideally for ages 3-5 (pre-readers), 6-7 (early readers), 8-9 (readers), 10-12 (middle school), and teens. As they grow, children develop skills that allow the lessons to become more challenging.  The preschoolers will need most lessons read to them out of their Bible storybook and will need most crafts half-done before class. Coloring is possible, glue sticks work better than liquid glue, and scissors are hopeless. The early readers may be able to read along with you, but don’t have them read aloud; gluing is possible, but cut things in advance. By age 8-9, they can read aloud, albeit slowly, cut and glue their own crafts. 10-12-year-olds can do everything, but don’t want to! It’s not cool! They still enjoy crafts and can begin to discuss materials in a more analytical manner. Finally, teens (while they secretly like crafts but want to appear too adult to need them) usually work best with a discussion format. 

But, you don’t have to use all the levels in any given year. Choose what you need for your situation. In the example given above, I would select the 6-7 curriculum for the first class (but read to them so as not to lose the toddlers), the 10-12 for the second class (and hope the 9-year-old is a good reader for his age), and the teen curriculum. Skip the others, but keep them, since four years from now you will have a totally different mix of children (and more!).

HOW MANY WEEKS DO YOU HAVE?


Every Church year is different; your curriculum year must be, too. Therefore, you must write a schedule of lessons at the beginning of each year – which lesson will be taught in all the classes each week. Since the curriculum ties together both the integrated program for all the children and the rotating teaching staff (more about that later), you cannot leave the schedule to just unfold each week. 


In the summer, sit down with your pastor and parish council. What’s coming up? Is the bishop visiting? When? Is there a week with a picnic or a parish dinner right after Liturgy? When does school in your community begin and end? When is Pascha? After all, Church School is important, but it is not the only thing your parish is doing. Communication is critical in the planning stages. 


Now lay out your lessons, deciding when to begin the year, when to end the year, and whether there are any Sundays to skip because of parish conflicts. Don’t have class on Pascha; no one will come! The number of lessons in the curriculum is a good fit for our parish most years, but you might have to trim a lesson or two or run a bit later into the summer if you have a particularly busy year with other parish activities. The last time our parish did the Epistles, Feasts, and Sacraments curriculum, we actually moved the three summer “feast” lessons into August because we started late after the visit of the bishop. 


What about a week or two for church plays – maybe one at Christmas and one as the year’s finale? Perform for the parish, then at a local nursing home or orphanage. Each of the curricula has a suggested end-of-the-year play to use, but you can invent your own.   We do a traditional Nativity pageant most Christmases, varying it with a St. Nicholas play when we’re studying Church History. The plays reinforce the curriculum for the students, are great fun for the congregation, and are a service to the nursing home – all rolled into one!  

TEACHING STAFF: DON’T BURN THEM OUT!


Small parish, few hands, lots of work…difficult to recruit teachers? Not really! The key is to avoid turn-over; don’t burn them out and don’t require a massive commitment. 


Your first resource is, of course, the parents of the children themselves. They want to have a Church School program; put their time where their mouths are! Too busy? We’re only going to have one opportunity to educate these children. A plan to develop a program five years from now is well and good but leaves these parents in the lurch now.  


How do you avoid burn-out of your staff? Don’t make them teach every week! No one wants to miss coffee hour week after week, not even getting to know the new adults in the parish until summer. After listing the lessons and the weeks and matching a lesson with each week, schedule a team of 2-4 teachers (after much trial and error, we’ve settled on three – a nice odd number in case the priest decides to offer a special program for adults every first Sunday) for each class. Here, following the curriculum becomes crucial, since the same teacher will not be teaching next week. Some of our teaching teams prefer to teach one week in three; others prefer three in a row, followed by six off. And, a couple of the lessons each year are continued for two weeks; how can anyone present Moses in one lesson? Continued lessons must be taught by the same teacher, who then gets a break on the next rotation. Once your teaching teams have decided on their preference, just fill their names in on your schedule of weeks and lessons and you’re just about ready to go!


Someone can’t teach on the date you assigned date? Because the structured curriculum is the constant, not the teaching staff, he or she can trade with another team member with no “substitute teacher” phenomenon. Just be sure they know to let the Church School director know in advance; otherwise, there will be panic during Liturgy as you look around the congregation in vain for one of your assigned teachers.


Another tip that I can rarely follow myself: the Church School director should not take a teaching position. Who better to sub in an emergency? But, if you enjoy teaching, it’s hard to give it up.

