ATS launches consultations with other
professional graduate educators:
What they can teach us

AN INTERVIEW WITH STEPHEN GRAHAM

As part of the $7 million Educational
Models and Practices project, ATS has
begun a comparative study of other
patterns of graduate professional educa-
tion. Earlier this spring, the Association
hosted its first gathering of administra-
tors and faculty from education, law,
business, medical humanities, and so-
cial work to discuss the challenges and
opportunities engaging educators in
those fields. Participants shared their
approaches to addressing the challenges
and embracing the opportunities, and ex-
plored possible implications of their learning
for theological education.

In an interview, Stephen Graham, ATS senior director of
programs and services and the director of this project,
shares how the effort was conceived and what they have
learned so far.

Q: How were these particular fields cho-
sen for the comparative study?

Through consultation with the Educational Models and
Practices Project (EMP) Advisory Committee, we deter-
mined a number of disciplines that would be appropriate
conversation partners. Members of the advisory commit-
tee and members of the University Divinity School Peer
Group from the EMP project nominated possible repre-
sentatives and facilitated connections. We had intended
to have a representative from nursing education, but that
person had to pull out just before the initial meeting of
the group in April.
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Q: Is there a precedent for this sort of
study?

My colleague, Eliza Brown, during her research in prepa-
ration for the ATS Centennial this year, discovered that
ATS had representatives from legal and medical educa-
tion give presentations about educational issues in their
schools at the 1958 Biennial Meeting. There were also
presentations on “The Fundamental Dilemma of All Pro-
fessional Education” and “The Social Import of the Pro-
fessions.” So while a study of this kind hasn't happened
for a long time, it is not entirely without precedent.

More recently—in the mid-2000s—the Carnegie Founda-
tion for the Advancement of Teaching did a major project
on “Preparation for the Professions” that included exten-
sive studies of education for clergy, lawyers, engineers,
physicians, and nurses. Our study is much, much smaller
in scope, but the original idea came from the Carnegie
studies.
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Q: What were the guiding questions of
this first meeting with other graduate profes-
sional educators?

The study group plans to meet twice with a video con-
ference in between. The initial meeting was to describe
current circumstances, the video conference later this
summer will explore a range of strategies adopted by the
different disciplines, and the wrap-up meeting in the fall
will engage questions about the future of the disciplines,
with particular emphasis on gathering insights relevant to
theological education.

At the April 2018 meeting we centered our conversation
around four questions:

1. How have challenges and opportunities for your
discipline’s graduate professional education emerged
over time? What has led to the current situation?

2. What emphasis is placed on vocational, professional
identity, personal formation? How is that formation
assessed?

3. What are the key competencies required in your
profession? Have there been changes in the business
model?

4. Have there been changes in this business model?

Q: What are the similar challenges we all
face?

There were a few things that emerged across the disci-
plines, including the following:

e Tensions between the professions and the academy

e Increasingly strong and pointed questions being
raised about return on investment

e The pervasive impact of technology

e The goal of all the disciplines to seek the common
good in society

e The emphasis across the disciplines on some form
of what we in theological education call “formation,”
with some speaking about professional identity,

human qualities, etc.
e Concern for students experiencing pressure, stress,

and burnout, in many cases related to questions of
meaning

Q: Are there solutions from other fields
that may offer promise to theological educa-
tion?

Most of the disciplines are leveraging technologies to
enhance their educational and professional work. Many
have developed variations of scheduling, academic cal-
endar, and delivery systems to give students improved
access. All are exploring ways to facilitate life-long learn-
ing so that graduates can continue to adapt to chang-
ing realities. In some of the disciplines, such as teacher
education, alternative pathways to credentials or newly
developed credentials allow students to enter the profes-
sion in non-traditional ways. That, of course, is both an
opportunity to schools who are able to facilitate those
pathways and a threat to the traditional pathways and
programs.

Q: What are your next steps?

This summer our video conference will focus on par-

ticular strategies employed to address challenges and

embrace opportunities. The guiding questions for that

conversation:

1. The Carnegie studies of the professions a few years
ago identified “signature pedagogies” for different

professions. What are the “signature pedagogies” in
your discipline? Have they changed? If so, how?

2. How have educational models and practices in your
discipline adapted to new realities?

In our fall face-to-face meeting, we will discuss the future
of the disciplines, guided by three questions:

1. Have the roles and the status of faculty changed?

2. Have accrediting agencies and standards of accredi-
tation changed over time?

3. From what you have heard and learned through this
project, what recommendations do you have about
theological education?
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Q: Do you have a vision for how this
work might inform the proposed redevel-
opment of the accrediting Standards and
Procedures?

Our hope is that through this study insights will
emerge that can inform the work that theologi-
cal schools do, both in ways that might shape the
proposed redeveloped accrediting standards and
procedures, and in ways that will spark ideas and
potential new educational models and practices
that can serve the schools as they work to fulfill
their missions in the twenty-first century.

Stephen R. Graham is Senior Director
of Programs and Services for The As-
sociation of Theological Schools. He also
serves as the director of the Educational
Models and Practices in Theological
Education project.
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