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WHAT IS THE HAUNTING HOUSE
CURRICULUM?

The Haunting House curriculum is a reli-
gious education program designed to help
children, ages five through seven, be at home
in the world through their experiences of
building and living in houses.

Houses are essential to human beings for
‘many différent reasons. Houses help us feel at
home. They protect us from the natural
elements. They provide structure in the midst
of boundlessness. They offer a place from
which to emerge and to which we retutn.
They provide us with a place to be with other
people. They provide us with a place to be
alone. They provide us with a place to be
born in, tolive in, and to die in. We would
not survive without them.

Our feelings about houses run very deep.
We spend a great deal of time dreaming about,
planning and looking for, building and living
in our houses: The houses we have lived in
often haunt our memories and dreams. The
Haunting House curriculum has been con-
ceived out of and is centered in this haunting
quality of houses.

Expetiences in The Haunting House cur-
riculum provide opportunities for children to
‘become aware of the neéd of each of us for
places where we feél at home. The curriculum
invites children to build and live in many
kinds of houses, and to engage in the growing
that can go on within them. Children have an
opportunity to expand and deepen their
capacity to feel and be at home.




THE HAUNTING HOUSE CURRICULUM REVISITED:
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    James J. Buckley

     PREFACE

The pre-eminent Unitarian, Ralph Waldo Emerson, once wrote, ”There is properly no history ; only biography”.

Even though the word “biography” connotes a record of a person’s life, this paper is a biography, if you will, of the Haunting House Curriculum. It encompasses the history of that curriculum i.e. the why, when, where, how and who of its origin, aspects of the implementation period of the curriculum, and a sampling of the reactions to it in the past and at present.

IN THE BEGINNING

A few years ago there was a high school youth district conference in Duxbury MA. 
It was decided that the theme would be “There’s no place like home.” One of the activities at the conference was very popular: the creation of houses using large carton boxes. The unanimous reaction of these teenagers was that they “loved” doing it and that it brought back pleasant memories of the houses they had created many years before while being involved in the Haunting House (HH) curriculum.

Such a reaction is not unusual:

-The volunteers at a UU congregation in Fort Worth TX fondly and vividly remember the HH curriculum 30+ years after it was field tested there.

-The Rochester (NY) Congregation recently asked its graduating seniors what they remember about their church school years. They all mentioned the Haunting House even though their involvement with the curriculum had taken place twelve years before.

-A DRE (Director of Religious Education) from Deerfield IL stated recently “If you were to interview kids no matter what age, they would all tell you that HH was their favorite year.”

-More than one DRE has emphatically stated that the HH curriculum has been by far the best curriculum that has ever been devised for children.

These remarks are typical of the reaction of many Unitarians- Universalists to this curriculum.  Although decades have elapsed since HH was launched in 1974, fond memories of it still linger and, if you will, haunt those who have enjoyed the opportunity to become involved in it.

Such enthusiastic reactions provoke the question, ”Why has the Haunting House curriculum garnered such accolades?” To answer that question, it is necessary to examine the Who, How, When, Where and Why the Haunting House curriculum came into existence.

The Rev. Barbara Hollerorth considers the initial stages of Haunting House (HH) to be an example of the adage, ”Necessity Is the Mother Of  Invention.”  In the fall of 1969, Hollerorth became the Assistant Minister in charge of Religious Education at The First Parish (UU) in Lexington (MA). That winter she learned that the person she had hoped would teach the Kindergarten class was no longer available. Rather than try to coax another reluctant parent into teaching that class, she decided to teach the class herself, beginning in January 1970. 

Hollerorth was not satisfied with the lessons that had been used prior to that date for the Kindergarten classes. She felt they were too structured and that they dictated what the children should undertake instead of having the children evolve their own responses to suggested activities. For example, more traditional lesson plans insisted that children abandon some activity that they were really enjoying because it was the designated time for the children to stop and listen to a story. The same thinking prevailed vis-a-vis going to the bathroom. Hollerorth recognized the fact that a child might not want to have access to the bathroom at the time designated in the lesson plan. Because she had been a pre-primary teacher and had enjoyed that experience immensely, she felt competent to develop activities and experiences that would be meaningful and enjoyable to the children enrolled in her class.

Hollerorth reflected on her reaction to her own first religious education experience. Along with the other Kindergarten-age pupils, she was sent down a tunnel-like corridor to a darkened room to get her own chair. To the adult in charge of the class, this was probably an expedient way of getting chairs into the classroom. But to young Barbara the activity possessed an aura of mystery and promises of imaginative experiences ahead (not unlike the little girl in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.).

She was disappointed therefore when, after bringing their chairs back to the classroom, she and the other the children were told to stand behind their chairs and sing seemingly interminable verses of  the song “I’ll Be A Sunbeam” that begins with the words “Jesus wants me for a sunbeam…”  Soon thereafter she told her parents that she didn’t want to go back to that Sunday School.  Subsequently Barbara felt that song was emblematic of the rigidity that was the hallmark of more structured lesson plans.

Having identified what she did not want to do, Hollerorth tried to remember which activities had excited her imagination as a young child. She remembered that she had enjoyed playing house in boxes or elsewhere in her home. So she decided to incorporate that activity in the class. She gathered empty refrigerator boxes and allowed the children to use them as they wished. She was gratified to observe that the children thoroughly enjoyed using the boxes to create their impressions of a home-like environment. Some children became proprietary about them, inviting only certain members of the class to join them in their cardboard “home.” Others chose to stay in their boxes during the entire class.

Although relatively few developers of Religious Education curricula at that time shared her conclusion about the need for a curriculum that evokes more spontaneity from the children, her beliefs were rooted in the very essence of Unitarianism.

No less a personage than The Rev. William Ellery Channing stated in his Discourse Pronounced Before The Sunday School Society(September 14,1831), 

“The great challenge is to awaken the soul of the pupil, to bring his understanding, conscience and heart into earnest, vigorous action on religious and moral truth, to excite and cherish in him a Spiritual Life. This must be our aim to call forth and build up in all our teachings of the young.”

At a later date he stated,

“The great end in religious instruction ,whether in the Sunday School or family, is not to stamp our minds irresistibly on the young but to stir up their own; not to make them see with our eyes but to look inquiringly and steadily with their own; not to burden their memories but to quicken and strengthen their power of thought…” 

More recently, The Rev. Sophia Fahs in her co-authored book, Consider the Children(1951) echoed the same theme. Granted, she does not mention any of the activities that were incorporated into the HH curriculum. However Fahs did address concepts throughout her book that are embodied in HH. For example she devoted whole chapters to topics such as Home, Birth, and Death. She also admonished parents to

“…provide emotional security for the child, a willingness to let the child grow at his own speed and to restrain the desire to impose arbitrary adult standards on him and a democratic appreciation of the value of the individual from the day of his birth as a member of the family.”

