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ATS ‘four core values’: rooted in the 
past and looking to the future

Early statements

The first meeting of the Conference of Theological 

Seminaries and Colleges in 1918 concluded with the 

following prayer:

“The Conference r“The Conference reverently records its sense of deep 

gratitude to God” and “its earnest prayer that by the 

grace of the Divine Spirit and in the name of the Lord, the 

Head of the Church, this Conference may grow in 

strength, become a permanent institution, and contribute 

beyond our present measure to the equipment of the 

ministry of the gospel and the uniting in one holy service 

of the sepaof the separate positions of the Church of Christ.”1

In 1958, the Commission on Accrediting presented the 

following rationale for the implementation of a regular 

cycle of re-accreditation visits: 

“The proposed visits are not part of a ‘policing’ operation 

to see whether a school deserves accreditation...They are 

not designed to make all schools alike…They will presup-

pose, on the part of visitors and visited, humility of minds 

in search of truth and gentleness of hearts dedicated to a 

high common purpose…There will be no condescension 

nor stubbornness, but a will to find ways of increased 

effectiveness. There will be a realization on the part of the 

visitors that in each school they are likely to discover 

contributions to our common life that no other is making, 

and awareness on the part of the school that it has much 

to learn from the experience of others…The proper 

independence of each theological school is abused unless independence of each theological school is abused unless 

each member of this body contributes to the life and 

health of every other part.

“Because we belong to this Association, we belong to each “Because we belong to this Association, we belong to each 

other. As a group of schools, we are responsible to our 

Lord, to His Church, to human society, and to each other 

for the kind and quality of theological education our 

schools are promoting…We must move forward together 

in the advancement of theological education.”2  

A half-century lateA half-century later, former ATS Executive Director 

Daniel Aleshire’s report to the ATS Executive Committee 

in 1999 stressed the importance of leadership to facilitate 

improvement within ATS schools and placed it high on the 

agenda for future work. He said, “I believe leadership edu-

cation should be the area of greatest development during 

2000–06. Next to accreditation, effective education for 

https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/the-mission-of-ats-and-coa-continuity-and-change.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/the-mission-of-ats-and-coa-continuity-and-change.pdf
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1. “Respect for diverse religious traditions.”

2. “Leadership/professional development of senior ad-

           ministrators in schools” and “the “leadership of 

           women and persons of color.”

3. “Quality/excellence” and “improvement of schools.”

4. “Collegiality and peer learning; community of schools.”

These fouThese four, with brief explanatory statements, were af-

firmed by the board in April 2008:

Diversity. ATS values the different expressions of faith 
that are represented by member schools and seeks to re-

spect the varying understandings of theology, polity, reli-

gious leadership, and social commitments.

Quality and improvement. ATS schools value quality in 
the practice of ministry and in educational practices. 

Quality is always linked to improvement; even schools 

that have achieved a high degree of quality can improve. 

The Association encourages schools to advance in quality.

CCollegiality. ATS values the contributions that schools 
make to one another. Regardless of differences in theolog-

ical perspective, organizational complexity, or institutional 

size, ATS schools, as peer institutions, can learn from one 

another, cooperate on common tasks that benefit the 

broader community of theological schools, and hold 

themselves accountable to common practices and quality.

Leadership. ATS values leadership and considers it essen-
tial for schools to attain their missions. ATS is committed 

to developing the skills and capacities of administrators, 

faculties, and boards of member schools.

The board also included a summary paragraph with a 

“second tier of values” that had emerged from the dis-

cussion:

“In addition to these core values, the Association values 

formal education for ministerial leadership and advocates 

on behalf of its benefits for religious leaders, religious 

institutions, and the work of religion in broader publics; 

values justice in society and institutions and seeks to 

embody justice in its organizational life; and values ac-

countability for student learning.”8 

https://www.ats.edu/About-ATS
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The revised core value affirms that diversity “is a visible 

sign of God’s intention for humanity as revealed in the 

Jewish and Christian scriptures,” and notes the “multiple 

forms of diversity” found in member schools. The revision 

expects each school “to continuously define and demon-

strate its own commitment to diversity.” It repeats the 

language of the standard that this should be done within language of the standard that this should be done within 

the context of each school’s “mission, history, constituen-

cy…and theological commitments,” while also adding the 

school’s “educational practices” and “structures.”

A strength of the original statement was its understanding 

of the common work of the member schools and the 

desire to value different expressions of faith, and the 

manifestation of those differences in theology, polity, 

religious leadership, and social commitments. A strength 

of the revised statement is its encouragement to the 

schools, within the contexts of mission and theological 

tradition, to broaden their understandings of diversity and 

to continue growing in that area.

The values in practice

DiDiversity
A significant development toward enhancing the practices 

of diversity across the schools is the revised 2020 

Standard 1.5. The standard weaves diversity into the 

fabric of a school’s integrity and provides the flexibility for 

each school to define and demonstrate diversity within its 

particular context and theological tradition.

Quality and impQuality and improvement
The process to redevelop the Standards of Accreditation 
leading to their approval by the membership at the 2020 

ATS/COA Biennial Meeting was a significant marker of the 

membership’s strong affirmation of the importance of 

educational quality and ongoing improvement. Through-

out the process of redevelopment, the membership 

refused to compromise quality, while at the same time 

seeking greater flexibility to accommodate multiple edu-

cational modalities, experimentation, and innovation as 

needed to meet changing needs among constituencies.

Collegiality

A representative example of ATS collegiality is the close  

https://www.ats.edu/Standards-Of-Accreditation
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