HOW, WHERE, AND WHEN?


One of the marvelous features of a unified curriculum is the opening exercises. No…these are not calisthenics on Sunday! Opening exercises is an opportunity to meet with the entire Church School for about 10 minutes before the classes peel off to their individual nooks and crannies (or classrooms, if you’re lucky enough to have them!). Everyone is studying the same material, albeit at different levels. And, maybe you need time to take down the sanctuary to make room for the Church School (in a mission setting) or your teachers don’t want the children eating donuts during class while the children don’t want to give up their donuts. Opening exercises solve both these problems!


While Church School can be held before Liturgy or on another day, turn out will likely be poor unless everyone lives nearby. But, most parishes have coffee hour after Liturgy. By offering to take their children during coffee hour, parents will reward you with almost 100% attendance. Ask the priest to allow the children and teachers-of-the-week to venerate the cross first. They get first choice of refreshments and go together to opening exercises, which can be held in a classroom, hallway, stairwell, or unused room – whatever you have! Teens may have other responsibilities (altar boys, chanting, choir) and may be excused from opening exercises; if you let them socialize for 10 minutes before class, they won’t need to do so during class. While the children and teachers eat, the Church School director runs the opening exercises (or someone else designated, but I like to do this myself to assure that the lessons are tied together and reviewed). Yet another reason why the Church School director should not teach a class!


What do you do with 10-15 minutes each Sunday? Plan one activity that either reviews class material and ties it together or presents some interesting story or biography omitted from the regular lessons. I thought teaching songs would be fun, but everyone else is eating…But there are lots of other options. The curriculum includes a possible opening exercise lesson for each week, often reviewing material, working on memory verses, or supplementing with a saint or prophet who lived at the time in history that we’re studying but isn’t included elsewhere. Take the time to sit down with the schedule and plan one of the following (or your own idea) for each week:

What about a time line and maps for Old Testament, Life of Jesus, and Church History and a map for the cities of the Epistles? Add today’s lesson, look back at the last few weeks and quickly review. Where and when did they happen? How do they tie in with previous events? Do you actually have a room? Keep the time line up for all to see.

Tell a new story – one of the Old Testament characters, events in the Life of Jesus, or saints in Church History left out because of scheduling exigencies. To interest the smaller children, put something to represent the story in a lunch bag (e.g., a piece of hair for Samson) and let one child open the bag – then tell the story around the object in the bag. Be sure to add these people to your time line and locate their place on the map.

Play games: Concentration with the names of the disciples or father/son pairs from the Old Testament or feasts and dates – boys against girls as teams? 20 Questions also works well as a review of previous people or places. Pictionary, with the icons of the feasts, in two teams? 

What about the memory work recommended in each year’s curriculum? This is a great time to make a big poster board with everyone’s name on it, allow the children to recite one by one, and put a big star or sticker next to their name! 

Does one class’s lesson plan call for making puppets or planning a skit or making masks? They’d be a lot more fun if the students could actually perform their show for someone! What better time to put on that class’s production than at the next week’s opening exercises? It reviews the lesson for all the other classes, since they all studied the same thing last week. And the Church School director will bless the class for planning such a wonderful and different activity to vary the fare. 

Play rehearsals can work well (unless you’re in a stairwell, in which case you may have to schedule a rehearsal at another time or in lesson time); be sure to stagger actors to allow everyone to eat.  It may take 3-4 weeks to rehearse all pieces of the play, with a quick run-through the week before the performance with everyone.

Opening exercises are not just a fill-in while everyone eats and their rooms are prepared. They are an integral part of the curriculum, especially since, with teaching teams, the teachers will not be reviewing the previous lesson or tying it with the next.  What a wonderful opportunity to see all the children together, tiniest answering questions and reciting right along with the oldest!

Finally, the curriculum mentions several teaching aids. Flannelboard stories can be purchased at any Christian bookstore and a flannelboard easily made with light blue flannel glued to a piece of plywood or heavy cardboard. I love flannelboard stories for small children, but they are not essential.  Maps? Again, your Christian bookstore has a vast array of maps of the ancient world.  Books? The Arch books are sometimes very appropriate, especially for younger children. We give each student at age 8 a Bible with Old and New Testaments – the Orthodox Study Bible. The younger children receive their own Bible Storybook – a storybook with fun pictures. But, if budget is tight, each class can have one or two Bibles and pass them around. In addition, each classroom has some staple supplies listed – glue, crayons, scissors, etc. These can be simply stored in a plastic bin for each class if you have no storage space. The teachers can retrieve their bins as their rooms are prepared during opening exercises. 

