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Rivertree Academy is a 501 (c ) 3 nonprofit 

ministry incorporated to serve the Como 

community by providing children with a 

comprehensive, Christ-centered, excellent 

PreK-12th grade education that will equip 

them to live a life of leadership and service. 

MISSION STATEMENT 
Educating students in Como to live life well: 

following Jesus, thriving academically, and 

transforming their communities. 
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By Randy Brown, M.D. 

Have you ever read a book about 
tying knots?  I hesitate to confess this, 
but I’ve never been able to actually tie 
a knot from a book.  Every knot I know 
how to tie was taught to me by a 
person. 
 
As I think about education I’m struck 
by how almost all of it consists of 
doing things.  From learning to tie 
shoes or swing on a swing set or play 
an instrument—we need people 
around us who know how to do things 
and are willing to teach us.  As we 
reached the end of our first month at 
Rivertree Academy, I found myself 
overcome with gratitude for the people 
who are teaching our students to do 
things.  From Dr. Dardenne with her 
deep knowledge of the educational 
process, to our knowledgeable 
teachers, to our many volunteers, 
some of whom have not even finished 
high school—our children are blessed 
to be surrounded by 
“teachers.”  Every day they are 
encountering people who have 
knowledge they are imparting 
experientially to our students. 

to be surrounded by 
“teachers.”  Every day they are 
encountering people who have 
knowledge they are imparting 
experientially to our students.  
A few years back one of the 
children who lives down the street 
from me sat on my front porch 
asking for help with his 
homework.  After struggling 
through the first 2 sentences of his 
reading he gave up.  He was a 5th 
grader whose world view was so 
limited that the concept of a ship 
sailing to England was 
incomprehensible to him.  As he 
closed his book and ran off to play, 
leaving his homework untried I 
found myself deeply saddened, 
hoping someday things would be 
different. 
 
At Rivertree our students are 
learning the essentials of reading, 
writing and math, but the intangible 
lessons that come from doing 
things with others are the real 
foundations of education.  Thank 
you to all of you who are helping 
our students learn to live life well. 
 

To our donors, sponsors, 
volunteers, and 

supporters: 
 

Thank you from all of us 
at Rivertree! We need 

and appreciate each and 
every one of you. 
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Greater love has no one than 
this: to lay down one's life for 

ones friends. 

- John 15:13 NIV 

I am pleased to be writing our friends 
about our greatest commandment: love 
(1 Corinthians 13:13). 

At Rivertree Academy, one 
characteristic of our profile of a graduate 
is that we want our students to learn to 

 LOVE WELL: to be followers of Jesus 
who trust Him and choose to live in 
humble friendship with Him. Our goal is 
for our students to feel loved and valued 
by God, to love others, and to forgive as 
quickly as they can. How are Rivertree 
students moving toward this goal during 
each school day? I thought I would 
share some of the ways we teach 
children to love well on a daily basis. 

Well, in a number of ways. First, the 
faculty and staff model godly character 
for the students. We also role-play by 
doing skits every Wednesday morning in 
chapel. One of the things our children 
are learning is how to apologize when 
they offend others and to ask for 
forgiveness. We call it our "four point 
apology.” First they apologize. Second, 
they state what they did wrong. 
Example: “I am sorry; I cut in front of 
you in line without asking.  

Third, they state what 

they will do differently, which is a sharp 
departure from 
what we “won’t, 
do anymore."  
Having to 
proactively 
think about 
positive 
behaviors that 
hold others in 
high regard 
builds social 
skills and a 
new way of 
thinking into 
our students’ 
mindsets. It 
helps a 
child to 
process something that they will do 
next time to honor the person they have 
wronged, thus moving toward 
restoration and reconciliation. Example: 
"I will let you go in front of me the next 
time we go out to play.” 

Lastly, to complete the cycle of 
restoration, the child who has wronged 
the other student asks for forgiveness.  

We believe this is the most important 
part of the process it empowers the child 
who was wronged to release the other 
person from that act. However, they are 
not forced to forgive the other person. If 
they aren’t able to forgive the one who 
offended them, we will work with that 
child, but I am happy to report that every 
student that has gone through the four 
point apology has forgiven his brother or 

sister. 

The Bible has many 
scriptures about love and 
forgiveness, 1 John 4:20 
(NIV) states, “Whoever 
claims to love God yet 
hates a brother or sister is 
a liar. For whoever does 
not love their brother and 
sister, whom they have 
seen, cannot love God, 
whom they have not 
seen.”  

