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Participant Notebook

“After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the 

throne and before the Lamb.” Revelation 7:9a
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Jerry Nelson – Special Advisor to the President of ACSI
Jerry Nelson is the special assistant to the president at 
ACSI. He provides leadership and professional expertise 
in the planning and implementation of initiatives identified 
in ACSI’s new Strategic Plan. He also leads the internal 

staff professional development and oversees the biblical worldview 
integration task force for the Flourishing School Institute. A major part of 
Jerry’s role involves helping ACSI develop resources to address diversity 
issues from a biblical worldview, both within the ministry and for member 
schools. His background as head of an inner-city school, and experience 
working with minority students and families, gives him an indispensable 
understanding of how to achieve this goal.
Jerry most recently served as head of school at Northwest 
Christian Academy in Miami, Florida, for eleven years. Among other 
accomplishments, Jerry created a professional teacher development 
program, a student leadership development program, a parent education 
program, and wrote three books and several educational documents 
specifically for NCA teachers, students, and parents.

Dr. Walter Strickland 
Dr. Walter Strickland was born in Chicago and raised 
in Southern California. His passion is to equip people 
to flourish in their context from a deep commitment to 

God’s design. Walter is the executive director at UnifiEd as well as the 
co-founder & president of The Strickland Institute, assistant professor 
of Systematic and Contextual Theology at Southeastern Seminary, and 
assistant research fellow at the Kirby Laing Centre in Cambridge (UK). He 
holds a Ph.D. in theology from the University of Aberdeen in Scotland. 
His interests include systematic and contextual theology, the African 
American theological tradition, education theory, and theology of work. 
Walter is an associate research fellow of the Ethics and Religious Liberty 
Commission (ERLC), and his work has appeared in The Gospel Project, 
Canon and Culture (of the ERLC), The Gospel Coalition, The Biblical 
Recorder, Christianity Today, Baptist Press, and World magazine among 
other media outlets. He has contributed to, edited, and authored multiple 
books in his areas of research interest.

PD by Design Speakers
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Joel Gaines
Joel R. Gaines serves as head of school at The City 
School in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He graduated from 
Philadelphia Biblical University (Cairn University) with 
a B.S. in education and biblical studies, and an MEd. 

from Cabrini University. Joel also serves at the director of leadership 
development at UnifiEd. Joel is passionate about seeing students 
flourish academically, emotionally, and spiritually toward comprehensive 
shalom. He has 17 years of administrative experience spanning urban, 
suburban, public, and Christian schools.

Tia Gaines
Tia is the director of educational strategies at UnifiEd. 
She also serves as department chair for the English 
department as well as the 6–12 Instructional Coach for 

Insight PA Cyber Charter School. Tia coaches more than 200 teachers 
on teaching strategies in a virtual setting. She has also taught in the 
School for Applied and Innovative Learning program at Delaware 
County Christian School in Newtown Square, Pennsylvania. In addition, 
Tia provides consulting to schools, universities and organizations on 
diversity, equity, and inclusion alongside her husband, Joel.

UnifiEd 
UnifiEd aims to help Christian educators think biblically 
about culturally sensitive topics and resource them with the 
knowledge and skill necessary to promote a God-honoring 

school environment. UnifiEd’s mission is to support Christian schools 
as they build and develop their cross-cultural efforts. To find additional 
resources from UnifiEd, visit centerforunity.com.
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FLOURISHING SCHOOLS CULTURE MODEL  
WITH JERRY NELSON: 

Domain: Relationships: Trust-filled, supportive, and authentic 
relationships between all school constituencies, as well as with the 
surrounding community, are key to flourishing outcomes (e.g., between 
leaders and teachers, leaders and the board, families and teachers, 
teachers and students, students and peers, school leadership and the 
community, and the school itself with the community).

Construct: Insular Culture: The school shields students from the 
world’s brokenness, the school is independent from the surrounding 
community, and/or the student body lacks diversity.
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Your	Invisible	Backpack

How are you feeling 
about today’s topic of 
discussion?

Do you have any anxiety 
or excitement about this 
discussion?

Do you feel safe to have 
a conversation about 
race, ethnicity, and 
diversity in our school?
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Session Two: Theological Foundations for Unity

Culture: A collection of ethnic, social, religious, and political practices 
that are codified in traditions originating from a particular geographical 
location.

	Personal	Reflection
● What is insular culture? 

● How does a community of different people become insular?

	Discussion:	
● What does it look like when a community has an insular culture? 

● How does a Christian school demonstrate biblical unity and still 
embrace a diversity of cultures? 

● How does Scripture emphasize and demonstrate unity while 
embracing diverse cultural backgrounds? Give Scripture 
references?


