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The ECFFM Initiative

67 participating schools 
Representing 27 denominations

Three year grants (2013, 2014)
Sustainability grants (2016, 2017)

Goals
Conduct Research 

Create and/or Strengthen Educational Programs 
Imagine and Implement New Strategies 

Initiate or Enhance Partnerships 

This initiative and a coordination grant to 
The Association of Theological schools

was generously funded by 
Lilly Endowment, Inc.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Conduct research into financial assumptions/practices that result in student debt 
Diagnosing the problem

Creating and/or strengthen educational programs that prepare future financial leaders
Educating and equipping future ministers
 
Imagine and implement new strategies for lessening financial burdens
Creating more sustainable models of theological education
Increasing institutional fundraising 
Reducing tuition
Accelerated programs
Curriculum reductions
Part-time models
 
Initiate or enhance partnerships with those who can address these circumstances
Rebuilding networks of support for future ministers
Developing partnership with financial experts
Reconnecting with denominations, congregations, local communities of faith
Equipping students to build new financial networks through fundraising, entrepreneurial leadership, the creation of financially viable non-profits and counseling practices
 
Creating a virtuous cycle that will benefit students, congregations, and seminaries

A significant aspect of this grant is addressing the rising amount of educational debt that students are incurring while in seminary… today will be focusing on the most common practices that schools have been using to try and address this issue.



Current Education 
for 2011 and 2015 
Alumns in 2016:

All  Alumns:  
$13,998

Borrowers Only:  
$51,000

Source: The 2016-17 ATS Graduating and Entering Student Questionnaires, Educational Models and Practices Workforce Mapping Survey

Average Educational Debt

Incurred by 2016-17 
Graduates:

All Graduates:  
$17,842

Borrowers Only:  
$35,625

Brought by 2017-18 
Entering Students:

All Entering 
Students:  $14,369

Borrowers Only:  
$32,609

Presenter
Presentation Notes
About 50% of graduates report that they incurred educational debt while in seminary.

Average U.S. undergraduate debt incurred (2015-16):
$30,100
Data Source: 2011-2012 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study





Approx. Average Educational Debt Incurred in Seminary
All Graduates, 2008-09 to present
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Source: The ATS Graduating Student Questionnaire Total School Profile Table 7, The ATS Graduating 
Student Questionnaire Question 13b
Note: The bump in average debt in 2013-14 is due to changes to the debt ranges in the GSQ.
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From 2015-16 to 2016-17
Average educational debt incurred by borrowers went down by $1,200 (3%)
Total average debt went down by $1,900 (9%) 
% of students borrowing decreased by 4%
Those borrowing at the highest levels (more than $40K), decreased by 3%

Is this change due to the grant?


How does ATS data compare to that of other graduate programs?

In 2012, average debt incurred for all graduate degrees was:  $26,800
For borrowers Only:  $47,250

Data Source: 2011-2012 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study

2012 Average Debt 
Other Graduate Degrees

MA:  $20,450
MEd:  $18,200
MSW:  $25,100
Law:  $74,550
Med:  $92,600

Data Source: 2011-2012 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study




Approx. Average Educational Debt Incurred in Seminary
All Graduates, 2008-09 to present
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From 2015-16 to 2016-17
Average educational debt incurred by borrowers went down by $1,200 (3%)
Total average debt went down by $1,900 (9%) 
% of students borrowing decreased by 4%
Those borrowing at the highest levels (more than $40K), decreased by 3%

Is this change due to the grant?


How does ATS data compare to that of other graduate programs?

In 2012, average debt incurred for all graduate degrees was:  $26,800
For borrowers Only:  $47,250
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2012 Average Debt 
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MA:  $20,450
MEd:  $18,200
MSW:  $25,100
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Data Source: 2011-2012 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study




Research on ECFFM Effectiveness
• Data drawn from the following sources:

– ECFFM Annual Project Charts on student activities and 
student debt

– ECFFM Annual Report Narratives
– ATS Annual Report Data (Institutional Data)
– Educational Models Program Survey

• Complete data from 65 of the 67 participating 
schools

ATS Research team included:
Jo Ann Deasy, Director of Institutional Initiatives and Student Research
Debbie Gin, Director of Research and Faculty Development
Chris Meinzer, Senior Director of Administration and CFO
Carola Molinares, Conference Coordinator and Admin. Assist. For the 
ECFFM Initiative
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Presentation Notes
The handout you’ve received lists all of the variables we considered in this first phase of research. 