Another great scripture is 
Matthew 5:23,24 (NIV): 

"Therefore, if you are 
offering your gift at the altar and there 
remember that your brother or sister has 
something against you, leave your gift 
there in front of the alter. First go and be 
reconciled to them; then come and offer 
your gift.”  God’s WORD is very clear; 
He wants us to love our brothers and 
sisters, and He desires for us to be in 
right relationship – even over offering 
Him a gift -- if we have a problem with 
someone. 

One of things I have learned about 
working with children is that they pick up 
on everything we are teaching them 
intentionally or even in causal play, 
which convicts all of us who work with 
children to stay true to his WORD. 
Children are truly a gift from the LORD; 
they are a reward from him!  

May the Lord richly bless you is my 
prayer, 

Terrence  
 

Teaching students to love well 
by Terrence Butler, Executive Director 
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By Marilyn Dardenne, Ed.D., Head of School 

How do we measure success eight 

weeks into a brand new school year at a 

brand new school? Let us count the 

ways! 

We are learning well. 

At Rivertree, we are helping our 

children develop along seven 

pathways: their language and thinking 

skills and patterns; their emotional 

controls; their physical, moral and 

spiritual growth; and their social skills. 

We have spent significant and 

intentional time building community, 

getting to know our children (and one 

another), and finding the ways to best 

meet our children’s needs. We are now 

at the point where we can pair our 

volunteers with specific students and 

skills. Our biggest challenge is space! I 

can see that we are going to get very 

creative as we make use of every nook 

and cranny in our building and our 

outdoor spaces as well. 

All but five of our 44 students 

came to us reading below 

grade level, and I am happy to 

tell you that we are seeing 

tremendous growth in reading. 

With some help from our friends 

at Literacy United, we 

completed benchmarks last 

week, and some of our students 

have come up two and three 

grade levels. A few have advanced 

8 to 10 months in just eight short 

weeks. All of our students have 

seen growth, especially in their 

instructional level (reading they can do 

with some help). With all of the energy 

we have invested in social and 

emotional growth, we are encouraged 

to see this level of reading 

improvement.  

The first phase of our the Wonder Zone 

is open, and our children have played 

and played in the Dino dig, in the 

sandbox, in the playhouse and among 

the hay bales. We have planted flowers 

and fall vegetables, and captured and 

examined countless grub worms! We 

now have research to support what 

common sense already tells us, which is 

that explorative play builds curiosity, 

creative thinking, collaboration, and 

critical thinking, and can diminish some 

symptoms of ADD. The next phase of 

the Wonder Zone will include a water 

feature, outdoor musical instruments, 

outdoor chalk boards, vertical gardens, 

and a set of builder boards.  

On Fridays, we target gross motor skills 

through games and activities that 

develop balance and agility. We also 

have a campus cleanup that helps the 

students build a sense of ownership in 

our school. 

We have lots of excited learners at 

Rivertree, and self-regulation is a big 

goal right now. Recently our faculty 

received training on developing 

mindfulness in our students. 

Mindfulness strategies help our 

students overcome the effects that 

chronic stress and trauma can have on 

learning. Students learn to identify and 

monitor their 

emotional responses and reactions 

and reel them in, keeping stress levels 

down and learning pathways open. Our 

students are learning to control volume 

levels and to listen respectfully to others 

when it’s their turn to speak. They are 

learning to obey quickly, completely and 

joyfully. As teachers, we are all being 

stretched, and we are counting our 

victories each and every day. We are so 

grateful for our volunteer army and for 

our prayer warriors who are helping us 

with this mission! 

During chapel and each day in class, we 

are learning to worship together, to 

learn God’s word together, and to 
memorize our Rivertree creed. As our 

students learn the creed, our teachers 

can refer back to it when we sometimes 

forget that this is what it means to be a 

student at Rivertree Academy: 

Rivertree Creed 
 

I am a student at Rivertree 
Academy. 

God’s grace is at work in me. 

I am fearfully and wonderfully 
made, a child of the living God, 
deeply loved, totally accepted, 
and completely forgiven. 

I am called to care for all of God’s 
creation. 

Therefore, I will learn well, love 
well, work well and lead well.  

Thank you, Lord, for fruit! 
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School’s open, so it’s back to the farm 
By Homer Hawthorne, Farm & Facilities Manager 
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Volunteers and visitors are always welcome. Please call us first so that we can give you 

our attention and serve you well during your visit. 817-995-6940. 

