Lexington Project Report

Methodist Theological School in Ohio

ISSUE AND CONTEXT

Our project began with a narrative titled, “Constrained by the Ethic of Nice:  The Challenge of Cultivating Critical Assessment in a Seminary Environment.”  In that narrative, the “presenting issue” was grading, but we quickly learned through writing and exploring the narrative that assessment happens in many ways, ranging from how we teach critical thinking to the letters of recommendation we write to judicatories.  We also learned that our ability to assess students, as well as cultivating in them a desire and ability to engage in critical assessment for themselves, is complicated by the peculiar place that seminaries occupy, that is, partly responsible to the church and partly responsible to the academy.  On the one hand, we exist in large part to prepare people for ministry in the church.  On the other hand, we are accredited by organizations that hold us to standards that are held generally among educational institutions.  Students often arrive at seminary believing it will be something like the ideal church, and then they are unsettled by the realization that theological education is challenging and hard.  Faculty members also feel the tension.  They want to be accepting, supportive, and encouraging to students, but calling them to excellence involves a truth-telling that can be hard to speak and hard to hear.  At times, the central ethic of compassion that students and faculty alike hold gets translated into a “niceness” that avoids the discomfort and conflict that can arise from honest evaluation.  When that happens, adequate assessment of students is compromised, and neither the academy nor the church is served well.

In this project, Methodist Theological School in Ohio set out to explore more deeply how we understand our identity as an institution so that we could in turn define our assessment practices appropriately.  We believed that understanding who we are would help us to identify our teaching and learning goals so that we would be better equipped to develop assessment criteria.  Gaining a consistent understanding among faculty members regarding our purpose would enable greater consistency regarding assessment, and in particular grading, so that students would understand more quickly what to expect at this institution.  Clear expectations on the part of the students should enhance their ability to function in the classroom.  

PROJECT DESIGN

Faculty Conversation
We began our project with a conversation that would help us identify things to think about over the course of the year.  Following a “brainstorming” process suggested by one of our faculty members, we generated two lists:  one containing statements that describe what we currently perceive about our identity as a school, the other containing assessment issues that we wanted to work on.  Fred Tiffany and Lisa Withrow, faculty members, had attended an ATS meeting at which information on five different models of theological education was presented (summary is attached).  These models were shared with the faculty, and in light of this information, we tried to determine what our lists told us about which model or models we seemed to follow most closely.  Our discussion indicated that we did not follow any one model in a pure way.  Instead, we had elements of three models:  theological understanding, denominational formation, and congregational leadership.
  Our conversation ended with some discussion about what kinds of things we wanted to find out through the survey we had planned.  

Survey
As we began to turn attention to this survey, we discovered that we had some students with previous career experience who could help us design a good tool.  One of our goals for the project was to bring other constituencies of the school besides students and faculty into this conversation, and the timing of scheduled meetings was such that we began by surveying the Board of Trustees.  This survey concentrated on identity questions.  During the February meeting of the Board, we presented some information about the Lexington project and then gave the Trustees time to take the survey.  While some initial tabulations were being made, we presented to the trustees the five models of theological education that the faculty had discussed.  At this portion of the meeting, faculty and administrative staff were also present.  We had time for table conversation together based on the information about the five models and the results of the initial tabulation.  This discussion concentrated on talking about some of the answers to questions on the survey.  Trustees had been asked both to identify the tasks in which they thought students should be most proficient and to identify the purpose of theological education.  Trustees, faculty, and staff were given the opportunity to discuss whether the answers about “task” and “purpose” matched or differed significantly.  At the end of this meeting, many trustees expressed appreciation for being brought into this conversation.  They felt as though they were doing something important for the school and that they were gaining a greater understanding of what this school is about.

The next stage was to expand the survey to include students, faculty, and staff.  Some of the questions from the first survey were repeated, but this stage of the survey also included some new questions.  Faculty, staff, and students were all asked questions about the school’s identity.  In a separate section, faculty and students (not staff) were asked questions about grading.  In order to get a good return from the students, we identified six classes that would contain a cross-section of our student body.  This allowed us to get 128 student respondents, more than half of our total students.  The results of all the surveys are attached.