Although she was undoubtedly aware of what Channing and Fahs had advocated, Hollerorth’s philosophical mentor was the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard.  In his book, The Poetics of Space he states, “The virtues of shelter are so simple, so deeply rooted in our unconscious that houses can be said to stand for poetic imagination itself. “

Elsewhere he points out, ”The house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace.”

As a result, he emphasized the importance of creating unstructured spaces, with the proviso that they were not be labeled “unstructured.” To him, allowing children to roam about the room interacting with learning centers and engaging in a wide variety of activities was a form of structure, albeit one that was far  more flexible than what had existed in more traditional religious education classrooms in the years prior to 1974.

It is worth noting that Bachelard’s ideas are as vibrant today as they were in 1969 when Hollerorth began the earliest development of what became the HH curriculum. As recently as September 2006, an article that appeared in the Boston Globe Sunday Magazine written by Daphne Merkin, used Bachelard’s ideas as the underpinning for an analysis about the importance of Home in our lives.

Although Bachelard abhorred the term “unstructured”, it became the pedagogical term used to describe the concept of Open Space Classroom that was in vogue in some areas of the country at the time Hollerorth was evolving her HH curriculum. 

Another au courant concept was Team Teaching. Hollerorth believed that, given the variety of activities and experiences created for children in her classroom and the ever-present need of the participating children to have an adult’s attention, it would be counter-productive to insist that just one Religious Educator or parent-teacher be the sole mentor/teacher in this type of classroom. As a result, Hollerorth concluded that a form of Team Teaching was the way to address the varied activities she intended to incorporate into her classroom.

It was thus that the pedagogical concepts of Open Space Classroom and Team Teaching became integral parts of the development of Haunting House.

Having done so, Hollerorth nevertheless did not consider her classroom to be child-centered per se. It was her expectation that opportunities for learning experiences would be available not only to the children but also to the teachers. For want of a better term, the classrooms she envisioned could be described as Opportunity-Centered. 

As she evolved these concepts, she was fully cognizant of the fact that the type of classroom organization she was advocating was foreign and perhaps threatening to those who adhered to the traditional format.

For decades, teachers were told that if any meaningful teaching was to occur in any given Religious Education classroom, they must first and foremost make certain that order was strictly maintained. It was firmly believed that Education could exist only in a classroom in which the children are paying full attention to everything the teacher was saying. As a result, the concept of classrooms that permitted children to freely roam around was anathema to such traditionalists.

Indeed, in spite of the clear, unmistakable clarion calls from Unitarian leaders such as Channing and Fahs, (see above) many of those engaged directly or peripherally in religious education believed then (as some do now) in a faulty syllogism:

Meaningful education occurs only when a class is teacher-centered


But open space classrooms are not teacher-centered

Therefore no meaningful education occurs in open space classroom.

Having been taught in schools that had adhered for generations to this faulty reasoning, observers of those who advocated and organized open space classrooms and by extension, team teaching, strongly objected then (as now) to such “unstructured” classrooms.

An example of someone with an idée fixe about how a classroom should be organized occurred in Lexington MA one Sunday morning. Someone was charged with the responsibility of keeping a tally of the number of children engaged in religious education. That person peeked into Barbara Hollerorth’s classroom and, seeing no children sitting in chairs, decided no children were attending that class that day. It simply never occurred to that person that the children might be elsewhere in that classroom.

Hollerorth was fully aware of the fact that she was not only creating a new curriculum but also implementing an organizational pattern that was not welcome by many of those engaged in general education as well as some Religious Educators. Yet, because she had enough faith in what she planned to do and how she planned to do it, she forged ahead undeterred by any opposition that might materialize.

The earliest recognition of Hollerorth’s evolving curriculum by UUA officials occurred when she made a presentation to the Certification Committee. Such a presentation was one of the requirements she had to satisfy in order to obtain certification as a UU Minister of Religious Education. Part of that process required that she present a religious education project that she had devised. Since the earliest stages of HH were uppermost in her mind, she decided to bring a large box with her and use it to demonstrate her innovative idea. 

The Committee’s reaction was most positive and she was encouraged to develop her curriculum Its open-mindedness toward her ideas was exactly what Hollerorth hoped would be manifested by other UU religious educators.

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT

Haunting House is a title that has been occasionally misunderstood. Some Directors of Religious Education (DRE) and volunteer parent-teachers have concluded that children could become frightened by the implications of the word “haunting” and its  association with Halloween and ghosts. So in an effort to avoid such a supposed reaction they have changed the name of the curriculum.

But in fact virtually all dictionaries indicate that the word “haunting” means  “recurring to the mind; difficult to forget.” That is exactly why Hollerorth used that word in the title of her new curriculum. She wanted to emphasize the fact that our homes and our experiences there do indeed frequently recur to our minds and are difficult to forget. As a result, many of us have the frequent compulsion to recreate our home by using our imagination and our sometimes faulty memories. As Winston Churchill said, “We shape our dwellings and afterward our dwelling shape us.”

Because the exploration of the various meanings of “House” is so essential to a full appreciation of the curriculum,  Hollerorth subsequently devoted an entire booklet to a full explanation and analysis of that word. It is entitled: 

“The Haunting House: a statement by the author describing

 the experience of the haunting house and the importance of

 houses in our lives.”

 Therein, she eloquently explored the deep significance houses have for each of us and especially for children of Kindergarten age.


By the autumn of 1970, the Haunting House was emerging from its embryonic phase. Hollerorth had begun holding frequent meetings with members of that congregation. Those Sunday morning sessions quickly developed into brain-storming sessions. 

The Rev. Hugo Hollerorth , who was then the Director of Curriculum Development in the Department of Education and Social Concerns at the UUA, dropped into several of the planning sessions and gradually became entranced by the potential of HH. He soon gave Hollerorth and her team of curriculum creators the authorization to develop HH into a curriculum to be published by the UUA for use by UU congregations throughout the nation. The team was captivated by the prospect of creating an entire curriculum and made the commitment to work together during the next several years in order to develop it. 

