
HAVE YOU EVER

NCS Lower Schools adopt a 
revolutionary teaching method that 
creates outstanding critical thinkers 
with a mind for God's greater 
purpose.

Wondered...?

It started like a regular day, but Beach Campus 

teacher Christy Mactavish knew her students 

were concerned. Reports of suffering from 

Hurricane Harvey were impossible to escape, 

even for her fourth graders. So she stopped and 

helped them face their worries head-on. Their 

questions were hard. "What if people don't know 

where to go? Where do you take a shower? Do 

shelters let you bring your dog?" Hidden behind 

their fear, she knew there was a perfect 

opportunity to help her kids find the purpose 

they were looking for, so she nudged: "What part 

do you think God wants us to play in a disaster 

that happened 2000 miles away?" "We can still 

pray." they chimed in. Then, excitedly,"Oh , that's 

it - that can be our wonder question!  I wonder 

how many people we're praying for?!" And there 

began the lesson. This group instinctively knew 

their mission, and their teacher knew God was 

giving them an outlet for the things they were 

feeling but didn't know how to process. They 

dove into  research, charting, discovering terms 

they had never heard like “Disaster Zone” and 

delving into how state and local governments 

work when disasters hit. They found census data  
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and estimated, rounded, and manipulated very large 

numbers to reach the staggering truth that over 30 

million had been affected by Hurricanes Irma and 

Harvey, just in Texas and Florida alone. That was a lot 

of people to pray for. Yet pray they did, faithfully.  Still 

their young hearts ached to do more. "Hey, we could 

raise money." "Yea! We could collect things they need." 

With that, step two launched. They did more research 

and identified tangible ways to minister to those who 

had lost so much. The class settled on everyday hygiene

supplies as the greatest need and made posters asking 

families at their campus to donate toiletries.  They also 

wanted to share what they had learned with their 

school, which led them to step three, the final idea. 

They put together the inaugural edition of the 

“Ambassadors, Inc” Magazine, with the apt title “If You 

Give a Fourth Grader a Wonder Question.”  Mrs. 

Mactavish beams when she talks about all her students 

produced but it was the heart behind it that makes her 

most proud. “What I love about the integration of 

Deeper Learning is that every core standard we planned  

to cover was accomplished - math, reading, language, 

science, history, Bible, computers,... but it was done 

using something they cared about. At the same time, we

were able to break down a difficult social issue into a 

spiritual understanding of a real problem that will 

change how they look at the world in the future. These 

kids wouldn’t be particularly moved by a worksheet on 

percentages but they will certainly remember the day 

their hearts were burdened for 30 million people. It is a 

phenomenal way to use what we are already teaching 

as a roadmap for them to find God’s purpose".  

DEEPER LEARNING DEMYSTIFIED 

In fact, that’s exactly what Deeper Learning is about - 

learning the 'Why?’ that makes the 'What?' matter. 

Stemming from the “Expeditionary Learning” concept 

set forth by German educator Kurt Hahn, Deeper 

Learning is a faith-based initiative that adds the crucial 

step to the learning process of playing our part in God’s 

Story. Three steps provide the foundation for every 

classroom project and expedition. First, understanding  



that each of us is God’s handiwork and we are 

image-bearers of Him. Second, engaging 

children in real work that highlights active 

participation, complex thinking, problem- 

solving, character growth and personal 

responsibility. Last, creating activities that 

allow students to have a hand in shaping the 

world. At the very core  of Deeper Learning is 

the truth that each of us was uniquely crafted 

to carry out God’s purpose and our job is to 

continually, passionately seek it. 

HOW IT BREAKS DOWN 

Functionally, this presents itself through a 

series of year-long learning expeditions 

through which each grade level engages in all 

of its benchmarks. Kindergarteners are 

enjoying their first full expedition into the 

important work God created butterflies to do. 

