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and too little genuine education. The
children in his classes barely knew how
to read and write, and hardly anything
about the world beyond the island. They
answered Conroy’s question in unison:
Who was the greatest person who ever
lived — “Jesus.” And in the kids’ minds,
the second greatest person was Jesus’
brother — “Jesus Christ.” Sounds almost
funny, but the new teacher was learning
fast his students had been deprived of
any serious education.

This can also describe when a reli-
gion becomes its own protective island,
fearful of letting someone in who may
disrupt the insulated comfort. It takes
less than an hour to cross over Cali-
bogue Sound from Bluffton or Hilton
Head Island, but one Black teacher told
Pat Conroy they considered Daufuskie
“overseas.” 

Secularism and religion meet on
these kinds of shorelines. At best and
healthiest, both wander into unex-
plored areas where every step is a po-
tential discovery. What islands await
those who feel the need to teach, and
learn by teaching? Where can we go to
come back to the age-old rule of educa-
tors: Be a student? When humanists or
people of faith forget to listen, island to
island, person to person, the opportuni-
ty to cross the barriers of water or mind
is missed.

As he grew to know and value his stu-
dents, Conroy learned what their true
religion was: “James Brown is the Yah-
weh substitute on the island. The kid-
s…have memorized his songs as though
they were the Gospel according to Luke.”
Their teacher introduces them to Bee-
thoven and other classical composers
who captivate the kids. He takes them
to the mainland for a Halloween party, a
basketball game and a museum. None of
them had been that far from home be-
fore — a whole new world before them,
yet still not ready for them. They
thought the first president was JFK.
“They had never been to a movie theater
or to a ball game…or a museum, never
looked at a work of art, never read a
piece of good literature, never ridden a
city bus, never taken a trip, never seen a
hill…never learned to swim, and never
done a thousand things that children of
a similar age took for granted.”

At the end of his year on the island,
Conroy was fired, but not before he won
a minor victory. The county school
board granted him money for gas to
power his boat. “The victory strength-
ened my belief that a man could speak
the truth to his elders, to the new scribes
and pharisees, and not be crucified…”
Sad to lose his job and relationship with
the children, Conroy knew it was his
own ego that doomed him. Yet, those

who dumped him shared the blame.
“They had rule books and Bibles…They
were deacons in their churches… hey
had quoted the Bible liberally and au-
thoritatively and felt the presence of the
Savior…The only thing they could not
control was their fear.” Terrified of
change, innovation, integration, these
people in power couldn’t allow the Con-
roy’s of the world to bridge the wide gap
to the island.

In the end, Pat Conroy felt he didn’t
change much in the lives of the kids. “I
felt much beauty in my year with them.
It hurt very badly to leave them. For
them I leave a single prayer: that the riv-
er is good to them in the crossing.” Re-
maining on Daufuskie, or choosing to
venture off and out, perhaps they at
least had a glimpse of what the wider
world offered across the troubled wa-
ters, and what they might contribute to
the island, known and unknown,
named America.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).

Island faith, mainland mind:
Sand, spirituality and secular education 
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In his book, “The Diversity of Life”
(1999), biologist E.O. Wilson wrote:
“Earth is biologically still a mostly un-
explored planet.” It’s as if we’re living in
a large house and we’ve never been in-
side a majority of the rooms. Every
rocky trail or sandy shoreline presents
something new and wonderful.

While on Daufuskie Island in South
Carolina, I picked up a copy of Pat Con-
roy’s “The Water is Wide.” Having
taught high school in his hometown of
Beaufort, he felt drawn to teach on Dau-
fuskie in the late 1960s. Conroy knew it
would be a challenge, primarily because
he was a young white man seeking to
teach in an all-Black school. But he was
also about to set foot on sands shaped
by the troubled winds of Southern his-
tory. “It is not a large island, nor an im-
portant one, but it represents an era and
a segment of history that is rapidly dy-
ing in America.” Young people were
leaving the island, along with the oyster
industry, and the endangered Gullah
culture was disappearing. What Pat
found on the island was too much Jesus
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Online services: Many churches
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Montreat Conference Center Sum-
mer Worship Series: 10:30 a.m. Sun-
days through Aug. 4, Montreat Confer-
ence Center-Anderson Auditorium, 302
Lookout Road, Montreat. A different
speaker each week.

Vacation Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m.
July 7-10, Newbridge Baptist Church,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Studying

Matthew 4:19 where Jesus calls us to fol-
low Him and become fishers of men. For
age 2 through sixth grade. Call (828)
254-7262 or visit
https://newbridgebaptist.org/VBS.

Summer Party: Noon-3 p.m., Bill
Moore Community Park, 85 Howard
Gap Road, Fletcher. Inflatables, snow
cones, face painting, yard games. Free.

Food trucks on site. Cornhole tourna-
ment: register at
www.summerpartyavl.com. Hosted by
The Gathering Church.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmo-
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The college asked the math depart-
ment to design courses tailored to those
students, starting with its welding, culi-
nary arts and criminal justice programs.
The first of those, math for welders,
rolled out in 2013.

More than a decade later, welding de-
partment instructors say that math for
welders has had a huge impact on stu-
dent performance. Since 2017, 93% of
students taking it have passed, and 83%
have achieved all the course’s learning
goals, including the ability to use arith-
metic, geometry, algebra and trigonom-
etry to solve welding problems, school
data shows. Two years ago, Linn-Benton
asked Lopez to design a similar course
for its automotive technology program;
the college began to offer that course last
fall.

