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Welcome to the very first issue of our schools’ quarterly 
publication for the year under a new name: The Cairn 
Compass. Just as you have before in the NACE Notes, 
you will find information about what is happening with our 
students, programs, teachers, and supporting community. We 
want to keep in close contact with you. This publication is a way for 
us to be included in your prayers in an intentional and meaningful way.

Life is a journey, and we all need a ‘True North’ to hold on to. At the 
recommendation of some parents in our community, we have chosen that 
visual for our newsletter name. God is our compass, our direction, our bearing, 

our vision forward. His Word is a guide for how and what we 
teach students. You’ll read more about how that plays into 

our new name in the pages following.

Rest assured that a new name means new things 
for our schools, but it doesn’t mean that we’ve lost 
our way. It spells out even more clearly that we are 
rooted in the past, and take our direction from the 
faithful who have gone before us on this exciting 

journey of Christian Education!

By Kevin Huinink, Executive Director
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At the beginning of the school 
year my Gr. 7/8 Smithville 
students returned from their 
summer vacation with a few 

questions. The big one being 
why did the school they had known 

as “Covenant” for almost nine years 
change its name to Cairn Christian School? 

And what did Cairn even mean? Many of them had 
trouble pronouncing it, let alone understanding what 
it meant. 

As a school staff we planned to use the opening 
day Chapel to explain the meaning of a Cairn to the 
students through a play. The new school sign also 
displayed the colourful new logo. 

To help my class understand the new name, they 
were asked to define the word cairn. The dictionary 
meaning was “a mound of rough stones built as a 
memorial or landmark, typically on a hilltop or skyline.” 
Then we read from Joshua 4 about the memorial 
where Jesus told men to carry 12 stones from the 
middle of the Jordan to the place where they were 
going to stay that night. Jesus said “these stones are 
to be a memorial to the people of Israel forever.” The 
story in the Bible helped students understand how a 
cairn can mark the way, just as it does on a hiking trail. 

Into the classroom came a box of rocks my family 
collected from the beach. Students were asked 
to carefully write a word, name, prayer, symbol or 
verse that meant something to them on their rock. 
(Something that was thoughtful). They wrote words 

like “God, peace, love, hope, joy, Jesus and Trust in 
the Lord.” Then each student placed a stone in the 
pile. 

The activity helped bring the grade 7/8 students 
together on the first day. Our class cairn has since 
been knocked down, moved and rebuilt a few times, 
but it remains a blessing and a marker that reminds us 
of the path we need to follow. 

The grade 7/8 students now understand the meaning 
of Cairn. They see a Cairn as a “symbol that leads us 
to the path of God’s love”. They view Cairn like a light 
“leading the way to God’s word, where His grace is 
sufficient.” The Cairn “symbolizes 
directing people to God.” 

Our class cairn is only 
a pile of rocks, but 
it marks where 
we’ve been and 
where we’re 
headed. When 
we see a cairn, 
we know we’re 
going the 
right way. In a 
world where 
there are many 
paths, the cairn 
is helping show 
the way for the 
class of 2020 
and 2021. 

More than two years ago, we began a strategic 
planning exercise that has us quite busy as a result! 
The strategic plan approved by the board in the fall 
of 2018 has more than 30 initiatives that are intended 
to have us 1) Build Clarity, 2) Grow Deeper, 3) Grow 
Further, and 4) Equip staff, families, and schools.
Some of these initiatives will go unnoticed by our 
surrounding community, but one initiative in particular 
has impacted and been noticed by everyone! Our 
former names: The Niagara Association for Christian 
Education (NACE), John Knox Christian School, and 
Covenant Christian School together didn’t always 
make for a clear picture of who we were and what 
we did. As a result, the strategic plan recommended 
that we evaluate these, and if appropriate, change our 
names. 
Compass Creative, a marketing and creative branding 
firm in our area was engaged to both review our 
current brands, and then, thanks to the generostiy 
of a donor, develop a new name and brand for our 
schools. The fact that the firm had people working 
on our file that understood the depth and richness 
of the heritage of our Chrisitan Schools was a non-
negotiable. We needed ‘who’ we would become to 
be rooted in our past. At the same time, we needed 
to communicate that we are not just for a select few 
Christians in one denomination, that we are not bound 
by the confines of Niagara (one of our schools is in the 
greater Hamilton region!),and that we are bold, bright, 
fun, and serious about which Christian direction we 
teach from and within each day.
During the creative process, we were in prayer and 
study about how to proceed. The combination of 
an educational journey forward while honouring the 
past kept us searching. We didn’t want to be stuck in 
history, nor did we want to be purely future focussed.  

