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The Lexington Seminar Final Report

2003-2005

Pittsburgh Theological Seminary

I.
Issue and Context
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary was established in 1794 and is the oldest seminary affiliated with the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  Dedicated to excellence in theological education, the faculty strives to prepare graduates who will demonstrate both personal piety and intellectual understanding of the Gospel and its implications for individual and social living.  Serious attention is given to the study of biblical languages and exposition and to the teaching of theological, historical, ethical, and practical disciplines for the faithful practice of ministry.

The seminary is committed to maintaining high standards of academic achievement for its faculty and students.  A number of students enter seminary with deficiencies in their undergraduate preparation, making it difficult for them to understand and meet these expectations.  It is incumbent on the faculty to address this situation as it seeks to assess the effectiveness of its teaching in compliance with the General Institutional Standards (6.3) of the Association of Theological Schools.  This effort is part of a broader program of outcomes assessment that is ongoing in the seminary.
II.
Project Design
The project sought to address the issue of how the faculty can enhance its contribution to the academic success of students enrolled at the seminary.  In order to achieve this goal, the faculty needed to clarify what it understood to be characteristics of successful learners.  Since there had been no formal discussion among the faculty about this topic, such a conversation was a major focus of the project, along with initiatives the faculty might undertake to enhance student academic performance.  Once this goal was achieved, the faculty was to communicate its expectations to students at the seminary.  

The following objectives were identified for the project:
a) The faculty will produce a list of characteristics of successful learners on which it can reach a general consensus represented by at least 80% agreement on each item.

b) The faculty will produce lists of factors already in place to support student learning, factors that are impeding student learning, and initiatives that can be taken to enhance and sustain student learning in our particular setting, with special attention to the circumstances of “borderline” students.

c) The faculty will develop a plan to address steps faculty can take to enhance student learning, including (but not limited to) the utilization of student orientation and the student advisement process.

d) The faculty will appoint a task group to design and lead one or more sessions of the 2004 orientation of new students to clarify the faculty’s expectations for academic performance and to introduce students to the new features of the advisement process.

e) The faculty will put the new advisement process into practice in the 2004-2005 academic year and review it and other initiatives in the spring of 2005.

f) The faculty will evaluate the new advisement process and other initiatives arising from this project in the fall of 2006 and make modifications to it as necessary.

The focal event for the project was a 48-hour faculty retreat at the end of the school year in May 2004.  The site was Oglebay Resort and Conference Center, outside Wheeling, West Virginia.  Three work periods were set aside, and an attempt was made in the design of the retreat to approximate the “rhythm” of work, worship, and leisure modeled at the Lexington Seminar event in Maine in June 2003.
The project team looked for someone to lead the retreat who not only could facilitate the discussion, but could also provide information, as appropriate, in the field of adult education.  The team invited a professor from another seminary who, at the time, was completing research for the Association of Theological Schools on characteristics of students that contribute to or detract from learning in Master of Divinity degree programs.
The team also invited a Presbyterian pastor to lead worship at the retreat.  She had served as the principal worship leader at the Lexington Seminar in Maine in June 2003 and was known to the members of the team.

The project team and the retreat facilitator communicated by telephone and email to design the retreat.  The schedule included three three-hour work sessions and three formal worship services.  Receptions and dinners were planned for each of the two evenings, with nothing scheduled after the dinners.  The second afternoon was left open to provide time for recreation.

The facilitator asked the project team to prepare a notebook for the faculty’s use.  This notebook included the schedule for the retreat, a copy of the narrative prepared for the Lexington Seminar, a report on faculty focus group conversations held in 2000 regarding outcomes assessment, and statistics and selected highlights from the school profiles of three years of entering students, as reported by ATS.

Sixteen members of the faculty accepted the invitation to attend all or part of the retreat.  Of the remaining six members of the faculty, four were beginning their sabbaticals and were not expected to attend, and two were ending their service at the end of the school year.