Practices Considered
1. Workshops and Forums (57 schools)
2. Required Financial Aid Counseling (55)
3. Adjusted Financial Aid Procedures (53)
4. One-on-one Counseling (52)
5. Partnered with a Denomination (48)
6. Addressed Finances in Admissions (45)
7. Added Requirements for All Borrowers (44)
8. Transcripted Courses (41)
9. Addressed Finances in Orientation (38)
10. Established Interventions for High Debt Students (35)
11. Distribute Financial Aid Letters (23)
12. Worked on lowering Housing Costs (21)
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Presentation Notes
Hand out with the variables we considered.
We looked at this data in three different ways.
We compared data on average levels of educational debt and # of borrowers. We have additional data on MA Professional and MA academic students as well that we will consider in our next review of the data.
We also looked to see if their were any statistically significant correlations between various practices and/or institutional characteristics and lower debt or fewer borrowers.
And finally,
We analyzed which sets of variables were most likely to predict lower educational debt or fewer borrowers.

So, what did we learn… 

From the Activity Charts:
Transcripted Courses
Workshops and Forums
One-on-One Counseling
Cohort Counseling

From Reports:
Required Financial Aid Counseling
Adjusted Financial Aid Procedures
Partnered with a Denomination
Addressed Finances in Admissions
Added Requirements for All Borrowers
Addressed Finances in Orientation
Established Interventions for High Debt Students
Distributed Financial Aid Letters
Worked on Lowering Housing Costs
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Explain the graph… 
X axis… change in average educational debt incurred at each school
Y axis… change in the percentage of students borrowing at a given school
Describe the four quadrants
Focus is on the changes occurring in the first three years of the initiative. Data self reported by the schools.
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77% of participating schools 
lowered the # of borrowers or 
the average educational debt 

incurred by graduates
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77% of ECFFM schools saw a decrease in the average educational debt incurred in seminary by their graduates, the # of graduates who incurred educational debt in seminary, or both.

Comments by several schools suggested that early in the initiative they were seeing a decrease in the # of borrowers, but not necessarily a decrease in average debt. Those who were borrowing were continuing to borrow more. Reflected in the bottom right quadrant.
But we can see this trail of schools who have been able to impact both the average debt of their borrowers and the % of students borrowing.
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We also asked the schools to report on the debt levels of new students…. What were their students borrowing during the first semester of seminary.



ECFFM 
SCHOOLS

-150%

-100%

-50%

0%

50%

100%

150%

-$60K -$40K -$20K $K $20K $40K $60K

AL
L 

GR
AD

S 
%

 C
ha

ng
e

in
 B

or
ro

w
er

s

ALL GRADS Change in
Avg. $ Educational Debt

Increase in 
both

15 schools

Decrease  
Debt Only
12 schools

Decrease 
Borrowers 

Only
20 schools

Decrease 
Both

18 schools

Source: ECFFM Debt 
Charts 2014-2016

ECFFM 
GRADS

-150%

-100%

-50%

0%

50%

100%

150%

-$30K -$20K -$10K $K $10K $20K $30K

AL
L 

N
EW

  %
 C

ha
ng

e
in

 B
or

ro
w

er
s

ALL NEW Change in
Avg. $ Educational Debt

Increase in 
both

8 schools

Decrease  
Debt Only
12 schools

Decrease 
Borrowers 

Only
17 schools

Decrease 
Both

28 schools

ECFFM 
NEW

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You can see from the chart that the grant has had a greater impact on entering students… we’ll see if that impact carried over into graduation.
The large increase (from 28% to 43%) in the number of schools that lowered both # of borrowers and average educational debt incurred by new borrowers.
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In order to get a sense of the impact of the grant itself, we compared data from those schools participating in the ECFFM Initiative with a group of same set schools whose students completed the GSQ over the same time period. 
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The picture related to decreasing the amount of debt is much clearer in relation to the grant than the picture related to decreasing the number of borrowers. As you can see, among ATS schools there is a lot of movement in the number of borrowers, both positive and negative, but not as much movement related to the amount of debt. The grant, though, seems to be having a more direct impact on the amount of debt… which is actually a bit of a surprise. Early on, schools indicated that they were seeing fewer borrowers, but not lower debt…