Hollerorth had solicited help from a wide variety of persons who would contribute to the success of this project. Those she asked to help included Barbara Beach who was a professional dancer from Austin, Texas and who had been a dance educator of both adults and children for more than fifteen years. She was responsible for the Creative Movement aspects of the curriculum. Hollerorth also contacted deryck calderwood who was an Associate Professor of Human Sexuality and the Rev. Roberta Nelson who was the DRE of the Fairfax Unitarian Church in Oakton VA. They joined the initial team that included Parker Hirtle , an architect and member of the Lexington MA. congregation, Helen “Sandy” Eccleston a religious education teacher at the Lexington Church who wrote the songs included in the curriculum, Joan Nemser who was a Social Worker affiliated with the Cambridge City Hospital, and Nancy Engels who became a confidant of Hollerorth. 

Nancy Engels has attested to the fact that she and her daughter,

“blossomed through participation in the many Haunting House-like retreats and overnight celebrations that Hollerorth inspired…” at the beginning of this venture. Engels was a parent whose two children were too old to become involved in the developing curriculum. However, Engels quite willingly participated in the brainstorming and as a consequence, established a symbiotic relationship with Hollerorth. After listening to Hollerorth’s  description of what she needed, Engels would translated those words into one or more graphic forms, e.g. posters, flyers, slide shows, group art project, etc.

One result of Engels’ wholehearted participation in this project and her growing skills in graphic design was that the Rev. Hugo Hollerorth invited her to come to the Unitarian-Universalist Association (UUA). He wanted her to finish a curriculum project called Person-to-Person Communications,” that had been languishing because Beacon Press had expressed its reluctance to branch out from straight-forward book publishing and into producing games, records, filmstrips, etc that were de rigueur components of multi-media kits during the early 1970s. 

Although Engels had been involved in publications of one sort or another since grade school she was not a professional graphic designer. However Barbara and Hugo Hollerorth convinced her that she could accomplish the task at hand. 


In the process of satisfactorily producing the Person-to-Person Communications curricula, Engels developed a network of contacts, including filmmakers, artists, printers, 

as well as die cutters, puzzle makers, labelers, etc. These contacts became essential components of her production of the HH curriculum when it reached that stage in its development.

Parker Hirtle’s contribution was the concept and design of the corrugated cardboard animals and the animal houses i.e. the turtle and the snail shells used by the children. Hirtle got the idea for these cardboard animals during a discussion at Sandy Eccleston’s home about the houses used by animals. As the discussion progressed, he made a small model out of a 3x5 card. Hollerorth was delighted with the concept and encouraged him to develop some other animal ideas. As a consequence the donkey, sheep and other animals came into being.

deyrck calderwood’s expertise was principally in helping children feel at home in their bodies. 

Among Nelson’s contributions were the experiences she had garnered in helping children to relate to and cope with the concept of death and to death itself.


 The Creative Movement segment that Barbara Beach had developed subsequently created quite a stir. After the May 3-5, 1974 workshop at the Oblate Center in Natick MA, the participants were asked to evaluate the workshop. Over 25% of the evaluations indicated that the feature of the workshop that was most helpful was Barbara Beach’s instructions about Creative Movement. One evaluation indicated,

”I think most people don’t believe they can ’dance’ and it’s a marvelous experience to see you can. Also, that it’s (the creative movement) a relatively simple process to do for others.”

The contributions of the other curriculum developers also received positive comments as an aftermath of that conference. However, the overriding theme of the evaluation was that the participants enjoyed actually doing the indicated activities instead of just discussing them or seeing them demonstrated. This reaction emphasized Hollerorth’s initial concept of providing learning opportunities for both children and teachers.

Because Hollerorth had so many excellent assistants, she evolved a non-directive approach that encouraged them to be as creative as possible while she unobtrusively organized and orchestrated their efforts.  Parker Hirtle attests to the fact that she did all this exceedingly well. He remembers that she was the driving force and inspiration for all who worked on the curriculum. What impressed him was that because of her enthusiasm for the project, the discussions that took place among the developers were exciting and stimulating to each and every participant.

In tandem with all these activities, Hollerorth decided in the spring of 1971 to share her thoughts and plans with the Lexington MA congregation during a sermon. She began by asking what she described as a very simple question: “Why do houses haunt us?” She indicated that she put the question in the plural because she knew that she was not alone in being haunted by the houses she had lived in.

She described how some of the activities during the Sleep-Over Valentine Party that was held on Friday and Saturday Feb 12 & 13, 1971 at Pond Homestead Conference Center for younger children and their families had addressed her “Haunting House” theme.

The children, parents and teachers gathered some large sheets of cardboard and on that Saturday morning some of the fathers put them together to make a house. The children spent most of that Saturday morning painting their house, sitting in them by themselves or with friends, talking to each other through the “windows,” etc.

Hollerorth told the congregation that she began to wonder what it was in houses that children liked. After asking her listeners to think of answers to many questions pertaining to house, She concluded,

“I suspect that the memories and images that haunt us from the past haunt us because they are incomplete, because there is still meaning to be fulfilled in them, a gesture to be made, a drama to be acted on, a vocation…yet to be discovered. …the past comes to us because it is trying to tell us something that we need to do for our fulfillment and salvation.”

Toward the end of her sermon, she said,

“Without a home of some sort we mortals are haunted by a feeling which is much more terrible than being haunted by a house. We are haunted by the sense that we are homeless.”

She ended with the words, “In this season of spring and blossoming, may our haunting houses guide us to the making of our lives.”


Undoubtedly this sermon was a revelation to some of her listeners. For others it served as an explanation of her classroom activities. And for many, it stirred thoughts and memories of the past that had been submerged and neglected.

Nancy Engels has stated that when you came into the church during the Haunting House years you could feel the love and warmth that emanated from the back corner of the basement classroom (i.e. the headquarters of the team’s efforts) and filtered through the congregation. As a result, the church had full attendance whenever a Haunting House presentation was incorporated into a Sunday service.

PUBLICATION

Concurrently, as the curriculum evolved, it became apparent that there needed to be ten units with a coda on Death and that each unit would need from one to as many as ten Sunday morning sessions.

Unit I: Making Friends with Each Other and Our Room(one session)
Unit II: Making Little Houses(1)



Unit III: Home in Nature (Seed and Animal)(5)
    Unit VIII:A House of Our Own(6)

Unit IV: At Home in Light and Dark Places(3)
    Unit IX: Big Houses(8)

Unit V: At Home With Our Work(2)

                Unit X: Houses Everywhere(5)

Unit VI: The Barn(3)



       
    Death: A Haunting Question(A-D)

Unit VII: Our First Home (i.e. Our Bodies) (7)

As a consequence, these units would cover the Sunday mornings for an entire school/church year.