First Faculty Retreat
In April, the faculty met for a special retreat to explore more questions about our identity as a school and to discuss the results of the survey.  MTSO had just been successful in hiring a new academic dean, and this new leader, John Kampen, was invited to attend.  His presence was an important component to the success of this project, both because it allowed him to get to know the faculty during a critical discussion and because he was able to provide some external observations that were helpful to us.  
For many years now MTSO has had a reputation in our area for being a “liberal” school.  We used part of our time at this retreat to explore our identity in terms of this external perception.  The faculty discussed how the school has come to have that reputation and whether that reputation is deserved.  We also began to share our views about the kind of school we think we are and what we would like to be, in other words, how we would like to be known if we could determine external perception.  
The survey results had been compiled in such a way that comparisons across constituencies could be seen easily.  In our discussion, two observations became particularly important for our further implementation of the project.  First, we discovered significant agreement across all constituencies regarding the purpose of theological education.  The survey question about purpose was based on the five models of theological education that had been presented to the faculty and the Board of Trustees.  Pairs of phrases that tried to convey the values of each model were given as options for answering the question.  The majority of respondents among every constituency surveyed selected the following as the top three choices:  encourage theological inquiry, train students for pastoral ministry, and transform the community and the world.
  When the “pair” for each of these phrases was added to the total number of responses, the same models still emerged as the top three choices.  

Second, we discovered through this survey that the majority of students agreed with the majority of faculty about grading practices.  For many of the grading questions, the agreement was overwhelming.  For other questions, even though the majority of students agreed with the faculty, there was a significant minority of students who disagreed with the faculty (and with the other students).  This “significant minority” response accounts for much of the tension that faculty members experience about grading.  These areas are particularly fruitful areas for further exploration and discussion.
After discussion of the survey, the faculty began to list things that hinder our assessment of students so that we could begin to explore those issues more thoroughly.  We also made some significant changes in our catalogue descriptions of grades that more closely reflected the understanding that has been developing among the faculty through these conversations.  

Second Faculty Retreat

At the beginning of our fall term, we devoted our regular faculty retreat to further work on the Lexington project.  Randy Litchfield, Associate Professor of Christian Education, had been commissioned by the faculty to produce a paper on educational ecology at MTSO and how we can enculturate students into a “critical assessment ethos” (see attachment).  Lee Johnson responded to the paper formally, and then the entire faculty engaged in informal discussion of the issues that had been raised.  The paper brought to our attention categories for examining what we teach and how we teach it through our explicit, implicit, and null curricula.  This paper allowed us to think about our identity as a school in different ways than we had before and also about how we shape student identities through their experience at our school.  
We followed this discussion of the commissioned paper by revisiting some of the things we had said in our April retreat about the external perception of MTSO as a “liberal” school and the ways we would like to be known.  We looked at notes taken from our conversation in the spring and asked ourselves what values, assumptions, and tensions we saw in the things we had said at that time.  

The new categories the commissioned paper had brought to our attention, along with the information we have gained through our survey, allowed us to examine our practices as a school in a fruitful way.  Since our constituencies have such broad agreement about the purposes of theological education, we began to explore how we achieve those purposes through the explicit, implicit, and null curricula of our total educational ecology, including our individual classes, the overall educational plan, and events that take place at the school.  