I want to shift now to our second set of data… statistically significant correlations related to debt, borrowers, practices, and institutional characteristics.
One of the things we learned, that is perhaps reflected in the scattergraphs, is that there were much fewer correlations and strong predictions related to changes in the percentages of borrowers. The strongest correlations were related to actual average educational debt.




Correlations between 
Changes in 

Average Debt of 
MDiv Grads 2014-2016 

and Financial Counseling 
Practices

Source: ECFFM Effectiveness Research Dataset 2018
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While there were some correlations between various practices and reducing the average educational debt among all graduates, the strongest and clearest correlation was specifically for MDiv graduates.
Their was a statistically significant correlation between the average educational debt incurred by MDiv graduates and schools that worked with a denomination.
Schools that worked with a denomination were much more likely to lower the educational debt of their students.

Seems to suggest that denominations are important partners in addressing educational debt among graduates. 
Work with denominations ranged from raising scholarship funds to partnering with church pension organizations to teach financial literacy courses.
What does this mean for the growing number of students that are not affiliated to a particular denomination?

Change in Avg. Debt (Grads) 
Way Down <-$15,000 ( 
Down Between -$15,000 and -2,500 
Similar Between $-2,500 and $2,500 
Up Between $2,500 and $15,000 
Way Up >$15,000 

Did not work with denomination: N=17 (includes 4 independent schools, but the rest with strong denominational ties)
Worked with a denomination: N=48 (includes 6 independent schools)

Ten schools in the initiative consider themselves “independent,” not officially denominationally related




Correlations between
Changes in Average Debt Incurred by New Students 2014-2016 

and Financial Counseling Practices
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For new students, some of the strongest correlations were related to two different financial counseling practices.
Way up (N=5)/Way down (N=14) = >/<$5k 
Up (N=13)/Down (N=19) = -/+ $1K to $5K
Similar (N=15) = +/- $1K

The first was addressing finances in admissions… there was a correlation between schools that addressed finances in admissions and a decrease in the amount of borrowing among new students in their first semester of seminary.
Address Finances in Admissions? Yes – 45, No-20

This could be done through a website, admissions counseling, through the application process. We know that talking about finances during the admissions process impacts student choices to borrow in their first year. But, of course, admissions is part of a larger financial system in a seminary. What we don’t know is what impact talking about finances in admissions has on enrollment or the financial health of the institution itself.

Admissions officers are divided over the issue. Will talking about finances scare away potential students? Will it drive students to schools with better financial aid packages and scholarship programs? Will it impact diversity?
Or does talking about admissions bring in students who are more financially healthy? More realistic about the economics of ministry? Less likely to drop out over finances? Does it communicate care for the student? For the whole person of the student?

The second one was less expected: one-on-one counseling. Schools who offered one-on-one counseling to their students were more likely to see a decrease in the amount of borrowing among new students in their first semester of seminary. We don’t know if it is schools who offer one-on-one counseling to new students, to every students, or only to select students. We just know that someone they are connected.

One on One Counseling: Yes – 52, No – 13
Counseling at sometime over the last three years
Some have started, others have stopped
As of 2016, schools reported that over 2,000 students had received one on one financial counseling… and increase from 1,200 in 2014

We’ll actually come back to one-on-one counseling in the next section of the presentation, because various aspects of one-on-one counseling were among the most frequent predictors of lower debt and lower borrowers. As we’ll see, though, it was not a direct correlation between the number of students in one-on-one counseling and lower debt… 
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For All MDiv Grads (weak) For All New (weak) For All New MDiv (weak)
Lower % of Under-Represented

Minorities 
Higher % Residential Higher % Residential 

Higher % of Non-local 
Commuters 

Which institutional characteristics predicted 
a decrease in educational debt* from 2014-2016?