Two days before the retreat, the faculty held its final meeting of the academic year.  The meeting was adjourned at 7:00 p.m. after three and a half hours of acrimonious debate over highly divisive issues.  Two items lost by a single vote, and the participation of two members who were ending their service at the end of the month added to the discord.  That evening two members of the faculty left messages that they would not be attending the retreat.
The following day, a member of the project team convinced these two faculty members to attend the retreat.  Nonetheless the team foresaw the need to change the orientation of the retreat from the tasks that had been outlined to a greater emphasis on strengthening relationships among the faculty.  While always a part of the design of the retreat, the concern for building relationships became the primary focus after the fractiousness of the meeting earlier in the week.
Two members of the project team communicated this concern to the facilitator on the trip from the Pittsburgh airport to Oglebay.  He quickly grasped the situation and began to alter his plans accordingly.  He continued to consult with the project team during the retreat, and the team repeatedly affirmed the beneficial effect of his non-anxious presence on the faculty.
With remarkable sensitivity and skill, the facilitator created an atmosphere in which members of the faculty came together to discuss issues central to their lives as teachers.  Opportunities to talk, worship, socialize, eat, and play together led to a healing of the relationships that had been so seriously damaged earlier in the week.
The project team agreed that this shift in priorities was necessary under the circumstances.  However, the outcome of this change of emphasis is that the objectives for the retreat were not realized.  The format of the discussions was retained, but the conversations took a different turn.  Consequently, the faculty dispersed for the summer leaving the team with no foundation for further work on the goals of the project.

Reconvening in September, the project team acknowledged the fact that it could not schedule a period of time in the school year that would be adequate to accomplish the objectives not achieved at the retreat.  The team did nonetheless recognize the importance of a tentative faculty cohesiveness that the retreat had made possible and decided that it should seek to build on that accomplishment.  Funds had been set aside in the project budget for faculty entertainment, so the team scheduled a dinner for the end of the fall term when it would not conflict with evening classes.  Nothing else but table fellowship was planned.
Fourteen members of the faculty attended the dinner at a restaurant near the campus.  It was the first time anyone could remember a gathering of the faculty for which there was no previously established agenda.  Once people’s suspicions were allayed, the occasion became quite convivial.  People spoke of it with appreciation for many weeks after.
The team then turned its attention to a strategy for recovering some aspect of the project.  Another group at the seminary was planning an event late in the school year to engage faculty, administrators, students, members of the seminary’s Board of Directors, and other church leaders in a focus on the faithfulness and effectiveness of theological education in the life of the church.  The group planned four major presentations to be made by a seminary president, a seminary dean of faculty, an executive at an accrediting agency, and a seminary professor known for his work in the Gospel and Our Culture network.  The project team saw this event as an opportunity to refocus the faculty’s attention and possibly reclaim some aspects of the project.
The team encouraged faculty to participate in the event, which was called the Shoemaker Roundtable.  The team also scheduled a follow-up to be held a week later at which the faculty would spend an afternoon reflecting as a faculty on the presentations and discussions from the Roundtable.  This three-hour session would be followed by a social hour and dinner to which spouses were invited.
The project team invited a member of the Board of Directors, who would be attending the Roundtable, to facilitate the faculty’s discussion.  This person had once served as a dean of faculty at another seminary.  The afternoon session was framed by the following series of questions:

a) What did we hear in the presentations and discussions that we affirm?

b) What do we question or reject?
c) What was missing?

d) What are our assumptions/presuppositions?

e) What next steps can we, as a faculty, take?
The facilitator did outstanding work by engaging the whole group in the discussion.  However, there was no great interest among the faculty in what had occurred at the Roundtable.  The faculty was very critical of both the content and process of the Roundtable.  It found the ecclesiology too narrow, and although the tables were indeed round, the faculty deemed the amount of time devoted to discussion inadequate.

The faculty instead focused on issues of unity and diversity in the seminary community.  Many spoke of their ideal of what a community of Christian scholars should be.  Some expressed concerns about how much diversity a community can tolerate.  The conversation was open, honest, and focused on the vocation of the theological educator.
When the question of where the faculty should go from here was posed, it became obvious that the faculty is waiting for the leadership of a new president and dean of faculty.  The present concern is to honor the retiring president for his twenty-five years of service.  The future will begin when a new president takes office.

In terms of the grant proposal, the project was a failure.  However, in failing to meet the letter of the law, the events that unfolded embodied the spirit of the Lexington Seminar.  Although the faculty was never truly invested in the original project, without the space the project gave the faculty, the seminary could have taken a turn for the worse during a period of transition and turmoil.