A number of devotionals that 
we were reading brought 
forward the image 
of a pile of stones 
from Joshua 4. In 
one of scripture’s 
most seminal 
‘teaching moments’, 
God instructs the 
Israelites as he leads 
them through the Jordan river 
into the land He had promised them, to take 12 stones 
out of the river and to pile them up so that when 
“your children will ask, ‘What do these stones mean?’ 
Then you can tell them, ‘This is where the Israelites 
crossed the Jordan on dry ground…. He did this so 
all the nations of the earth might know that the Lord’s 
hand is powerful, and so you might fear the Lord your 
God forever.’ ” Joshua 4: 21-24
We couldn’t think of a better way to represent our 
work as schools: as places where students are 
instructed about the mighty acts of God, and that they 
might continue their journey bearing witness to Him, 
holding Him in awe forever. As educators and as a 
school community, we use the tools that have been 
left for us along the way, memorials that tell of God’s 
faithfulness. We also don’t stay put, but continue on 
the path, scanning the horizon for the next waymarker 
that indicates the best way forward.
As a result, we are now ‘Cairn Christian School’ with 
campuses in Stoney Creek and Smithville. We are the 
same schools, yet now equipped to tell our story with 
a bright, bold, and story-filled logo that shows both a 
Cairn and a path forward. We are so excited to have 
you along for the next chapter of inspiring students to 
love, learn, and lead together in God’s world.

By Rebecca Lott, Grade 7/8 teacher Smithville

The Classroom Cairn A New Name for our Schools!
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What is the meaning of our new school 
name? Many students walked into the 
first day of school in September unsure 
of what a cairn was, while others were 
curious by what a cairn meant in relation 
to our school. Some students shared that 
a cairn was stones built on one another, 
but did not understand the meaning 
behind the stones. 

At our school assembly on the first day 
in September, students stacked large 
stones with the fruits of the spirit written 
on them as a visual representation of a 
cairn. Watching the stones being stacked 
resonated deep within the students. 
The activity fostered a discussion in our 
classroom about the school being a cairn, 
as well as how our learning and the school 
year is being built on our community 
character traits. 

When cairns are now brought up, students 
are quick to remember memories from 
the school year thus far, as cairns help 
us to remember our past and the growth 
that has happened. One student said that 
each of us in the classroom are stones, 
that when built together like a cairn, make 
an amazing class. Another student said 
that cairns help us to look back on our 
past, and from there, we can learn how 
to lead the way in all we do. What a great 
reminder a cairn is for the students to 
always be able to reflect on, to grow from, 
and to vision forward!

We’ve heard a lot about our new name and identity. 
Reactions have ranged from excitement, curiosity, 
intrigue, and exuberance, to confusion, grief, and 
suspicion. While change is welcome with open 
arms by some, for others this change possibly 
represented something that was confusing, or even 
perhaps abandonment of the past; the very things the 
community has worked so hard on for decades….
Because of this, we gathered together at a ‘Curious 
about Cairn?’ evening to talk about how our new 
name and logo came about and explain the process. 
We also gathered to listen to those who were affected 
by this change.
A quote our consultants had shared with us about 
our change was: "Rebranding comes from the word 
brand. The lessons from the original practice of 
branding cattle remain true in marketing as well: like 
branding, rebranding 1) hurts, and 2) smells kind of 
funny." While we heard from attendees who have 
caught the story and excitement of the new brand, 
we heard also from others that the change has 
been difficult for them. It was good to hear this and 
acknowledge it together. 

One deeper fear that 
we uncovered together 

was that some wondered if 
this change was indicative of a 

slide away from our core mission as 
a Christian school. We were asked to honestly 

answer if, through this, we were trying to blend in 
and be just like everyone else. Those in attendance 
will remember our response that as an organization, 
we are looking to stand out, to be better, to more 
boldly embrace both our Christian heritage and the 
adventure that lies ahead if we seriously look to God's 
guidance and route markers as we seek Him in all 
we do. Our decisions as a board, committees, and a 
leadership team are guided by this and will continue 
to be guided by this.
Cairn Christian School is a new name and a new look 
that we know isn't used or held by anyone else in a 
very, very wide radius. The word 'Cairn' is ours as a 
community to fill and associate all of the great things 
we know are true and good about our schools. We 
also have a compelling and intriguing story to tell 
associated with it. For some of us, that will take longer 
than others, and that's absolutely okay. 
Regardless of how long that takes, we can continue 
to encourage and grow together in our faith journey 
as we teach and raise our children, inspiring them to 
love, learn, and lead together in God's world. That 
has not changed, and by the grace of God, more 
will discover that.. '[we] are living stones that God is 
building into His spiritual temple'. 1Peter 2:5a

Change 
isn’t 
always 
easy.

Young 
Thoughts 

about 
Cairns 

By Sarah Powell, grade 3/4 teacher, 
Stoney Creek

The Cairn Compass Fall 2019 The Cairn Compass Fall 2019



What do teachers do all summer? Despite some 
popularly held beliefs, our teachers put in some 
focussed time equipping themselves for their work in 
ways the regular school year simply will not allow. We 
know that parents and families choose our schools 
with the desire and trust that they are receiving an 
education that is not only different and unique, but 
that it is excellent, rooted in a Christian worldview, and 
responsive to the latest research.

Among other courses, many of our teachers were 
involved in our ‘Deeper Learning Workshops’. Did you 
know that we hosted over 40 teachers from across 
Ontario in July? Together, this deeper learning cohort 
questioned, investigated, planned, and learned new 

ways to bring the awe and wonder of God and his 
faithfulness to our students. 