As they raise these gentle creatures, they work

with our second graders, who paint the bigger 

picture through their expedition on 

Community Gardens and will provide a happy 

home for their younger friends to release the 

butterflies at the end of the year. First Grade 

has the crowd-pleasing task of studying local 

farms and raising baby chicks right in their 

classrooms. They are undoubtedly the most 

popular rooms to visit in the spring. Through 

Second Grade's Community Garden research, 

they focus on plants and are planting their own 

"pollinator gardens" to support the bee and 

butterfly populations that Kindergarten and 

third grade are cultivating. Third Grade's new 

expedition into the vital role bees play for all of 

nature rounds out our students' 

understanding of how God created many 

creatures working together to make the 

garden habitat thrive. 

Our fourth graders begin an in-depth study of 

local waterways and marine life, specifically 

learning about watersheds, where they design 

scientific investigations and collect data on 

different types of wetland grasses grown in  



their classroom Grow Lab. After conducting research 

and nurturing the plants for several months, students go

into the community to plant them, knowing they are 

helping restore wetland buffer zones that are so crucial 

to our Chesapeake Bay watershed.  As they become 

fifth graders, students use their knowledge of water 

relationships to make an even larger contribution to 

Virginia’s waterways, participating in the capstone 

oyster restoration project that has become a hallmark 

of the NCS Lower School experience. During 

this expedition, they learn the impact of declining oyster

populations on the water quality in the Chesapeake Bay 

as they care for and track data on thousands of baby 

oysters in a safe, temporary home. In May, our young  

scientists have the unique opportunity to replenish the 

water with these natural  water filters by " planting" 

them on a protected reef. Few events are as exciting as 

the fifth grade boat trips to take 6,000 baby oysters to 

their new homes. 

Even our youngest learners are finding their place in 

caring for God's world through learning expeditions. 

Pre-K 3 explores what it means to be helpers in God's 

Kingdom and honors our Community Helpers at the Fire

and Police Departments for the important work they do.

Pre-K 4 is learning how they can protect the world God 

created, with this year's focus on the pond habitat, 

especially regarding frogs and their metamorphosis, 

survival needs and threats.  As they learn how to care  

for the world God has given us, they are also helping

with the school’s recycling program, exploring 

composting, and are always on the lookout for ways 

to reduce, reuse and recycle materials that would 

normally go in the trash. "While all of that sounds 

like wonderful knowledge on its own, we have to 

remember that the purpose of Deeper Learning is not

to create students with a great command of facts", 

says Early Childhood Director Robin Slopnick, "or 

even a given humanitarian response. Our goal is to 

empower them with an intricate understanding of 

how God created the world and then help them look 

for the way He wants us to care for it.  That desire to 

solve actual problems around us is what separates 
Deeper Learning from any other learning mechanism".

Advanced Academics teachers Laura Edwards and 

Gay Lynn Rountree see quite a benefit from the 

interrelation of grade-level expeditions as students 

collaborate among age groups. "The mental 

connections students begin to make through these 

hands-on learning experiences are amazing", Mrs. 

Edwards tells us. "We see young students excited



about taking responsibility for solving real-world 

problems. They begin to take ownership, not just of 

the "creatures" they care for, but in the part they 

can play in making a difference in this beautiful 

world God created for us to enjoy". 

TAKING IT A STEP FURTHER 

That takes us back to how a group of fourth 

graders spontaneously spent the day researching 

census data  - because there is always a greater 

purpose than understanding facts. In studying the 

life cycle of a chicken, for instance, first graders are 

not learning a theme lesson about farm life; they 

are understanding the extensive care required 

behind the scenes to keep a farm thriving.  They're 

learning how farms impact the world food supply 

and what happens when a section of our country's 

crops are at risk. Then they're asking what they can 

do to help, opening a frank and compassionate 

discussion about what hunger looks like right in our

own backyards. Just how many people in our own 

community struggle with having enough to eat? 

What can our local farms and community gardens 

do to fill that gap and how can we help them? 

"Taking on those issues in a safe place makes an 

activity like packing potatoes at the FoodBank so 

much more meaningful for our students," 

acknowledges Norfolk Lower School Director 

Katie Boyd. "What a privilege that God allows us to 

 be part of His plan. Our students are not only 

learning to problem solve and think critically far 

beyond their years, they are getting a chance to 

impact the world with the light of Christ in a way 

that changes us all". 