Which institutional characteristics predicted 
a decrease in the # of borrowers from 2014-2016?

There were no significant predictors…

Source: ECFFM Effectiveness Research Dataset 2018

Considering Institutional Characteristics from ATS Annual Report Forms and Ed Models Data Only
*Educational Debt = Average Educational Debt of Borrowers at an Institution

Presenter
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Along with statistically significant correlations, we wanted to look at which sets of variables predicted a decrease in the average educational debt or a decrease in the average number of borrowers at a particular institution.

We started by looking at which institutional characteristics predicted a decrease in avg educational debt.
We looked at four groups of students… all graduates, MDiv graduates, all new students, and all new MDiv students. We will look at MA professional and MA academic in our next round of research.

While some institutional characteristics predicted a decrease in debt, the predictions were not strong. 
For All New MDiv students, the only predictor was a higher % of residential students, schools with a higher % of residential students were more likely to have a decrease in educational debt among new students and among MDiv students, but the prediction was quite weak.
Also important to note that residential students more likely to be full-time and more likely to borrow.

For All MDiv Grads (14%) (r squared = 14%, accounts for 14% of the variance)
Lower % of Under-Represented Minorities (-.358)
Higher % of Non-local Commuters (.283)
For All New (10%)
Higher % Residential (.310)
For All New MDiv (10%)
Higher % Residential (.321)
For All Grads
No Significance

When we looked at which institutional characteristics predicted a decrease in the # of borrowers, there were actually no strong predictors.
This means that these institutional characteristics are not a strong predictor of a decrease in educational debt. A school of any size with any ratio of part-time students, free-standing or embedded is has the same chance of lowering educational debt among their students.

From the Annual report charts we know that a similar percentage (40-45%) of mainline and evangelical schools reported a decreased in average debt among graduate borrowers. There were also similar percentages among freestanding and embedded institutions (47-51%) except for MDiv grads. Freestanding schools were much more likely to see a decrease in debt among MDiv grads (45% vs. 25%) that embedded schools.

Mainline schools were slightly more likely to report a decrease in average debt among new students (61% vs. 55% for evangelicals)
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from 2014-2016?
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Considering ECFFM related practices/interventions only
*Educational Debt = Average Educational Debt of Borrowers at an Institution

Source: ECFFM Effectiveness Research Dataset 2018

Which practices/interventions predicted 
a decrease in the # of borrowers from 

2014-2016?

For All Grads   
(very weak)

For All New 
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For All New MDiv
(weak)

Did not address
Finances in 
Admissions 

Lower % of 
Students per Year 

in One-on-One
Counseling 

Lower % of 
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in One-on-One
Counseling 

More Years of One-
on-One Counseling 

More Years of One-
on-One Counseling 

Addressed
Finances in 
Admissions 

Presenter
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So which practices/interventions were most likely to see a decrease in educational debt?

The strongest predictors were related to a decrease in educational debt with moderate predictions (R squared) for both all grads and all new students.
For graduates, one-on-one counseling and requirement for all borrowers
But also fewer years of one-on-one counseling and offering fewer transcripted courses…
More intentional?
More focused?
Scattering of electives less effective than one or two focused required courses?
Many of these graduates started before the grant and were part of a culture shift while new students entering with this as an expectation

For new, addressed finances in admissions, working with a denomination, and research with current students
supports what we saw earlier (addressing finances in admissions), but now working with a denomination is related to both MDiv grads and new students.

Research points to intentionality

Decrease borrowers
All new
Admissions counseling significant, but so is one on one counseling… again, not as expected, perhaps focused?
For All Grads (28%)
Fewer Years of One-on-One Counseling (-.642)
One-on-One Counseling (.355)
Requirements for All Borrowers (.317)
Offered Fewer Transcripted Courses (-.292)

For All New (23%)
Research with current students (.348)
Work with a denomination (.295)
Addressed Finances in Admissions (.246)
For All New MDiv 
No Significance
For All MDiv Grads
No Significance



# OF BORROWERS
For All Grads (7%)
Did not address Finances in Admissions (-.264)
For All New (26%)
Lower % of Students per Year in One-on-One Counseling (-.460)
More Years of One-on-One Counseling (.226)
Addressed Finances in Admissions (.226)
For All New MDiv (18%)
Lower % of Students per Year in One-on-One Counseling (-.382)
More Years of One-on-One Counseling (.282)
For All MDiv Grads
No significance



Which schools were most likely to predict
a decrease in educational debt* from 

2014-2016?

