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Lexington Seminar

Final Report

Phillips Theological Seminary

When invited to participate in the fifth round of the Lexington Seminar in 2003, the administration and faculty of Phillips Theological Seminary received the invitation as both a privilege and a challenge. Honored to join other Protestant seminaries who were engaging in the work of the Seminar, we saw our participation as an opportunity to respond institutionally to a critical insight noted by Mac Warford when he served as an ATS consultant to the faculty. Warford, in his report, had praised both the Seminary for its strong institutional commitment to teaching excellence as well as the gifts of individual faculty members. At the same time, however, he wondered whether it would be possible to formalize, strengthen, and make explicit the rich level of conversation about teaching and learning that was happening on a largely informal basis. While praising the faculty’s individual gifts, Warford asked whether the faculty could work better as a team.

Warford’s invitation to PTS to participate in the 2003 round of the Lexington Seminar provided a wonderful opportunity to begin a process of formalizing at an institutional level faculty, administrative, and board discussions about critical issues in teaching and learning as mentioned in the final version of our grant application. Such discussions had begun among the faculty with the elaboration of departmental goals, and, through annual faculty/board of trustees retreats, had expanded and deepened the conversations between board, administration, and faculty. Along the way, we have been introduced in a rather powerful way to a continual process of institutional reflection that Peter Senge has called The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization (New York: Currency Doubleday, 1994).

I. Issue and Context

After agreeing to pursue the grant, Dean Pittman led a discussion in the Faculty Senate concerning the nature and purpose of the Lexington Seminar. Two themes immediately surfaced: increasing diversity in the classroom and helping students develop skills of critical thinking/reflection. With discussion, the latter topic galvanized the faculty’s interest as a project for the Lexington Seminar. The Dean asked Joseph Bessler-Northcutt to draft a proposal. The initial draft generated solid conversations, comments, and critiques over the course of several faculty meetings and after several re-workings became the text of our grant application.

The Lexington Seminar review team suggested that the underlying issue for PTS was diversity, and encouraged the faculty to sharpen that question. The faculty, however, responded to the review team’s concerns by deciding to shape the proposal more forcefully around the issue of critical thinking/reflection. The faculty was clear that its response was not one of obstinacy but of further clarification of faculty members’ own deep interests and in support of the institution’s mission to produce intellectually competent graduates.
Why Critical Thinking/Reflection? The answer stems from PTS’ conscious self-identification as a school offering a “theological alternative” to the dominant religious culture of its region. Virtually all members of the faculty, committed to this general institutional ethos, had wrestled with creating a learning space that would enable and encourage students to think about their traditions and embedded religious assumptions in intentional ways by employing a variety of historical, biblical, practical and theological disciplines. Indeed, anecdotally the faculty reported that the upper 10-15 percent of any given class came to seminary equipped and ready to engage such critical inquiry, that the next twenty to twenty-five percent of students made progress in developing such skills, while the bottom fifty percent of the student body seemed either intellectually ill-equipped or ideologically opposed to entering into any process of investigation or questioning that might lead them to stray from the initial set of commitments with which they entered seminary. No one was so naïve as to think we could ever achieve complete success in moving all students to adopt the habits and practices of critical reflection. Nonetheless, the faculty, as a whole, did believe that by working on a common understanding of critical thinking/reflection and by learning how certain skills might be developed students could be coached in the skills and practices of critical thinking/reflection. In this way more students could readily catch-on and appropriate critical thinking/reflection as a habit.

An initial and persistent difficulty centered around the appropriate term to be used: critical thinking or critical reflection. For some faculty members, critical thinking best emphasized the responsibility of educated persons to weigh evidence rationally. For these developing a mindset of openness to questions, readiness to test one’s own intellectual and faith assumptions against other positions and current research, and nurturing a committed faith that remains open to persuasion and critique lay at the basis of graduate and seminary education.  For others, critical thinking conjured up an educational model too indebted to a scientific and overly narrow conception of reason. Critical reflection better grasped a broader variety of ways of knowing that included intuition, meditation, and the resources of the faith tradition itself in ways frequently obscured by the first model. Even though this difference of opinion about the basic nature of critical skills was voiced at the very beginning of our conversation, the faculty remained committed to working on the issue together.

II. Project Design and Implementation
The application process committed the faculty and administration to an educational focus, but not to a particular design. Moreover, the agenda for the Lexington staff meeting with participating presidents and deans was also deliberately open-ended. Thus, the image of a responsive, rolling-design more aptly describes what the Phillips Lexington team both encountered from the leadership of the Seminar and developed for its own institutional process. 

The team gathered for our first five-day meeting at the Asticou Inn in Northeast Harbor, Maine, in June of 2003. We began to imagine how the M. Div. curriculum might change if we considered the development of crucial reflection skills as an essential component of a student’s education. Thus we began to imagine the curriculum as a series of stages, which moved from a kind of generalized naiveté to a more complex and confident integration of faith and various professional academic disciplines. During that first seminar experience our Lexington team articulated four stages of critical reflection corresponding roughly to the four years it takes most students to complete the M. Div.:
· Prelude, 
· Patterning, 
· Performance (putting it all together) 
· Proclamation. 
(See appendix one, the final version of our proposal entitled, “The Next Step: Pulling the Curricula Together,” written after the June 2003 meeting in Maine.) 

Our proposal’s final version set forth a series of faculty conversations and tasks including: a faculty colloquium (Spring 2004), a faculty retreat (summer 2004), the development of case study or narrative scenarios focusing on critical reflection skills, and the development of a pilot program on writing skills. 