In previous conversations, one particular area of concern regarding assessment has come up over and over, namely, the written evaluations each faculty member produces for each student enrolled in a course at the end of each term.  This assessment tool is quite burdensome to the faculty because it takes a great deal of time, and yet it also has proved to be quite valuable for giving important feedback to students and to judicatories.  We devoted a significant portion of this retreat to thinking about this tool in two ways.  First, the faculty refined the language for the categories that are named on the form for evaluation.  Second, the faculty generated lists of qualities and skills that could be commented on in each category (see attached list).  Because of the tremendous investment of time that is required for producing these evaluations, a small task force was given the responsibility for trying to redesign the tool so that it would be easier to fill out.
For most of our activities in the project so far, we have discussed identity and assessment questions together.  For the remainder of the project, these two discussions were held in distinct settings.  We were mindful of the connection between the two topics, but we felt that given the more restricted time we had available to us through a regular academic schedule, our conversations would be better served by pursuing each topic separately.
Further Identity Discussions
Randy Litchfield and Sarah Lancaster began to formulate a statement of MTSO identity based on the comments we have been hearing throughout the Lexington project and in other venues of discussion at MTSO.  This statement became the basis for conversation during faculty lunch times.  The initial statement was organized by descriptions of MTSO as a community of teaching scholars; as an intersection of academy, church, and public; as individuals in community; as a faculty in history; and as a faculty living into a future and vision.  

Faculty members were asked to react to the accuracy of the descriptions as they had been formulated under each heading.  Then, faculty members had the chance to bring up further descriptions that had not been included.

This document is still under discussion by the faculty.  So far, it has aided us in articulating various dimensions of our institutional identity, but it remains a work in progress.  

Further Assessment Discussions
One morning in the fall term was devoted to faculty conversation about grading.  In preparation for this conversation, Jon Jump, the MTSO registrar, pulled together information to help us understand our current grading ethos more accurately than we have been able to do through anecdote.  Faculty members were also asked to create and/or share the criteria they use for grading in their courses.
Jon Jump collected and processed data obtained from every course taught during the fall and spring semesters over a three-year period.  He was able to compute each faculty member’s individual grade point average, as well as the institutional grade point average, for this time period.  Each faculty member received a chart containing information about her or his personal GPA along with the institutional GPA in order to see how her or his own grading compared with the average for the entire school.  This information was distributed to each faculty member prior to the faculty conversation.

Our faculty conversation began with observations Dean Kampen could make after seeing all the individual GPA results together.  He noted the relative coherence of our grading patterns within the school, and he stated his own sense that the institutional GPA at MTSO is pretty close to averages at other theological schools.  While some faculty members have higher individual GPAs than others, the difference does not divide between heritage and practical disciplines.  Nor is there a clearly consistent difference between introductory courses and more advanced courses.  
The second half of this faculty conversation covered criteria for grading.  Sarah Lancaster presented the approach to developing criteria according to “primary trait analysis,” found in Effective Grading by Barbara E. Walvoord and Virginia Johnson Anderson.  Faculty members discussed and compared the criteria used in MTSO courses.  

Faculty/Staff/Trustee Forum

One year after having surveyed the Board of Trustees, the faculty and staff met with trustees again to discuss what we have learned through the Lexington Seminar Project.  Survey results and GPA comparisons were shared at this forum, and faculty, staff, and trustees were able to discuss further issues about the purpose of theological education and preparation for ministry.  To focus the discussion, we looked at the purpose of theological education which trustees had counted more highly than other constituencies had, namely, to transform the community and the world.  This purpose can be understood in a variety of ways, so we talked about what we meant by that answer.  Recalling our initial narrative, “Constrained by the Ethic of Nice,” we also asked whether we can be “nice” and prepare students for this kind of purpose.  Finally, we discussed what characteristics and skills students need for this purpose and how we might nurture those qualities in them.
RESOURCES USED IN DEVELOPING AND IMPLEMENTING THE PROJECT

MTSO did not rely on outside resource persons for this project.  The entire project was designed and implemented by members of our own institution.  It should be noted that one of our own faculty members, Randy Litchfield, is a professional educator and provided suggestions for activities in our conversations and retreats, as well as writing a commissioned paper.  One external resource, Effective Grading:  A Tool for Learning and Assessment by Barbara E. Walvoord and Virginia Johnson Anderson (San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1998), provided some basic information for a portion of one faculty discussion.  
PROJECT RESULTS