Note: The Unit entitled “Death: A Haunting Question” was not a part of the original version of the curriculum. Despite that fact, it was organized and written within the format of the other units in the Lesson Plan booklet. Teachers were advised therein that the unit may be used as a part of the curriculum whenever it seemed appropriate to the teachers. e.g. to be used when a “teachable moment” occurred such as when a child mentioned that someone in their family had passed away or a pet had died.

It was made clear from the outset that the number of sessions need not be slavishly adhered to. For example, the opening unit, “Making Friends With Each Other and Our Room” was a one-Sunday session. However, this first unit could be, of necessity, expanded to two or even three Sundays because of logistics and the process of getting acquainted. Teachers were given the option of using a filmstrip entitled ‘There’s This Little Place.”  It provided a way for children to blend their own experiences with the concepts that were essential to the curriculum. It also included some ways in which the children could become better acquainted with each other and begin using the classroom to create the feeling of home.

Some Sundays such as the one during which the children would be making little houses, were dominated by a major activity and therefore it attracted the most attention from the participants. But even then “opportunity” centers were located throughout the room and the children had ready access to them at any given time. For example, at the Lexington MA classroom, there was an old typewriter with some typing paper nearby that could be used by a child with impunity. There was also a stepladder at Lexington that was adopted by some children as sort of a way-station under which they could cease being involved in the action and instead survey what was going on in order to assess what they were going to do next.

Hollerorth adopted the mantra used in Show Business i.e. ”Always keep them wanting more.”  As a result, the themes of the centers were changed periodically. Some were brought back later while others were available only once during the year. For example, Barbara kept a weaving project out for several weeks and sometimes there were blocks and puzzles available to the children. 

The under-pining of all these activities was that the HH curriculum tried to provide activities that would be responsive to the needs that the children had brought with them. It was understood that those needs might not be met by any one major activity
 around which everyone focused. So the centers were always accessible in order to support a child’s desire on any particular Sunday for solitude, day dreaming, or to become thoroughly involved in an activity separate from the theme of the day.

Hollerorth suggested that the Unit “Making Little Houses” should not begin with the teachers’ instructions on how the house-building was going to proceed. Instead, upon their arrival, some children were allowed to curl up on the sleeping bag, to look at a book or to talk with someone about the past week’s events. It was her hope that the teachers would not hassle anyone to get busy and make the little house because Hollerorth believed that this activity was stimulating enough to eventually attract all the children and that, given enough time, any given child would eventually undertake the project of the day. For example, while most children at the Lexington Church MA readily undertook the task of small house-building, one decided to curl up on Hollerorth’s fur coat, thus creating an island of solitude in the midst of the hubbub. But after a lapse of time, the child joined the rest of the class.

Even when there was a group gathering, she did not expect everybody be present. Granted some rules had to be imposed. For example, children were not allowed to play the piano when the group was meeting but if they wanted to isolate themselves and engage in some quiet activity, they were allowed to do so.

Overall, given the fact that she wanted children to be granted the license to do pretty much as they pleased within certain flexible parameters, she felt that she could do no less for the teachers included in any given team. As a result, each team could evolve their own techniques and philosophies about, for example, when they expected everybody to be doing the same thing at the same time. Barbara acknowledged that sometimes there could be real disagreement among the team. But she viewed that as a normal consequence of the license given to them. In addition, she believed it gave them a taste of the conflict that the children in their classroom sometimes experienced in choosing the activity deserving of their time and energy on any given Sunday.

However there was a definite quid pro quo expected from the teachers. It was anticipated that everyone would create the Open Classroom organizational pattern and would make a firm commitment to teach in teams. Later, UUA advisers added the stipulation that anyone who intended to teach the course must participate in a training program.

Meanwhile Nancy Engels was thoroughly involved in producing the components of the curriculum that were going to be distributed for Field Testing purposes. Under her supervision, Geraldine Neal did all the line-drawing text illustrations. Because Katherine Lasky Knight and Lucy Floyd appreciated the intrinsic worth of the lessons, they were able to contribute relevant comments and search for just the right visuals for the filmstrips they produced.  Knight received help from her husband, Chris, who was a National Geographic photographer and an independent filmmaker.

Because Microsoft Word did not exist then, Rose Muggeridge, Administrative Secretary of the UUS Curriculum office, spent most of her working hours typewriting page upon page of curriculum revisions. She also readily assumed the role of hostess whenever organizational and brain-storing sessions occurred there.

Donald S.Cook was a graphics broker who facilitated Engel’s project. He located two ladies from Arlington, MA. who set the type whenever Engels delivered a chapter. He also helped located a company that made labels for cassettes and filmstrips, and another company that produced puzzles. In addition, Cook developed the drawings of the naked paper dolls that were used in Unit VII: Our First Home. And when it became apparent that the two Arlington ladies were uncomfortable with assembling the sets of the naked paper dolls, he and his wife Sandy and their children sat around their kitchen table and assembled the sets as part of an impromptu family project.

The field testing segment of the curriculum took place during the 1973-74 school year. The congregations and fellowships that agreed to test the curriculum included those located in the Texan communities of Amarillo, Arlington, Austin, Beaumont, College Station, Corpus Christi, Fort Worth, Houston, Lubbock, Midland, and Waco. Tennessee was represented by congregations in Knoxville and Memphis. Oklahoman congregations were from Norman, Oklahoma City, and two from Tulsa. Congregations in Atlanta, Georgia and Springfield Missouri also participated. 

When the curriculum development phase was reaching its final stage, it was decided that it would be worthwhile to place some of the comments of the teachers involved in the field testing on the margin of the Lesson Plan booklet. Many of those comments enriched the understanding and appreciation of each section of the booklet. 

Here is a sampler of the comments made by those engaged in this important activity:

Session Two :  “We the teachers, were quite amazed at the care and originality that the children displayed in this craft(making a special home)….It is important to mention that the  children who have traditionally been known as the ‘trouble makers” are the ones who seem to be most creative and attentive to the curriculum.”

-First Unitarian Church, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

Session Seven: “We all feel we have lovely conversations while we are at the different centers. Just talking about being big enough to cut with a knife with supervision is positive reinforcement. And it was great to listen to the children encourage and offer suggestions to each other…”

-All Souls Unitarian Church, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

Session Eight: “After worship time, it’s the children’s time to share with each other…This morning a girl brought a tooth she had lost-her first. This stimulated quite a discussion and brought forth numerous demonstrations that a new tooth would most assuredly grow in to take its place. …The children related to each other as a group where they discovered common concerns and common joys.”

-First Unitarian Church, Memphis, Tennessee.