III.
Resources Used in Developing and Implementing the Project

The resources used for this project were the persons the project team invited to provide leadership.  The one exception was the use of material gathered for the notebook at the retreat.  The notebook included a summary report of faculty focus groups that had met in 2000.  It also included three years (2001-2003) of profiles and statistics on entering students at the seminary.
The facilitator for the retreat was a professor of practical theology from another seminary who had been engaged in a study of characteristics of students that contribute to or detract from learning in a Master of Divinity degree program.  The project team thought this particular research would be useful in facilitating the faculty’s discussion of student characteristics.  Under the circumstances at the time of the retreat, little attention was given to this research.  However, the team had also taken care to invite someone known to have excellent process skills.  The facilitator’s sensitivity to the needs of the faculty and his ability to guide the discussion toward fruitful ends proved to be invaluable.
The worship leader for the retreat was a Presbyterian pastor who had served a similar role at Lexington Seminar events in Maine.  The project team considered worship to be an integral part of the retreat experience and wanted it to be prepared and conducted with competence and enthusiasm.  The spirited participation of the faculty in the three worship services indicates that this objective was achieved.
While not responsible for the event, the project team did incorporate the Roundtable into its revised plan for the project.  The leaders for this event were all capable, but the lack of focus and a flawed process detracted from their presentations.  The Roundtable did not contribute significantly to the faculty conversation.
The facilitator for the final gathering was a member of the seminary’s Board of Directors who had previously served as dean of faculty at another seminary.  His experiences with another faculty and his familiarity with this faculty, along with his process skills, made him an effective leader for this faculty gathering.

IV.
Project Results
The members of the project team had all participated in the Lexington Seminar in Maine in June 2003.  From the beginning of their planning, they wanted to provide the faculty with a semblance of what that experience had been.  The rhythm of work, worship, and leisure was central to the planning for the retreat in anticipation of allowing the faculty to experience “the gift of the spaciousness of time and its importance in teaching and learning.”  That gift of spacious time was vital to the life of the faculty at this particular point in its history.
The faculty has yet to address the issues that were raised in the grant proposal.  In that regard this project has failed to meet its objectives.  However, that is not to say that teaching and learning on the campus have not been influenced by the project.  Faculty members are more open to one another.  New friendships have been formed and old ones strengthened.  Suspicion is not absent, but it has been reduced.  There is much more to be done, but the level of dysfunction has been lowered.

Students are benefiting from having teachers who are more relaxed with one another.  The conversations are not as formally structured as the project envisioned, but faculty members are engaging one another in discussions about their students and their teaching and seeking to learn from one another.  There are many reasons for the changes that have occurred in the last two years, but the space opened up by the grant from the Lexington Seminar figures prominently in the story.

V.
Sharing the Wisdom
One conclusion from these events is that too many tasks can cause people to neglect the necessary work of building and maintaining relationships.  Seminary faculties have responsibilities for teaching, writing, and service to the church and to the seminary.  Sometimes the tasks related to the institutional life of the seminary can upset the balance that is necessary among these responsibilities, and that was the case when the Lexington Seminar was introduced to this faculty.
When the invitation to participate in the Lexington Seminar was accepted in 2002, the faculty was already involved in three major tasks: the decennial self-study for re-accreditation, a curriculum review that would have moved the teaching schedule from quarters to semesters, and the development of a strategic plan initiated by the Board of Directors.  There was little energy or enthusiasm for another project, and the faculty gave it little attention.  The members of the faculty who went to Maine in June 2003 had scant backing for their involvement.
Ironically, it is the work of the Lexington Seminar, which received the least attention from the faculty as a whole, that proved to be so essential for the life of the faculty when the situation reached a breaking point.  By not having bought into the agenda for the project, the faculty used the time and space provided to set its own agenda according to its perception of what was needed.  This dynamic has become clear only in retrospect, but it is a lesson to be taken from this experience.  What we have learned is that attention must be paid to how we relate to one another if we are to sustain peace and goodwill, prerequisites for an atmosphere necessary for what our school seeks to be – a center for excellence in theological education.