At the beginning of this project, we had some awareness that how we understand ourselves as a school affects how we assess our students.  That awareness was confirmed and deepened through this project.  While our narrative had initially centered on the issue of grades, it also mentioned other areas of assessment, such as letters of recommendation to judicatories.  Those other areas became as prominent in our discussion as grades did.
Having the opportunity to undertake the project at this particular point in the school’s life was particularly opportune.  Our faculty has undergone several transitions in recent years, but we have had a few years of relative stability in faculty positions.  This project came at a time when a new “generation” of the school’s faculty could work toward articulating a common understanding of and vision for the school.  Furthermore, undertaking these conversations during the search for and hiring of a new dean has been invaluable.  For the faculty to engage in conversation of this kind with the administrator who is most responsible for the academic life of the school provides a rare chance to build an informed and productive relationship between faculty and dean that will serve the school well.  We have not only learned about the “issues” we identified but about ourselves.
One important thing to happen through this project is that by talking about the ways we assess students, teachers were also engaging in assessment of their own practices.  By gathering data on our individual and institutional GPAs, we began to move beyond anecdote and suspicion to genuine information.  Sharing criteria for grading in the context of talking about our institutional values has allowed us to assess whether we are in fact doing in our courses what needs to be done in order to achieve our institutional goals.  One’s classroom is no longer one’s own private domain.  By making public certain information, it is easier to see how we are engaged in a common enterprise, how each can individually make a contribution to that enterprise, and how self-correction may happen when necessary.
Although they are not directly related to the project, two recent developments in faculty assessment may be attributable to the public sharing of information and the trust we are building among ourselves as we talk about our teaching practices.  In the past, each teacher designed a course evaluation for his or her own courses, and they were quite different from one another.  The faculty has now agreed to use a common course evaluation, developed in conversation together.  In addition, the faculty has now made a significant addition to promotion and tenure requirements, namely, that a colleague will observe and comment on the teaching of a candidate for promotion and tenure.  It is remarkable that there was no objection to either of these changes.
Even though “assessment” took on a larger meaning than grading, the matter of assigning grades fairly and consistently has continued to be a major focus of the project.  A few faculty members have now explicitly stated grading criteria for students that had not be stated explicitly before.  We continued to track our GPAs after our faculty conversation, and in subsequent terms, the institutional GPA has gone down slightly.  For the most part, this slight drop is considered a good thing because the overall feeling was that our institutional GPA was a little high.  It is too early to tell whether this difference will be sustained over time.  
While our students generally respond well to the greater clarity about grading that has been stated, there is also some anxiety among those who perceive that faculty members are “grading harder” to combat grade inflation.  Students have also been affected because we have begun to use our narrative “Constrained by the Ethic of Nice” in our consultative groups for first-year students.  One function of these small groups is to help new students understand what to expect in their theological education.  The narrative has been a good way to begin conversation about several issues they will encounter at MTSO regarding assessment, but it also can increase their anxiety about grades.  Again, it is too early to tell whether this effect will continue or whether anxiety will lessen as students become more accustomed to a changed ethos.  A further possibility is that as students become accustomed to clearly stated expectations and high standards, they will elevate their own standards for what they expect from the faculty.  If we get through student anxiety to that point, then the school will benefit greatly from the mutual challenge for everyone to do the best work possible.
Written evaluations have been another major area of discussion for us under the category of assessment.  A task force put together some options for those evaluations that relied less on written comments and more on checking or numbering items in a grid.  When those options were brought for discussion in our Academic Affairs Committee, we discovered that students preferred the written comments to the grid.  It was somewhat surprising to learn how seriously students take those comments.  They respect faculty members who comment on them as individuals rather than writing “stock” comments.  A few students have used those evaluations in communicating their progress to their judicatories long before they are preparing for interviews.  In light of this discovery, we have so far kept the open-ended forms that we were using, even though they require a great investment of time on the part of the faculty.
Our project intentionally involved more than faculty members, and it has been a pleasant surprise to discover that our different constituencies are more in accord than we might otherwise have imagined.  Points of conflict will always exist, but we can set those tensions within the framework of a general commitment that we could not always be sure of before.  
In addition, the breadth of conversation partners has led to greater common understanding in areas outside the classroom.  Our public relations materials have incorporated themes from our discussions.  Recruitment workers can articulate better to prospective students the kind of school we are.  Trustees have a clearer understanding of what goes on in a classroom so their decisions can be shaped by educational as well as financial concerns.  
As we approach our self-study for reaccreditation, we will benefit from these conversations about assessment.  We have created a new position, Director of Assessment, occupied by one of our current faculty members, in order to provide oversight and continued conversation about assessment as we engage in our self-study.