Math for welders changed student
Zane Azmane’s view of what he could do. 

“I absolutely hated math in high
school. It didn’t apply to anything I need-
ed at the moment,” said Azmane, 20,
who failed several semesters of math
early in high school but got a B in the
Linn-Benton course last year. “We actu-
ally learned equations I’m going to use,
like setting ladder rungs.”

Linn-Benton’s aim is to change how
students pursuing technical degrees
learn math by making it directly applica-
ble to their technical specialties.

Some researchers think these small-
scale efforts to teach math in context
could transform how it’s taught more
broadly.

Among the strategies to help college
students who struggle with math, giving
them contextual curricula seems to have
“the strongest theoretical base and per-
haps the strongest empirical support,”
according to a 2011 paper by Dolores Pe-
rin, now professor emerita at Columbia
University Teachers College, of which
The Hechinger Report is an independent
unit.

Perin’s paper echoed the results of a
2006 study of math in high school CTE
involving almost 3,000 students. Stu-
dents in the study who were taught math
through an applied approach performed
significantly better on two of three stan-
dardized tests than those taught math in
a more traditional way. (The applied
math students also performed better on
the third test, though the results were
not statistically significant.)

There haven’t been systematic stud-
ies of math in CTE at the college level, ac-
cording to James Stone, director of the

National Research Center for Career and
Technical Education at the Southern Re-
gional Education Board, who ran the
2006 study.

Oregon appears to be one of the few
places where this approach is spreading,
if slowly. Three hours south of Linn-
Benton, Doug Gardner, an instructor in
the Rogue Community College math de-
partment, had long struggled with a per-
sistent question from students: “Why do
we need to know this?” 

“It became my life’s work to have an
answer to that question,” said Gardner,
now the department chair. 

Meanwhile, about a third of students
taking Algebra I or a lower-level math
course at the college failed or withdrew.
For many who stayed, the lack of math
knowledge hurt their job prospects, pre-
venting them from gaining necessary
skills in fields like pipe fitting.

So, in 2010, Gardner applied for and
won a National Science Foundation
grant to create two new applied algebra
courses. Instead of abstract formulas,
students would learn practical ones:
how to calculate the volume of a wheel-
barrow of gravel and the number of
wheelbarrows needed to cover an area,
or how much a beam of a certain size and
type would bend under a certain load.

Since then, the pass rate in the ap-
plied algebra class has averaged 73%
while the rate for the traditional course
has continued to hover around 59%, ac-
cording to Gardner. One day in May,
math professor Kathleen Foster was

teaching applied algebra in a sun-
drenched classroom on Rogue’s cam-
pus. She launched into a lesson about
the Pythagorean theorem and why it’s
an essential tool for building home inte-
riors and steel structures.

James Butler-Kyniston, 30, who is
pursuing a degree as a machinist, said
that the exercises covered in Foster’s
class are directly applicable to his future
career. One exercise had students calcu-
late how large a metal sheet they would
need to manufacture a certain number
of parts at a time. “Algebraic formulas
apply to a lot of things, but since you
don’t have any examples to tie them to,
you end up thinking they’re useless,” he
said.

In 2021, Oregon state legislators
passed a law requiring all four-year col-
leges to accept an applied math commu-
nity college course called Math in Soci-
ety as satisfying the math requirement
for a four-year degree. In that course, in-
stead of studying theoretical algebra,
students learn how to use probability
and statistics to interpret the results in
scientific papers and how political rules
like apportionment and gerrymander-
ing affect elections, said Kathy Smith, a
math professor at Central Oregon Com-
munity College.

“If I had my way, this is how algebra
would be taught to every student: the
applied version,” Gardner said. “And
then, if a student says, ‘This is great, but
I want to go further,’ then you sign up for
the theoretical version.”

But at individual schools, lack of

money and time constrain the spread of
applied math. Stone’s team works with
high schools around the country to de-
sign contextual math courses for career
and technical students. They tried to
work with a few community colleges,
but their CTE faculty, many of whom
were part-timers on contract, didn’t
have time to partner with their math de-
partments to develop a new curriculum,
a yearlong process, Stone said.

Linn-Benton was able to invest the
time and money because its math de-
partment was big enough to take on the
task, said Avery. Both Linn-Benton and
Rogue may be outliers because they
have math faculty with technical back-
grounds: Lopez worked as a carpenter
and sheriff’s deputy and served three
tours as a machine gunner in Iraq, and
Gardner was a construction contractor.

Back in Lopez’s class, students fin-
ished calculating where their ladder
rungs should go and then went to mark
them on the wall.

As teams finished up, Lopez inspect-
ed their work. 

“That’s one thirty-second shy. But I
wouldn’t worry too much about it,” he
told one group. “OSHA’s not going to
knock you down for that.”

Three teams pass, two fail – but this
is the place to make mistakes, not out on
the job, Lopez told them.

This story was produced by The Hech-
inger Report, a nonprofit, independent
news organization focused on inequal-
ity and innovation in education. 
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Math professor Michael Lopez helps a student work through an algorithm 
for calculating ladder rung placement in his math for welders class.
PHOTOS BY JAN SONNENMAIR/THE HECHINGER REPORT

Robert Van Etta, a student in a math
for welders class at Linn-Benton
Community College in Oregon, marks
out the spacing for ladder rungs, part
of a lesson in using algebraic concepts
to solve real-world challenges.