Session Eleven and Twelve: ”We used the ‘Body Awareness Dance’ from ’Moving Through A Haunting House.”…This body language/creative movement can express the soul’s range of feeling. And that means that the creative movement exercises may be most beneficial to the new generation of Unitarian /Universalists. We may have given them a great new way to communicate …”

Unitarian Universalist Congregation, Atlanta, Georgia.

Sessions Sixteen and Seventeen: “As we worked, we talked about bones and shells and the nature of shells. The kids scarcely stopped for refreshments. .Most of the parents and some of the other adults came in to talk about the snails and turtles in our room.”

Jefferson Unitarian Universalist Church, Fort Worth, Texas.

Session Twenty: “What a beautiful morning! The children arrived charged with their (bed) sheets. Finally they simmered down and were shown the LIFE reprint pictures. There was a lot of close attention and after we had seen the pictures, several children volunteered remarks.

(Later) The movement of birth was really exciting, those laughing faces bursting out of their sheets.”

First Unitarian Church, Austin, Texas

Sessions Twenty-Three through Twenty- Eight:” The children came very enthusiastically, many provided with materials for embellishing their houses. It’s interesting to see how some think the outside is more important and some the inside….Many parents have told us of the enormous excitement this unit has stimulated in their children and how they already have plans for where they will put their house when they get it back home.”

Austin, Texas.

As a result of the field tests, it became quite apparent that the eight-inch thick manuscript would be too cumbersome to handle and therefore might discourage teachers from using it.. So Hollerorth and Engels created the multi-part “Teachers’ Guides” package, separating the introductory and background components from the actual lesson plans. In order to make the curriculum as accessible as possible, Engels designed eye-catching booklet covers. Then, having by this time concluded that people have different preferences for how they processed information, as well as the type of information they chose to assimilate, Engels designed a page layout that would be responsive to these preferences. She decided she needed a layout that gave choices to those who had already participated in the Training Program, i.e. 

(1) Immerse his/her senses in the richness of the original lessons, 

(2) Feature more examples contributed by those involved in the field-tests and/or, (3) Quickly access the step-by-step information needed to prepare the lesson that would be presented the next Sunday. 

The page layout she evolved in response to these perceived needs had “eyes-width” columns at the beginning of each lesson, with relevant field-test additions and illustrations at the side, followed by two-column of numbered essential components.

In order to launch the curriculum in the best possible way, an invitational conference was organized that was attended by a representative number of Directors of Religious Education or influential members of Religious Education Committees from throughout the country during a weekend in May 1974 at the Oblate Center in Natick MA. 

The participants at this conference viewed the curriculum materials and philosophy presented to them from a different perspective than the field-testers. Those who had tested the materials were interested in their workability and whether the components functioned in ways that satisfied the needs of the children involved in the testing as well as the expectations of the curriculum development team. The May conferees approached the conference with the realization that unless they themselves were committed to the curriculum, they could not honestly persuade the religious educators and/or congregations back home that this curriculum should become an essential component in the education of pre-school and Kindergarten children in their care. Thus these participants were constantly evaluating the various segments of the presentations and determining whether or not any given component would, in and of itself, captivate the congregations in their region. 

It is through this prism that the many pertinent and revealing comments made by 41 of the participants on their evaluation forms should be analyzed.

-In response to the question, ”Did the conference meet your expectations,” some of the comments were:

“The material was presented in depth through the many wonderful activities of the Haunting House.”

“It opened up new avenues and expanded on experiences I brought with me.”

“I can’t wait to share it.”

“I am very enthusiastic about the program, both for what it will give me and also the children.”

“I can see the children responding with enthusiasm to the HH.”

“”Gave me a new way of thinking about these things, a new frame work for dealing with children.”

“I am astonished, impressed, touched by the breadth of this curriculum!’

(It is important to note that none of the comments were negative.)

-In response to the question,  ”What was most helpful to you?” some of the comments were:

25% had very positive comments to make about Barbara Beach’s movement presentation (see above)

“Participating in activities actually used in the curriculum was mandatory in understanding the purpose and feelings evoked by what we would be teaching.”

“Opening up of my group to a discussion on death and dying.”

“Building the house.”

“It was most helpful to be with the curriculum developers to experience their enthusiasm and creativity.”

“The most helpful aspect was to participate in the program much the same way the children will.”(variations of this statement were made repeatedly.)

In response to the question, ”What was the least helpful to you?” many of the  comments centered on non-curriculum matters, such as the number of stairs in the building and the absence of another member of a participant’s church at the conference.:

Responses that concentrated on the curriculum per se were:

“Everything was helpful to me. I grew with every experience I attended. Sometimes it was painful but I am appreciative of the opportunity.”

Repeatedly comments were made about the inability of the participant to find anything wrong with the conference e.g.

“Least helpful? I can’t refer to a specific thing. Enjoyed it all.”

“I’m sorry I can’t be helpful here. I would not want to give up any of it.”

Finally, the last question, ”What do you need now?”  , received reactions such as:

“I need to get my church in gear and have them get the Haunting House.”

“Taking it back to my church and hashing over the materials and applying them to the younger ages.”

“I just need the kit and a bibliography.”

“Approval from the church so I can teach it without hassle and with a team I can work with.”

“I guess now I need an enthusiastic team and you can’t help me there!”

Many commented that they wanted the curriculum in hand a.s.a.p.

A postscript was written that stated (in boldly written capital letters) 

“Thanks so much to all of you for your time and emotional effort in putting together this workshop for us. Please feel fulfilled in knowing that you have given all of us a rich and unique experience which will always help us in our lives.”

Clearly Hollerorth and her co-developers had made the correct choice when they organized and conducted this conference. It patently captured the imagination and commitment of so many decision-makers and insured a greater measure of success for the curriculum once it was printed and distributed to religious educators throughout the land.

It also became self-evident that the sheer scope of the many- faceted, multi-media curriculum absolutely required the training of anyone who intended to teach the Haunting House curriculum. 

Having been fortunate enough to have arranged for most ( if not all) of curriculum development team to be present that weekend in May,1974, it was nevertheless unrealistic to assume that the team could be expected to conduct training sessions throughout the country. As a result, Hollerorth turned to the UU’s Department of Education and Social Concerns to create a Teacher Training Model. 

  The Rev. Eugene Navias, Religious Education Consultant in the Department of Education, undertook the task of creating such a training module for Haunting House curriculum workshop leaders. His co-creator in this enterprise was The Rev. Roberta Nelson, DRE at the Fairfax Unitarian Church in Oakton VA

The product of their deliberations and writings was published in 1975 and is still being used each year  in congregations, such as those in the Greater Washington (D.C.) district .