E call us first 

The Lord has recently blessed the Rivertree Farm 

team with two new employees who are truly faithful 

men who work hard and are up to any task they are 

asked to do, including a hard, fast push to complete 

extensive renovations and open our Como campus on 

time. 

7. Taking measurements of the 

depth of the ponds. They will need 

to be deepened for fish. 

8. We have insulated the shop, and 

we’re ready to begin building our 

first eggmobile for 260 laying hens. 

They will ready to free graze in the 

spring and should start laying in 

late April. 

 

Our Farm and Facilities Director, Homer Hawthorne, stands beside a stretch 
of the 4,000 feet of new fence around a pasture on the east side of the farm. 
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1. Micah McDonald has a great future with Rivertree 

and is now our full time grounds manager. He is a 

faithful worker and a real man of character. 2. Josh 

Hulvey is a temporary employee who is working with 

us until he goes to basic U.S Army training November 

1 of this year. Josh first came to us as volunteer for a 

couple of months earlier in the year. He has been a 

real asset at the Farm in maintaining our equipment 

and like Micah, is a pleasure to work with.  3. Also we 

can’t ever say enough about Rivertree’s Assistant 
Farm Manager , Jarob Bullock, with all his God-given 

skill sets and faithful service to the Lord. Jarob is a 

right and left hand to all of the Rivertree Academy 

team and Farm team, serving us a mechanic, an IT 

specialist, a welder and just about anything else you 

ask him to do. Oh yes, and he’s a parent, too. 

4. We installed drip irrigation in the 

orchard. 5. Pouring concrete in Como to 

meet city code requirements. 6. The 

Sportsmen’s Club gave us a grant to 
convert our water hazards into fishing 

holes. Thank you, Sportsmen’s Club! We 
will be fishing before you know it!   

8 
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JLFW First Annual Rivertree Fall Festival Oct. 17 
 

 

 

 

 

We had so much fun at our First Annual Fall 

Festival! The adults were smiling just as big as 

the children. From the petting zoo to the 

dunking booth to some really tasty hot dogs, 

the event was a blast. Thank you so much to 

Christal West and all of our JLFW volunteers 

for organizing this event. 
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It’s 7:30 AM, and today, like everyday, 

without fail, I stand at the east gate, 

waiting to welcome each child as 

they arrive on campus.  

Eight weeks ago, a typical response 

to my early morning welcome might 

have been a cold stare, a half-smile or 

maybe a slight wave of the hand. 

Today, eight weeks in, it is usually a 

big hug, huge smile, maybe both -- 

and often the words, “Mr. Jamaal, I’m 
gonna be kind and obedient today.”  

In those words I see humongous 

growth. God tells us in his Word that 

as a man thinks, so is he. So it’s been 
beautiful for me to see a paradigm 

shift in the thoughts of our students. 

For some kids, those thoughts are 

played out well throughout the day, 

and for some the effort seems to stop 

at the initial thought.  

This reminds me of how we all are our 

in our walk with Christ. 1 Corinthians 

3:2, states, “I gave you milk, not solid 
food, for you were not yet ready for it. 
Indeed, you are still not ready.”  Paul 

speaks of some who drink milk and 

some who eat meat. I am grateful 

that He feeds us exactly what we 

need.  

I am many years removed from being 

as young as our students, yet I can 

remember my parents working 

consistently to cultivate a culture in  

our home and among our family 

members that reflected the love and 

grace of our God. I have no doubt 

that there were day by day, moment 

by moment, charges to be 

loving, to choose to obey, 

and to prefer others above 

ourselves.  And that’s why 
for me, it will never get old 

to teach children to obey, 

share, and love.  

We are essentially teaching 

a new culture to our 

students, and I am 

reminded that as we 

consistently teach and 

trust the Holy Spirit to 

work, we need to remain 

patient to see and 

harvest the fruit. 

Previously I worked at a 

ministry that was 

founded by apple 

farmers, so the ministry 

was surrounded by 

hundreds of acres of apple 

trees. For five years I saw the 

patience and consistency in care 

that it took to see a sapling mature 

to become a fruit-bearing tree. So 

in these eight weeks, God has 

reminded me to remain faithful in 

shepherding our kids, and that it is He 

who does the mighty work in all of us, 

whether I see it immediately, or not 

for another 15 years. 
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Preferring others above ourselves, rain or shine 
by Jamaal Johnson, Student Services Coordinator 

Mr. Jamaal shares a story with children  

on the playground 

http://www.rivertreeacademy.org/