Our guiding principle through the three intensive days 
was a working definition of what Christian Deeper 
learning is: We (students, teachers, administrators) 
are people of God’s story engaged in real work that 
forms self and shapes the world.

Plans are underway for this coming summer again, 
as Cairn Christian School seeks to ‘Lead the Way’ in 
Christian Education. One of the best possible ways 
we can do that is to ensure that our teachers have the 
best ‘tools’ in their toolboxes!

Equipping our Teachers for 
Christian Teaching

I was inspired by the Love of Christ shining 
through the speakers. It challenged me to think 
of how the kids view me as their teacher.

I was inspired by the sense of Awe and Wonder.

I was inspired by the ability to ask great 
questions.

- 2019 Teacher Participant
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Each year, we are reminded of the faithfulness of our 
community. 2019 is no exception, and we thank God 
for YOU!!! There are many ways in which you bless us: 
● your prayerful support for our work as we inspire 

students, 
● your volunteering and encouragement, 
● your support through various fundraisers (we’ve 

peeled thousands of peaches, assembled 
hundreds of apple pies, participated in an amazing 
golf tournament, and hosted another incredible Fall 
Fun Fest), and of course, 

● your financial support with monthly and yearly 
donations as well as gifts of estate and securities 
through the support of the Christian School 
Foundation.

We would not be able to do our work if it were not for 
your support. YOU are the fuel that drives our mission 
forward, and the reason thousands of alumni continue 
to make a difference.
Below is a link to some stories of how your support 
has made a difference in the past year, and an 
opportunity to push us to continue.

Access the stories online here: bit.ly/2019CairnStories

Thank you!
It’s official! The Building the Way Campaign has 
begun after months of planning and work by our 
board, leadership team, and pre-campaign planning 
group in consultation with The Dennis Group (www.
thedennisgroup.ca), a professional fundraising firm 
with a proven track record in managing and directing 
campaigns such as ours.

The Campaign Cabinet led by our chair, Wayne 
Schilstra, now meets bi-weekly to review our donor 
community, plan next steps, encourage and support 
one another, and to recruit people to canvass and 
eventually reach our ambitious goal of $3.2 million 
for three projects: 1) repairs and enhancements at our 
Stoney Creek Campus, 2) an addition and renovations 
at our Smithville Campus, and 3) the elimination of our 
current long term debt.

Watch for media releases, news updates, and 
information from us to keep you in the loop 
on our progress. You can find out more at the 
campaign website which can be accessed at www.
cairnchristianschool.ca 

Start to consider your own relationship to our schools 
and to this campaign and what we hope to achieve by 
the grace of God. Your prayerful support is needed, 
as well as planning for your financial support. We will 
reach out to you to participate and help us reach our 
goal! If you are not already receiving updates, please 
contact campaign@cairnchristianschool.ca to be put 
on our contact list.

Building the Way

People like you who choose to make Cairn Christian School a priority in 
their yearly investment by giving make our work possible, changing lives 
right now in the classroom, but also long into the future!!
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What a privilege it is to be able to serve as representatives of the 
membership in the governance of our schools! Reading through this 
publication, it is wonderful to see the fruition of many discussions and 
decisions. The rebranding process is part of the strategic plan put into 
action. Excitement is building in the capital campaign! As a governance 
board, we are pleased to see the Executive Director, the leadership 
team, administration, and the teaching and support staff making things 
happen at our schools at the operational level. Their excellent work 
aligns with our vision to be the leaders in education by inspiring a 
diverse and unified student body to love, learn, and lead with God’s 
grace, bringing Christ’s love to the world.

In October, the board and the leadership team met with Ray Hendriks, 
Director of School Services for Edvance to learn more about the ways 
that effective governance boards operate. We are grateful for Ray’s 
expertise and the resources available to us through Edvance Christian 
Schools Association. We want to do our job well! Boards flourish when 
they have visionary board governance, comprehensive policies and 
procedures, dynamic strategic planning, executive director oversight, 
and financial stewardship.

Looking ahead, we will continue to serve as representatives of the 
membership, guarding the mission of our schools to inspire students to 
love, learn, and lead together in God’s world. We covet your prayers!

On behalf of the board, 
Josie DeGraaf

2019-2020 Board of Directors:
Nigel Harnanan (chair), Josie DeGraaf, Kei Dube, Tanya Heida, Kathy 
Snip, Walter Vanderkolk, Dan VanDriel, Duane VanGeest, Scott Vedder, 
and Dave Vellenga

The Cairn Compass is a quarterly newsletter 
distributed to the Cairn Christian School 
supporting community. Cairn Christan School

Our Mission
Inspiring students to 
love, learn, and lead 
together in God's 
world.

Our Vision
To be the leaders 
in education by 
inspiring a diverse 
and unified student 
body to love, learn, 
and lead with God's 
grace, bringing 
Christ's love to the 
world.

Greetings 
from the 
Board of 

Directors
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