At the outset, the Training Model emphatically and irrevocably stated that

”The complexity and scope of The Haunting House requires in-depth teacher training….” that consists of 18 hours of workshop time.”

The Model states that the best learning environment for such training is to have a minimum of 15 and a maximum of 25 trainees attend any given training session. 

It then states,

“It is important for continuity, process and curriculum understanding that participants attend all workshop sessions.”

It explains the two essential components of the organization of the curriculum that were considered de rigueur from the very earliest stages in its development i.e. that the classes would not be teacher-centered and that the children should be taught in teams.

The Navias/Nelson Training Model emphasized those points by indicating five understandings and skills that teachers of the Haunting House needed to fully understand:


-The philosophy behind the program.

-The religious and educational needs of pre-school and primary age children

-The need to create an environment supportive of the growth goals of the curriculum.

-The need to use conversation to help children to explore their experiences.

-Team teaching and why it is an imperative component and not an option.

Next, the Model clearly defined the trainers’ tasks that included:

-Creation of a training team that functions “…as a team rather than individuals with ‘solo spots.’”

Both Navias and Nelson felt that all these admonitions were essential if the full intent and purpose of the Haunting House curriculum was to be achieved.


Under the heading of “A Framework of Understandings”, it was stated,


“The Haunting House is both a feeling and a place - a feeling of being at home and an opportunity to create spaces we can be at home in and to become familiar with many kinds of homes and spaces.”

During any given weekend of training, the trainees had the opportunity to explore Units II, IV, VI, and Death. Given time limitations, it was decided to focus the most intensive training on those four components because they were not as easily perceived and assimilated as the others. The trainees also learned the way that music and movement were integrated into the curriculum. 

Another orientation component was a filmstrip entitled Let’s Build a House for You and Me. It was shown in order to give the trainees an immediate glimpse of the interactions and activities that occurred at the Lexington MA church, and to get a sense of what happened at some of the field test churches.

POST-PUBLICATION

Upon its publication, and distribution, and once religious educators received the required training and began using it, the curriculum became the cause celebre in religious education circles across the nation. It was enthusiastically greeted and embraced because, like no other curriculum, it splendidly met the needs of children at the targeted age.

Granted, there were some who were not satisfied with its perfection and insisted on “gilding the lily.” Some decided that while its contents were excellent, its name would frighten children. And so a series of new titles emerged, none of which conveyed the intent of the curriculum as well as the original title had done. For example, one group changed the name to “The Happy Home.” Hollerorth has subsequently pointed out that not all houses are happy; rather all houses have some unhappiness at some time. Therefore it is misleading to imply by such a title that houses are always happy.

Others felt that while most of it was educationally sound, they treated the curriculum like an ala carte menu, picking and choosing only those segments they agreed with. For example, they shunned the lessons that pertained to birth because of its perceived stress on sex education and because it was allegedly inappropriate for children of that age.

Another group accepted the curriculum in toto but quarreled with its insistence that it not be teacher-centered, and the need for extensive training. They wanted the curriculum to be “teacher friendly,” an aphorism that meant that a teacher could read over the material on Saturday night and, without any further assistance, teach it the next morning flawlessly. Not surprisingly, some of those who chose this route often complained about how exhausting it was to meet all the demands of the curriculum. Others began to jettison the segments that were most difficult for one teacher to handle. As a result, many of these teachers eventually abandoned their ill-advised attempts to make the curriculum “Teacher Friendly.” Too often that meant they abandoned the curriculum also.

Fortunately, the vast majority of religious educators throughout the land chose to adhere to all the stipulated components of the curriculum, including its open classroom setting, and team teaching, and to follow the curriculum guidelines and contents faithfully. As a result, report after report from throughout the nation continually featured one success story after another. 

No one embraced the curriculum more completely than the Rev. Roberta Nelson. As a result of a conversation with Hollerorth about children’s books and stories, Nelson had been invited to join the original curriculum team. She had been asked to write the unit entitled  ’Death’:  a Haunting Question  because she had already been working with issues of death and dying during her years of working as DRE at the First Parish Church in Needham, MA. It consisted of some of the many activities she had used with children and teachers to help them deal with their feelings of sadness, anger, grief and relief about death and to explore their fears and concerns. She had found that children often told stories of pets, grandparents and neighbors dying and that they were always eager to talk about that topic. In addition, she and her husband Chris interacted with adult groups on the same topic.


Due to her involvement in the development of the curriculum, and subsequently with the creation of the Teacher Training Model, Nelson became a strong advocate of Haunting House. For thirty years, she has been involved in training teachers in the use of the HH curriculum. To this day, she believes,

“The Haunting House is a place of community building. The curriculum in its entirety invites the recalling and telling of our lives-the stories and memories, the highs and lows, the exhilarating and the painful. It is a deeply religious program because it invites and acknowledges all the struggles but inspires a vision of hope and promise”

In her estimation, HH creates the feeling of church as home-“a place of stories, reflection, solitude, memories, compassion, healing and hope.”

It surely is not coincidental that two of the churches at which Rev. Nelson served began using the curriculum and still do. At Fairfax, VA the curriculum played a central role in that congregation’s 50th anniversary’s Sunday morning service. “We never had much trouble recruiting teachers for that class (because) in both churches HH is embedded in the culture.” 

In both churches the parent meetings, held twice a year, have been and continue to be well attended and appreciated. Another way parents catch the spirit of HH is by attending classes where they are always explicitly welcomed.

Rev. Nelson likes to quote Angus MacLean who, in his book “God and the Devil at Seal Cove” wrote, 

“Home was a place we left and came back to. We knew where to find it…I deeply cherish the memory of that bit of earth where I began to have my being.”

In a sermon delivered on September 29, 1996 that addressed the importance of full appreciation of homes in general and Haunting House in particular, Nelson said, 

“Home has to do with our continuities. Home is those people and places that nourish our identity…Our Haunting Houses speak of continuity of places and 

people. Here are our loved ones, here is where our heart abides. In these places we grow up and out and old. Here we can make a life of love happen.”

Over the years, many have expressed similar sentiments. In a sermon entitled “Unitarian Universalism is My Chosen Faith,”  The Rev. Jennifer Innis of Geneva, IL. said,

“The foundation of my faith is a significant experience when I was five or six. Our lesson was the Haunting House curriculum… We focused on how we understand where we live, whether that was our body, our homes or our communities. Each of us had the chance to build our own house, and design it however we wished….Mine had a big blue bat for warding off my brothers…

Being in Fellowship Hall, my classmates and I were in the middle of where everyone gathered for Coffee House. And that meant that all of the adults saw what we had created and saw how I understood what was important to me….This moment for me came in the context of  church and being part of a religious community. So I absorbed that this value must be part of my faith.”