THE EXTRAS THAT MAKE YOUR PROGRAM SPECIAL


Maybe the first year, there’s enough of a challenge just to mount a Sunday program. But, eventually, you’ll want to have some supplemental activities to take Church School out of its Sunday slot and expand into the lives of the families. Some ideas? But you know your own parish and what would work, so be creative!


What about movie nights? There a lots of good kiddie animated or Veggie Tale (an animated series of videos telling stories with talking vegetables) videos with stories from the Old Testament and New Testament and lots of  “clean” full-length features from the Old Testament (“The Ten Commandments” and the TNT series with Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David, Solomon, Esther, and Jeremiah), Life of Jesus (“Jesus of Nazareth”, “Ben Hur”), and early Christian days (“Quo Vadis”, “The Robe”). In your Social Hall after vespers (or at someone’s home with a big family room) on Saturday evening, have pizza with a kiddie feature. After the small fry go home, the older children can spend the night as a lock-in, watch the feature movie, have pop-corn…The next morning, everyone goes together to Liturgy.


Parties are also a great outreach, and a chance for the neighborhood to be invited. After all, we are called to evangelism, and we can draw in an entire family through its children. What about an All Saint’s Party in place of Halloween on October 31, complete with costumes of saints, bobbing for apples, games, and refreshments?  Games can be simple but educational – “Pin the Tail on the Donkey” with a Palm Sunday background, search for the Pearl of Great Price (a ping-pong ball?), etc.  

St. Nicholas can visit on December 6 (or the Sunday nearest), complete in bishop’s costume and carrying a bag of presents. Our tradition is of bags filled with gold chocolate coins, peanuts, a small toy or coloring book, an orange, a candy cane, and a couple of other pieces of candy. 

The Three Kings are celebrated in many countries. Have a party, complete with a piñata in the shape of a star or a camel or a crown and filled with candy. This puts quite a bang into the end of the Christmas season, and happens to fall on Theophany, drawing a crowd to attend church. We begin by walking around the neighborhood door to door led by three brave fathers dressed in bathrobes and sheets as kings, singing “We Three Kings” and asking if the baby Jesus is there. The neighbors have been prepared ahead of time with small, wrapped gifts; try the Oriental Trading catalog for a wealth of neat, cheap stuff. They are told to respond that, “No, He is not here, but here are some gifts when you find Him.” The neighbor children can join the procession, which ends at the church when we find the baby Jesus in the icon. There the party begins. Pinata, gifts, a birthday cake for Jesus – great fun!

And, don’t forget the Easter Egg Hunt on Bright Monday, complete with grilled hamburgers and hot dogs. All the children skip school for Bright Monday Liturgy (with a note written by the priest) and bring a basket for collecting eggs after Liturgy. Be sure to separate the older and tiny children, or the tiny ones will be left in the dust!

Craft days can also be fun and a good way to prepare for the Creative Festivals. What about baking Prosphora together one Saturday afternoon, with Father using our Prosphora the next day at liturgy? Or basket weaving for older children and teens before Pascha to make their own basket to bring to Pascha services and the egg hunt? Teens love making Russian Pysanky. The possibilities are endless, limited only by the availability of an adult who has the needed skills!

Service opportunities abound even for the smallest children. Set aside a couple of Sunday afternoons or Saturday mornings for service projects. What about a “bowl-a-thon” to raise money for a desired charity (e.g., the Antiochian Women’s Orphanage Fund)? Or packing lunch bags for the homeless, decorated with stickers, and containing cheese crackers, raisins, oatmeal cookies, fruit juice boxes, or other non-perishable foods? Then, as we drive past yet another homeless person on the street with a sign saying he is hungry, we can hand them a bag of wholesome food instead of ignoring them or giving money. Cut the pictures from the fronts of unused bulletins and make cards for a nursing home. Pack Christmas stockings or St. Nicholas bags, not for ourselves, but for the children in a shelter; then deliver them in person.


In more recent years, we have rented a camp for a weekend camping trip for 6-12-year-olds. This is a more ambitious project, but a great time for bonding. We invite the children of local parishes of other Orthodox jurisdictions and, in addition to campfires, somemores, and tie-dyed T-shirts, have Vespers, Liturgy, Matins, and Compline and such fun activities as a Bible scavenger hunt, write your own icon, mosaics and Pysanky, jeweled crosses, and salt maps of the Holy Land.

