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The project was built upon the emphasis in the 1996 

Standards of Accreditation on the assessment of student 
learning outcomes. Also foundational were projects on 

the relationship between theological schools and 

communities of faith, ministry in multifaith societies, the communities of faith, ministry in multifaith societies, the 

vocation of faculty, and the financial challenges faced by 

schools.1 The EMP addressed a question similar to the 

one that prompted the organization to develop an 

accrediting function in 1936: “Is theological education accrediting function in 1936: “Is theological education 

providing the patterns of education that fit the needs 

and realities of congregations?” More specifically, the 

project addressed these questions: What education do 

religious leaders need? What educational models are 

theological schools currently using? What are common 

elements of good educational models and practices? 

Which educational models and pWhich educational models and practices enable 

theological schools both to fulfill their missions and to 

sustain economic vitality? What resources do schools 

need to implement new models?

Given these questions facing the schools, what should 

be the role of ATS? How should ATS provide appropri-

ate organizational support, help schools become more 

nimble, and realign their work to reflect changed and 

changing realities of communities of faith and the social 

location of religion in North American society? ATS lead-

ership recognized that the stakes were high, impacting 

both “the future of the schools and the Association.”

Changes
The proposal named significant recent changes in three 

areas: among students, with schools and their educa-

tional practices, and emerging patterns of religion in 

North America.

Students seeking theological studies had changed, 

including:

• Growing percentages of women and racial/ethnic 

    students;

• Students under age 30 and over age 50 together had 

    become a majority;

• Less frequent patterns of denominational support and 

    employment;

• Multiplication of vocational aims;

• Greatly increased levels of educational debt;

• Facility with emerging technologies of communication • Facility with emerging technologies of communication 

    and education.

The Educational Models and Practices in 
Theological Education Project: gathering 
information

Purposes

The ATS project on Educational Models 
and Practices (EMP), 2015–18, followed 
an extensive period of reflection on the 
role of ATS and how the Association 
could best support its member schools. 
The largest The largest ATS project to that time, EMP 
ultimately involved more than 90 percent 
of ATS member schools and more than 
1,200 participants from those schools.
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The schools were also changing, both as a body and 

individually:

• Newly formed schools, many not associated with a  

    single denomination;

• More “extension sites” (now called “additional 

    locations”);

• Changes in the • Changes in the experience of residency;

• Growing enrollment in distance education (online) 

    offerings;

• Rapid multiplication of degree programs;

• Emphasis on assessment of student learning;

• Growing range of curricular topics;

• More embedded theological schools;

• Increasing financial stress.• Increasing financial stress.

As institutions of the church, theological schools are 

directly affected by changes in North American religion:

• The center of numeric gravity in Protestantism 

    shifting from mainline to evangelical;

• Reshaping of Roman Catholic formational education  

    for seminarians and new patterns of education for lay 

    ecclesial ministers and permanent deacons;    ecclesial ministers and permanent deacons;

• Decreasing clarity in North American societies about         

    the value and need for graduate theological education.

This “massive and interconnected set of influences on 

ATS member schools,” had led to “increasingly financially 

stressed schools . . . providing an ever-wider range of 

educational programs in an ever-increasing range of 

formatsformats,” during a time when the number of students 

had been steadily declining.2 

To name and address the impacts of these changes, the 

EMP included six primary areas of work, three of which 

will be described here.

A comprehensive study of educational 
program developments in ATS member schools

This study included two primary activities: a mapping This study included two primary activities: a mapping 

survey of current educational models; and formation of 

peer groups for in-depth study of selected models and 

practices. 

Mapping educaঞonal models

ATS contacted chief academic officers of all 270 schools, 

and a remarkable 84 percent submitted completed 

surveys. The surveys revealed an astonishing number and 

variety of educational activities and documented 

fundamental changes in the schools. fundamental changes in the schools. For example, across 

the membership, only about one-fourth of students were 

what had been traditionally called “residential” with 

another one-fourth being “non-local commuters.” The 

remaining half commuted from beyond the local area. Not 

surprisingly, the study confirmed that schools prioritized

“intellectual” formation, with “pasto“intellectual” formation, with “pastoral/professional” 

formation next in importance. The schools placed 

significantly less emphasis on “spiritual” and “human” 

formation.