On the whole, we are very pleased with the design and implementation of this project.  There is very little that we would have done differently, though a couple of things can be mentioned.  The timing of the survey left us with very little opportunity to “debrief” or follow up on certain answers with the same students who took the survey.  The questions that we asked brought up issues that some students would have liked to have talked about more, but there was no venue for that discussion before the academic year was over.  Also, there were a number of faculty members that were away on sabbaticals over this period of time.  Not everyone was able to participate in the entire scope of the project, although everyone was involved in some way.  While we tried to communicate what had been done to faculty members as they returned, the experience cannot be replicated.  
Even though this project has ended, our discussions about the issues it raised for us have not.  There is much that can still be mined from the survey, for instance.  We would like to find a way to learn more about the “significant minority” of students who disagreed with the faculty about grading.  Also, we wonder whether even among the majority of student respondents there may be a difference between what they said in their answers and what they actually feel, think, and do.  With regard to identity questions on the survey, we wonder whether we need to determine one purpose of education that takes precedence, while still attending to the other two.

The current anxiety among students about grades requires attention.  We would like to find a way to communicate to students that any changes they are experiencing in “harder” grading is not really about controlling grade inflation but is a product of greater clarity and consistency in assessment practices.  

Now that we have begun to talk more openly and carefully about grades, we are discovering that we need greater clarity still about what lower grades mean.  What determines the difference between a C and a D grade?  Do we even need to keep the D category?  How bad does work have to be to receive a failing grade?  

In our data-gathering about grades, we discovered that some of our scholarships can be retained with a GPA that is actually lower than our institutional average.  We continue to think about how to make sure that our scholarships are given to our best students.  Our Admissions and Student Aid staff will need to be brought into this conversation even more in order to address this problem.

When broader assessment issues are considered, we still find ourselves unclear about how to provide judicatories with some of the information they want to have.  For instance, judicatories want to know about the spiritual development of students, but we do not have mechanisms for knowing, much less judging, the spiritual lives of our students.  There are also questions about legal liability with regard to the kinds of comments we can make about areas that are not strictly academic (including relational skills, another major area of concern for judicatories).  Furthermore, we are beginning to get clarity and consistency in areas of academic concern, but can we get the same kind of clarity and consistency in these other areas?
While we prize critical thinking in an academic setting, and also think it is important for ministry, judicatories do not necessarily identify critical thinking as a value for assessment for ministry.  We continue to live in a “culture clash” between academy and church over matters such as this, and we remain in need of continuing reflection about our particular place as an academic and church institution.

SHARING THE WISDOM

It is likely that many other theological schools feel the same tension that we do between accountability to the church and to the academy.  While our work on identity questions is not yet complete, we are learning some ways that this tension can be productive.  Mooring in the academy requires us to evaluate students according to its accepted standards, and mooring in the church reminds us that within the educational world we have a specific role to play.  Theological schools mark a unique intersection between religious life and the larger culture, and this peculiar situation allows for conversation and integration that is increasingly important for a pluralistic world.  Fruitful conversation and integration cannot take place if our two constituencies are played off against each other or if one is relegated to a place of diminished importance.  In order for theological schools to fulfill our potential, we need to embrace the dual identity that we have.