For All Grads 
(moderate)

For All New 
(moderate to 

strong)

For All New MDiv
(weak)

Requirements for 
All Borrowers 

Higher % 
Residential

Higher % 
Residential

Fewer Years One-
on-One Counseling 

Working on 
Housing Issues not 

reported

Addressed
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Lower % Local 
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Research with 
current students

Work with a 
Denomination

Source: ECFFM Effectiveness Research Dataset 2018

Which schools were most likely to see 
a decrease in the # of borrowers from 

2014-2016?

For All Grads 
(weak)

For All New 
(moderate to 

strong)

For All New MDiv
(weak to 

moderate)

Higher Avg Debt 
among All New 

More Years of One-
on-One Counseling 

More Years of One-
on-One Counseling 

Lower % of 
Students per Year 

in One-on-One 
Counseling 

Lower % of 
Students per Year 

in One-on-One 
Counseling 

Higher # of 
Students per Year 

in Cohort 
Counseling 

Addressed 
Finances in 
Admissions 

Considering institutional variables, debt variables, and ECFFM related practices/interventions
*Educational Debt = Average Educational Debt of Borrowers at an Institution
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When we put all the factors together:
PUT SOME NOTES HERE:












For All Grads (26%)
Requirements for All Borrowers (.410)
Fewer Years One-on-One Counseling (-.363)
Lower % Local Commuter (-.331)
For All New (33%)
Higher % Residential (.250)
Housing Issues Not Addressed (-.350)
Research with current students (.312)
Work with a denomination (.269)
For All New MDiv (18%)
Higher % Residential (.311)
Addressed Finances in Admissions (.271)
NOT INCLUDED
For MDiv Grads (7% of variance)�Fewer # Transcripted Courses (-.269) 











Decreased borrowers
For All Grads (12%)
Higher Avg Debt among All New (.343)
For All New (34%)
Lower % of Students per Year in One-on-One Counseling (-.592)
More Years of One-on-One Counseling (.320)
Higher # of Students per Year in Cohort Counseling (.259)
Addressed Finances in Admissions (.253)
For All New MDiv (20%)
Lower % of Students per Year in One-on-One Counseling (-.401)
More Years of One-on-One Counseling (.301)

NOT INCLUDED
For All MDiv Grads
(7% of variance)�Not Admissions (-.274) 



Estimated Average Student Debt per Student Incurred in Seminary vs. Net 
Tuition Cost, All Participating ATS Schools

All Masters Students

Source:  2008-2012 ATS Graduating Student Questionnaire and 2008-2012 Annual Report Forms of the Commission on Accrediting
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
There does not seem to be any direct correlation between tuition and student debt levels.



Summary:
• ECFFM Initiative seems to be helping to 

decrease debt among graduates.

• The strongest predictors related to decreased 
debt were:

One-on-One Counseling
Addressing Finances during Admissions
Working with a Denomination
Research with Current Students

• There were few institutional characteristics 
that predicted decreased debt. Any school can 
do it!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first phase of an ongoing project. We’ll be doing more qualitative work with schools that have been particularly successful in lowering both debt and # of borrowers to get a picture of what was successful and why it was successful at that particular institution.
Are their additional variables we should consider?




ECFFM:
A Theological School Initiative to Address 

Economic Challenges Facing Future 
Ministers

Questions about the Initiative:
Jo Ann Deasy (deasy@ats.edu)

For more resources:
ATS.edu -> Resources -> Initiatives

-> Economic Challenges Facing Future Ministers
(https://www.ats.edu/resources/current-
initiatives/economic-challenges-facing-future-ministers)
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