A surA survey of program directors confirmed the assumption 

that schools developed new programming for two primary 

reasons: a desire to increase enrollment; and to respond 

to the needs of constituents. Program directors also noted 

that their most significant challenges were insufficient 

financial and human resources. Against the common 

perception, “faculty resistancperception, “faculty resistance” was not a major challenge, 

named by fewer than five percent of respondents, 

although that number did rise to 13 percent of those 

schools promoting innovative course delivery, particularly 

in online programs.

Peer groups

DDrawing on the findings from the academic deans’ survey, 

ATS formed 18 peer groups with more than 300 

participants representing 107 different schools for 

in-depth study of particular educational models and 

ppractices. The groups explored and reported on a wide 

range of programs, from those serving the incarcerated to 

programs to prepare permanent deacons, from global 

partnerships to programs designed for underrepresented 

constituencies. Many common themes emerged from the 

work of the peer groups, including: an expanded 

understanding of contributors to the educational 

processes including faculty and a processes including faculty and a range of others; a 

focus on learning outcomes; the need for multifaceted 

student formation; the importance of institutional and 
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church rooted in relationships, especially the relationship  

with Christ; the mission to serve the world, not to serve 

the church or school; acting in mercy and love; the 

enduring presence of faith in the midst of change; and the 

shared theological conviction about God’s engagement in 

the world and humanity’s role in it. 

Aleshire summed up the meeting and its theological 

essence. “I hessence. “I have concluded that what gives a practice a 

‘theological’ character is its end rather than its form or 

content. I was moved by the three presentations 

yesterday about what we need to make sure was never 

left behind as theological schools explore new 

pedagogical options . . . I was moved both by the 

insightfulness of the talks, but also that thinsightfulness of the talks, but also that they defined 

the end to which theological education practices are 

oriented: gospel, mercy, contextual faithfulness, rescue 

and restoration, hope, among others. These ends 

transform otherwise neutral practices into theological 

events.”4  

Other graduate professional educators

FinallFinally, the project gathered information from conversa-

tions with a group of graduate professional educators 

from the disciplines of medical humanities, social work, 

business, medicine, law, graduate humanities, and 

education. The group shared insights and discussed a 

number of common values and challenges. Despite the 

obvious differences among the professions, there was 

remarkable agreement about fundamental issues they 

all faced. Enrollment decline, student debt, institutional 

financial challenges, tensions between educational 

institutions and the professions, and the need for institutions and the professions, and the need for 

human formation of students were concerns across the 

disciplines. All agreed with the need for the professions 

to find new and creative ways to contribute to the 

common good and the importance of quality education 

to achieve that goal.5

Study of the workforce (ATS graduates) 

The EMP also researched the religious workforce The EMP also researched the religious workforce 

comprised of recent degree program graduates of ATS 

member schools. ATS surveyed 940 graduates from 42 

schools representing the classes of 2011 and 2015. The 

https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/individual-links-to-peer-group-final-reports.pdf
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https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/where-are-the-alums-serving.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/mapping-the-workforce.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/1996-theological-education-v32-n2.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/1996-theological-education-v32-n2.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2009-theological-education-v44-n2.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2009-theological-education-v44-n2.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2008-theological-education-v44-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2008-theological-education-v44-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2012-theological-education-v47-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2012-theological-education-v47-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2015-theological-education-v50-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2015-theological-education-v50-n1.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/peer-group-reports-themes-and-principles.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/peer-group-reports-themes-and-principles.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/emp-peer-group-reflections.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/emp-peer-group-reflections.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/seeking-the-common-good.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/grad-professional-ed-study-group-first-meeting-final.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/grad-professional-ed-study-group-second-meeting-final.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/educational-models-workforce-mapping-survey-report-rev.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/study-on-alums.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/study-on-alums.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/mapping-the-workforce-of-ats-grads-have-jobs-changed.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/mapping-the-workforce-of-ats-grads-have-jobs-changed.pdf
mailto:graham@ats.edu
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