In order to ascertain whether or not comments such as this reflected the opinion of religious educators throughout the land, the UUA’s Religious Education Department conducted a survey in 1994, under the direction of Rev. Patricia A. Hoertdoerfer, asking how many REs wanted the Haunting House curriculum to be revised. Keeping in mind that 95% of the 102 responses indicated that they had experienced the curriculum first-hand, it must have been gratifying to Hollerorth and her team to have learned that 92% felt the curriculum was still pertinent and deserved to be revised and re-distributed.

Under the survey headings entitled “The Most Difficult Parts” and “Suggestions or Comments,” candid remarks made by those surveyed revealed some issues that should be addressed in a revision. Among them were: 

-The need for more “energy-expended activities” in order to help teachers cope with “rambunctious” children,

-The difficulty in finding volunteers who would be willing to devote the time necessary to become thoroughly acquainted with the curriculum,

-The fact that because the U.S. population tends to relocate more frequently than before, keeping a staff of volunteers for an entire school year is daunting.

-The need to address different familial configurations that have evolved since 1974.

-Given the increase of incidents of physical and emotional abuse of children, there should be a section devoted to that topic.

-In order to successfully teach the segment of the curriculum pertaining to sex education, there needs to be more time devoted to addressing the apprehensions of parents before the lessons are initiated .Yet only 10% of the parents seem willing to attend any orientation sessions.

-The segment on Death should include the topic of long-term illness and its affect on a family.

-The inadequacy of the space allotted to the religious education of children by some congregations, significantly curtails the implementation of the curriculum.

 99% of the respondents said that they had set up interest centers in their classrooms, implying that such an arrangement was an essential component of the curriculum.

When asked “What about Haunting House is relevant today?” the answer most often stated included variations of, ”All of it! Everything!” and “It is timeless.” and “Its concepts and themes are forever relevant.”

Similar laudatory comments about the curriculum abound into the twenty-first century. Many involve anecdotes that highlight memories of precious moments created as a result of using the HH curriculum. Here is a sampling of such memories:

“Haunting House was crucial to my development as a religious person and a religious educator. …While dutifully attending a workshop for my assigned curriculum at All Souls Church in Washington D.C. I couldn’t help noticing the room set up for a new ‘Kit’ program: The Haunting House. …The environment was stunning. I wanted to teach that class and started lobbying for it on the way back to Mount Vernon VA…
I learned to be a different kind of teacher, one who prepares the environment, plans the activities and provides the materials but doesn’t dominate the process. One morning I stood in the middle of the loft, saw that everyone was busy and I was just standing there, doing nothing. And I was supposed to be the teacher! Then it dawned on me that I was the teacher. The setting,  the material, the methods, the whole approach suddenly made me realize what religious education could be like. That’s the benchmark I try to reach. I don’t think I would have become a minister of religious education without that experience. It helped me to feel more at home in my body, my family, my church and the world.”

-The Rev. Betty Jo Middleton

“I loved it (HH) beginning with the careful presentation of the philosophy under-girding it and the weekend training to introduce it. It was so very rich with materials including stories, books, music and many creative games and other experiential learning activities as well as complete plans for introducing HH to parents and involving them periodically. It was perfectly attuned to the developmental needs of young children (indeed of children of every age).

As for the teachers’ reactions,

“They clamored to be part of the teaching teams. One of my teachers remained for many years. It was HH that led him to become an influential member of the Board of Trustees and later of Starr King and CLF Boards. All the while he continued teaching the HH.”

-The Rev. Christine Wetzel, formerly DRE at the UU Shelter Rock Church.

“What I remember liking about the HH curriculum was that the emphasis was on relationships between children and between individual children and their adult leaders. Instead of content and information, it was about spontaneous and respectful conversations or just shared moments of silent awe watching a bug climb through its lawn habitat or gazing at snowflakes on a jacket sleeve.”

 - Lisa Elliott, DRE of the UU Society of Fairhaven MA

C. Wetzel remembers,

“Our Youth Group, speaking to the congregation as graduating seniors, unfailingly recalled how much they loved their time spent with HH, building little homes and condos of their own, visiting one another to look at their special décor and just chatting.

Some parents commented that they had to find storage for years for their children’s snail shells and little houses…the kids refused to part with them for a long time.”

One former student has vivid memories of HH:

“It’s one of the very few UU curricula that I can remember having an impression on me and that I have thought about in the years thereafter. I have a strong visual memory of the class building houses out of refrigerator boxes. I remember that mine had a draw bridge. I also remember a discussion of the places we live that started with being inside the womb….I remember more about HH than the five other church school classes I took before the 6th grade.”

-Kelly Asprooth-Jackson, Ministerial student.

The Rev. Elizabeth Strong, currently the Religious Education Program Consultant of the Mass. Bay District in Massachusetts, relates an experience that emphasized the Haunting House’s instructional flexibility, a precept that Hollerorth had emphasized early in the development of the curriculum.

“In the early years of the Haunting House many teachers were uncomfortable with teaching the sexuality section of the curriculum. One year I had a wonderful grandmother come to the class of first graders and with amazing comfort and care she went through the entire section with them. Her name was Edna Mason and I shall forever cherish her memory and her calm, confident presence with the children, not to mention the parents and teachers!”

Continuing the theme of flexibility vis-à-vis Unit VII: Our First Home, Strong stated,

“One year as we were preparing to lead the birthing exercise a parent spoke to me of her concerns about the experience because her son had been born Caesarean and not vaginally. We therefore adapted the exercise to bring that child out in a way that he would have experienced, by cutting open a sheet and lifting him out.”

The Rev. Jan Gartner of Rochester NY relates,

“When I read ‘Where Do Babies Come From’ the kids were quietly intrigued. I was convinced that this was the perfect time to explain things-before they started getting hit with all the complicated messages. At the end of that unit we had a big birthday party…It was a nice community-building event.”

Bette Rotert, RE of Deerfield IL has had a similar experience:

“The kids love being born in the birth canal lesson and they love hearing their arrival stories both live births and adoption. We have a new baby and a pregnant woman visit and we end with a huge birthday party.”

C. Wetzel recalls,

“The birth experience in our “First Home” unit was so memorable for many. Often kids asked for it to be repeated. Parents also loved it as we also included it in the parents’ orientation session. One parent commented that it made her feel so much closer to her mother than she had in years.”