Some schools may feel the tension between these two constituencies less than we do, but it has been important in our context that this project has helped us think about what is central to our identity so that we may affirm it clearly.  Certain faculty members have felt that they were pulled by competing “markets.”   This problem has been exacerbated by the financial pressures that lure many of us to a “market driven” approach to education.  If we are “market driven” but do not know which “market” we serve, then the tension between the two constituencies becomes even more pronounced than it would ordinarily be.  What has happened is that our conversations have brought us back to a “center” where both constituencies are important and where neither dominates.  Through structured dialogue about our identity, we have begun to define ourselves rather than simply react to external trends.  By doing so, we have the opportunity to become a voice in the larger conversation in the church and the academy about what theological education ought to be.   We can commend to other schools the value of making space and time for structured conversations such as these.  
One thing we have discovered through these conversations is that the two constituencies we serve are not simply different.  They do have some shared values that are important to recognize.  Good assessment, for instance, is necessary for both, so the task is to identify the right things to assess and the best ways to assess them.  Careful articulation and implementation allows us to explain to students and others exactly why we think certain skills and qualities are important and what marks successful gain in those skills and qualities.  We are developing ways in which we can be more adequately held publicly accountable for our distinct educational role with regard both to the academy and to the church.
It has mattered greatly that we based sensitive conversations in actual data.  The compilation of grade point averages allowed each faculty member to have a good idea of where she or he stood with respect to others.  The data dispelled some myths that have circulated for years, but it also displayed real differences that could be addressed constructively in the context of actual information.  Although our conversation with students about grades needs to be pursued much further, we also have a greater understanding from the survey of what the student body as a whole thinks instead of basing our own reactions on the “squeaky wheels” that may not speak for all.  Actual data work against overgeneralization and uninformed guesswork.  Because of our success in this area, we are probably more likely to request data for other projects in the future.  It has proved to be a helpful practice, and it is one we can commend to others.

In addition to information gathering, we have also engaged in information sharing.  Providing one another with criteria for grading in our respective courses is another way in which we have been able to think more clearly about our common educational goals.  While each discipline has particular emphases that in some cases require criteria that may not be relevant to other disciplines, we have been encouraged to think about our specific criteria in light of the overall purpose of the school.  Equally important has been our discussion about the written evaluations that we provide for every student.  Producing together criteria for these evaluations has allowed us to learn from each other about the kinds of things we can assess and how to assess them.  These evaluations can become more than isolated judgments, instead they can reflect more careful observations based on skills and qualities that we know we all value.  Again, structured conversations have been crucial to developing a better understanding of how and why we do assessment.
In addition to the specific areas our project addressed, we have learned something about how faculties can share a more productive common life.  The many ways in which we shared information with each other about our own practices in the classroom, our own standards for assessment, and our own vision for theological education have allowed us to understand one another better.  Much creativity has been sparked as different perspectives have been shared.  Our faculty members are more likely now than before to share ideas with one another and to consult with colleagues regarding course development and teaching.  Our conversations have permitted an atmosphere of respect and collegiality that will provide a helpful context for other kinds of discussions.  Perhaps the most significant wisdom that we can share from our project is the value of engaging in conversation about issues (such as identity and assessment) that, perhaps because they are so fundamental, may be frequently taken for granted.  Exploring assumptions in relaxed and inviting surroundings through thoughtfully designed conversation has proved to be both instructive and community building.  Providing the time and space for such discussion to happen can be a major contribution to building a common vision and purpose among the faculty.
Project report respectfully submitted by Sarah Heaner Lancaster
� The five models are 1) theological understanding, in which the purpose is to prepare students to be know and interpret a theological tradition; 2) denominational formation, in which the purpose is to serve a particular denomination; 3) discipleship, in which the purpose is to help students develop their own lives as Christians; 4) congregational leadership, in which the purpose is to equip students for leadership with regard to particular practices; and 5) transformative leadership, in which students learn by engaging in ministry beyond the classroom.


� It is difficult to capture the “models” of theological education in short phrases because some of the differences are in the structure of the educational experience.  This may account for why the results of the survey were a little different than the results of the previous faculty conversation.  In both, theological understanding and congregational leadership were named.  The choice of “transformation” as the third purpose probably reflects a value that is shared highly among our constituencies, but it does not indicate that the kind of “hands on” learning usually associated with that model is central to education at MTSO.
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