CREATING BETTER COMMUNICATORS 

Beach Campus Director Wanda King has noticed a 

big difference in how her students approach adults 

with ideas and requests since engaging in Deeper 
Learning. “They have really matured in plotting out 

how they ask for things. Whereas a couple of years 

ago, they may have asked a parent or teacher to 

talk with me, they now take responsibility for 

presenting their own ideas. They put together a 

proposal and ask if we can meet to discuss it, which 

I am always happy to do. I've had meetings about 

everything from adding a field trip to selling candy 

for charity to permission for a non-traditional 

hairstyle.  Our students are learning the vital skills 

of advocating for themselves at a very young age, 

which will help them excel in every area of life.” 

Just how successful are those Beach Campus 

students with their arguments?  "They come in very 

well-prepared,” Mrs. King says.  “They have thought

through the complications and come up with what 

they see as the best outcome. I honestly try to say 

"yes" as much as I can - but don't tell them that! 



If something is just not possible, we work together on an alternative

solution. I have always been able to find some ground for a 

compromise. I love to see our students witnessing the benefits of 

diplomacy. That's a skill many adults have not developed and a 

powerful lesson to carry into life". 

As our students become more adept at resolving problems, the 

positive impact on their confidence cannot be denied. Whether it is 

presenting a new idea to peers, giving their opinion to an adult or 

volunteering to take the helm on a task, these young learners are 

gaining valuable communication and leadership skills that will allow

them to boldly jump in where God leads them.   

     

THE REAL GAME-CHANGER 

Katie Boyd explains how instituting the Deeper Learning structure 

has changed our focus across both Lower Schools' curricula. 

"Deeper Learning is this masterful framework for teaching students 

all of the academic concepts we have already established they need 

but it does so in a way that spurs them to think and act, rather than 

complacently soak up facts. The Biblical integration piece takes 

center stage, seamlessly woven into every concept as we look 

through the lens of a Sovereign God and His purpose for us. That is 

the real game-changer.  And isn't that why we are here in Christian



now could be the one who finds a cure for cancer 

or develops the next world-changing piece of 

technology," says Wanda King, "and we will make 

sure they have all of the tools they need to do it. 

 But even if God's purpose for them isn't so grand 

by the world's standards, everything He calls us to 

do has eternal importance. We see them 

understanding that without looking for any reward

for themselves. Through Deeper Learning, we are 

creating the kind of bold thinkers who refuse to 

passively watch the world go by. They realize God 

has put them in each moment for a purpose and 

they are excited about discovering what it is so 

they can get involved in His work. When I look at 

these compassionate, resourceful, deep-thinking 

children who have developed such a pure heart for 

Kingdom work, I believe God has given us the 

perfect way to fulfill our mission of sending 

Ambassadors for Christ into the world." 

education?  We want children who can think and 

articulate well but we also want them to long for a 

deep relationship with their Heavenly Father that 

prompts them to do His work. Rolling all of our 

academic standards into the context of God's 

individual purpose for our lives gives their 

knowledge significance beyond a grade or test 

score. It builds  students who see that God has given

them power to do something about legitimate 

issues like local hunger.  They see first-hand that 

problems presented in the classroom have real 

faces behind them who need our help and it is so 

empowering. These students will put all of their 

energy - far more than is required by us - into 

researching a community dilemma and finding a 

way to contribute. They are invested. They're doers.

And that is how the Body of Christ should work. It is 

beautiful to watch such young minds realize they 

have important roles in God's master plan". 

"We never know if someone in our classrooms right 



One of the crowning projects of our 

Norfolk third grade expedition on bees has 

been collaborating with high schoolers in 

the Makerspace class to produce 3D 

printed wings and models of this important

insect. High School teacher Tonya 

Monhollon led her group in meeting with 

our young bee experts, who had drawn 

detailed pictures of bee anatomy on paper. 

The third grade students gave an in-depth 

lesson to their new friends on how God put

bees together. Back in the Makerspace lab, 

high schoolers took those drawings and 

designed computerized versions of them, 

then invited our young scholars to help 

them print and assemble the 3D products. 

It was an unforgettable experience for our 

bee champions and a great way to build 

relationships between age groups. 
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Making Bees with Makerspace

EXPEDITION EXTRA


