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A range of formaঞon assessment approaches at ATS schools
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Spiritual gifts assessment. Spiritual-gifts inventories can be 
meaningful in preparing (Christian) spiritual leaders. Yet, 

research has shown limited foundational validity for 

these resources. Since the diversity of confessional per-

spectives across the ATS membership inherently compli-

cates the cross-contextual potential of nonvalidated 

tools, schools are well served to examine the intended 

purpose for the assessments they use.

Internal (in-house) assessment tools. These custom, home-
grown instruments allow institutions to connect student 

formation assessment directly to their unique institution-

al missions and faith traditions. One challenge is that most 

in-house tools have not been evaluated for reliability or 

validity, making it difficult to know what they actually 

measure—or whether results are comparable across 

theological education contexts.

Community discernment. This relational approach relies 
on faculty and staff observations and conversations, in 

dialogue with and sometimes among students. The com-

munal approach—which field experience shows is reso-

nant in many settings, including Roman Catholic, pluralis-

tic Jewish, and other forms of theological education—in-

vites deep personal engagement. Its weakness is that it is  

challenged by the consistency of assessments when mul-

tiple people are involved. The training necessary to cali-

brate shared criteria, while essential, may be lacking or 

unsustainably implemented.

Portfolio technologies. Some institutions deploy assess-
ment portfolios to organize and integrate multiple sourc-

es of formation-related information over time. These 

often include self-assessments, faculty evaluations, field 

education feedback, and capstone projects. The strength 

of such an approach lies in its systematic, integrative 

nature. Challenges, nonetheless, arise in ensuring suffi-

cient quality across the various data sources.

Research-based approaches. A modest yet growing 
number of theological schools adopt theoretically driven 

research to assess student formation patterns. These ag-

gregated approaches typically employ validated mea-

sures or qualitative methodologies and can inform stu-

dent-facing programming decisions. A significant down-
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side is that the generalizations they yield rarely provide 

individualized feedback to a student currently in the for-

mational process. These institutions must clearly distin-

guish between research objectives (generating generaliz-

able knowledge) and evaluation objectives (assessing indi-

vidual student progress).

What to consider when adopting an approach

Given the variety of methods and tools, how should 

schools make informed choices? Investing time, 

effort, and other valuable resources in these process-

es requires an honest appraisal of what’s at stake.

Although the 2025 study stops short of recommend- 

ing a single best approach—tools are often not mu-

tually exclusive, after all—the research team sug-

gests several considerations that can help guide 

your school in its decision-making related to student 

formation assessment.
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