As for the lambs, The Rev. Betsy Stevens of Duxbury MA commented,

“ I loved to see the big lambs all covered with cotton balls. I can’t look at a cotton ball today without thinking of those lambs. Dedham always has a traditional nativity pageant at Christmas and those lambs were always part of the creche scene.”

The activity that seems to have captured the imagination of teachers and children alike, was the use of large boxes for Unit IX: Big Houses.

“…The building of the little houses for the precious object at the beginning of the year and the grand final project of building your own house out of appliance boxes were the two favorite activities. I knew which appliance stores I could depend upon for saving big cartons and my supportive husband would pick up a few every day on his way home from work.”

-L. Elliott

“We loved making the homes out of the wardrobe boxes. The kids especially enjoyed the week we made a neighborhood. One kid’s house was the library, one was the post office, etc. They had a great time visiting each other. When we ask our graduating seniors what they remember about their church school years, making the houses often comes out.”

-J.Gartner

Betsy Stevens remembers driving around Dedham MA with David Hubner in his VW Bug picking up refrigerator cartons from church members’ homes. 

“We couldn’t tie them down but just reached up and held (them on top of ) the roof. It seemed slightly crazy but it was fun!”

“Getting the Haunting House cardboard boxes has always been an adventure. During one of the years I was teaching Haunting House I happened to drive by a new restaurant where workmen were unloading booths and placing huge cardboard cartons on the sidewalk…I offered to take as much as I could for free. They agreed and I filled my small vehicle three times…”

-B.J.Middleton

“”My little ones would come to class and spend the first 15 minutes making up games, stories and plays using the box ‘houses’ They would re-enact the story of The Three Pigs. They found endless ways of making the story end differently…from events in their own lives, real or imagined. And they were 4 and 5 years old!...It was an exciting time and I believe our approach to Religious Education was way ahead of the norm in other denominations.

-Gretchen Ashton, RE parent/teacher, First Parish Church, Quincy MA.

 “I used to stop on a dime when I found what I called “glorious junk” that could be used for decorating the small houses or other art objects that were part of the curriculum. My children would slide down in the back seat of the car as I grabbed stuff from parking lot bins, etc.”-E. Strong.

“For six weeks the children, with the help of the adults, built approximately 15 houses. These houses were made of cardboard, ribbon, tubes and other building materials ferreted out of the craft room….Some had mailboxes, others windows and doors. Some had telephones, others had signs….Two boys added signs saying “no girls” and “no adults.” We (teachers) decided to let that situation play itself out. A few weeks later, another boy came back to class after being gone for awhile. When he was invited to play in the house with the no girls/adult signs, he stated very clearly and gently that he could not go into a house that kept other people out. The owner of said house was astounded…About 5 minutes later, we noticed that the signs were coming down, quietly.”

-Laura Nelson, Lay Leader/Teacher, Evanston IL

As for the creation of the turtle shells and snails, Strong commented,

“One Sunday when the children had completed their turtle shells, they scuttled down the hallway to practice how a turtle would move. Unfortunately the hallway surrounded the Sanctuary and the time when they were released happened to be during the Time of Prayer and Meditation. I heard about that incident from the minister and several congregants for several weeks!”

The Death unit has also had its successes. 

“One year one of the HH teachers reported that she had asked a first grader,  ’So Erin, what did you learn this year in R.E.?’ And Erin replied, ‘Well, I learned that you live and then you die and some wonderful things happen in between.’ That about sums it up.”

-Gaia Brown, RE in Deerfield, IL

“A teacher who had brought in a can with her dog’s ashes in it led a conversation about what is done with it, or what happens to the body when an animal or person dies. We had a memorial garden with little plaques inside and a photo album showing whose ashes had been spread and a little about each person’s life. I thought all of it felt just right for the age group.”

-J. Gartner

At the Unitarian Church of Evanston IL, they still use the HH curriculum and include the section on Death

“The HH lessons about death are simple, straightforward and practical. They start with Margaret Wise Brown’s story about a group of children who find a dead bird, feel sad, have a funeral for the bird, tend the grave and then go onto play. It is remarkable. (The children learned) Death is a part of the life of every living plant or creature….We created a memorial wall, with pictures of our friends and family who had passed on in death. The last class of this unit is a memorial service (to which) they bring a story or picture about someone who had died…

This HH unit is profoundly simple and it reaches into each of our hearts. For a few it has meant even more. One mother shared with me that her child had not been able to acknowledge the deaths that had occurred in their family… She had sought professional help but the child was still trouble. But as a result of our classes, her child was able to open up and start to express his feelings of loss and sadness.”

-Laura Nelson.

Given these reactions to the curriculum, it should be no surprise to anyone that the Haunting House curriculum is still in use. In addition to being taught in the Greater Washington (DC) churches, the curriculum continues to be used in places such as at the First Parish Church in Duxbury MA., Shelter Rock, Manhasset NY ,The Unitarian Church of Evanston IL, and in the MA. Bay District that encompasses the Greater Boston area.

“We have been using The Haunting House curriculum since its inception. We have been fortunate that our teachers have been teaching in the program in teams of 3 or 4 for many years and are able to mentor those with less experience. It continues to be one of the most popular classes we offer.”

-The Rev. Dr. Barry Andrews, Minister of RE at Shelter Rock.

“We have used the Haunting House curriculum for at least 20 years. …I can’t imagine not teaching it. It is probably the best curriculum out there. It is still relevant to what we are trying to do and if you were to interview my kids no matter what age they would all tell you that HH was their favorite year.”

-B. Rotert

“To my mind, the Haunting House was the best foundation we had to set our children on their path of spiritual discovery…We have used Haunting House for many, many years and it is loved by both children and their adult leaders.” 

-G. Brown

“Our graduating HS seniors often refer to this curriculum with fond memories.”

-Rev. Elliott

Given the wholehearted positive response and the stunning reactions throughout the years from those teachers who implemented the curriculum faithfully, and given the issues raised by those surveyed, it is patently clear that a revision of the Haunting House Curriculum should be initiated by the UU Religious Education Program in the months and years to come.

As L. Elliott remarked,

“In an era when parents and families are so busy with school, careers… and a multitude of activities,… we should bring back HH and provide children with simple meaningful moments with a caring adult.”

(Note: The interviews with the Hollerorths took place in the spring of 2006. The other reminiscences were obtained during the summer and fall of 2006.The interviewees  were invited to voluntarily share their thoughts and reactions to the Haunting House Curriculum via the internet.)