The overall four-stage model described with P’s above was judged inadequate rather quickly by the faculty and Lexington team, because of its sense of linear stages, its tacit assumption that courses in the curriculum could easily fit into the four staged categories, and the problems of course scheduling that such neatly blocked divisions called for. Nevertheless the exercise had succeeded in putting the issue of the seminary curriculum, as such, on the table for discussion.

II a. Initial Discussions and Faculty Retreat 

At the first Faculty Senate of the Fall semester, 2003, the Lexington team briefed the faculty on June’s Maine event—strategically downplaying the spectacular location and quality of the food and drink. We described the Seminar’s conversational process, discussed critiques and affirmations of our own project, and a brief sense of the direction in which our conversations had begun to move us. Already in these very early discussions with the faculty, cracks were beginning to show in our “four-stage-curriculum” proposal. Members of the team and others in the faculty wondered whether critical reflection could be scripted in a kind of logical sequence. The Dean and those familiar with scheduling issues at PTS were rather deeply skeptical that we could schedule classes in ways that would require students to take all of the courses in one stage before moving onto another. In other words, the proposal encountered serious challenges on both the theoretical and practical side.

In the Spring semester, 2004, the Lexington team led an all day Faculty Colloquium on the nature of critical reflection and its importance for ministry. As a conversation starter, faculty were offered two sets of quotations—one by Clark Williamson and Bill Placher reflecting more of a tradition-oriented postliberal definition of critical reflection, the other by Gordon Kaufman and Sallie McFague expressing a more liberal modern-science-oriented definition of the term. Faculty members then discussed in small groups which of these definitions fitted more closely with their own understanding of critical reflection, as well as how either or both of these models were useful in teaching in a seminary. 

While finding the exercise provocative, the groups surfaced a wider array of critical reflection models than those provided in the conversation starter—feminist and liberationist models, for example, but also some discipline-specific models, as well as theories from the field of education proper, e.g., variations on many-ways-of knowing. Thus, the first steps in our process did not lead in the direction of a consensus definition of critical thinking/reflection even as it clearly surfaced the faculty’s deep commitment to an array of perspectives and skills associated with the term. 

In a set of follow-up questions to the initial exercise, the Lexington team posed a number of questions for faculty members to discuss in small groups. Why is critical reflection important for ministry? How do I make use of critical reflection in teaching? These questions produced several interesting lines of convergence. Some responded that critical reflection is important to ministry because claiming one’s own voice as a practical theologian and internalizing an appropriate internal sense of authority required a significant transformation in their understanding of biblical texts, Christian traditions, theology, and so on. One colleague insisted on the word “conversion” to describe this appropriation. 
A second set of questions focused on how faculty seek to facilitate that transformation so that students can facilitate the process of critical reflection in others. Small group discussions focused on methods for engaging students at conventional levels of faith and understanding and strategically prompting a wider and/or deeper appreciation of Christian faith. No catalogue of these strategies was developed at the time; since many seemed discipline-specific.

As the faculty gathered to discuss the results of their various small group discussions, members wondered whether they needed to look at critical reflection as a developmental process. Would an exploration of developmental theory prove helpful for clarifying what we were trying to develop and instill in our students? As our final discussion of the day turned toward a discussion of our upcoming Faculty Retreat, the faculty decided to try to ask someone such as cognitive developmental theorist Robert Kegan (In Over Our Heads) to spend a day or so with us helping us think about these issues in relation to the order and arrangement of the curriculum.

Although Kegan proved unavailable, we did locate someone in theological education quite familiar with Kegan’s work. At our Summer Faculty Retreat, 2004, in Eureka Springs, AR, this person facilitated a rather famous Kegan exercise which turned the faculty members’ interest in critical reflection back upon themselves. Instead of focusing on our students’ needs, anxieties, and coping mechanisms, the exercise raised these issues for us as teachers. This led to a conversation about acknowledging the anxieties, fears, and community needs of incoming students, and then to discussing strategies for helping students to own the process of critical reflection. 

While the retreat was enjoyable and profitable for the time away together, we did not accomplish as much as we had hoped on curricular issues because the Kegan exercise took several sessions to process. We failed to spend the quantity and quality of time on the curriculum that we had expressly built into our plan for the retreat. Our guest facilitator proved inadequate in moving us to those issues, and our sense of hospitality kept us from saying more forcefully “we need to move on.” 

II. b.  Focusing the Conversation

Over the Summer of 2004 the Lexington team processed our frustration with the retreat and our need to re-start the conversation on curricular issues. By this point the Lexington team was convinced that two initial assumptions were wrong:

· Our initial “four-stage” proposal was inadequate
· The entire curriculum could not be organized around the issue of “critical thinking/reflection.”
At a summer meeting of the Lexington team, two of the members volunteered to work together on re-structuring our initial proposal in ways that refocused our initial proposal. 
· Rather than attempting to script the sequence of learning critical reflection, the revised proposal would emphasize the competencies and skills identified in early discussions. 
· The revised proposal would focus on two pivotal areas of the curriculum: the beginning and the end. 
If we can help students to develop critical skills early in their seminary careers, then we can structure the concluding work of the M. Div. program to help students internalize their years of study into a theology of ministry that could provide a stronger bridge to ministry and leadership of congregations. With this in mind, we arrived at this basic structure of the curriculum.
	Beginning/Foundations
	Intro OT and NT

Intro Theological Education for Min.
Church History

	Middle/Exploring
	Intro to Theology

Christian Education

Reflections on Ministry

Ethics and Culture

Preaching

Care in the Christian Community
Worship 

Leadership in Ministry

	Capstones
	The Art and Practices of Ministry

Constructive Theology

Theory/Practice of Ministry


The focus on beginning and ending gave the Lexington team and the faculty a kind of practical clarity that our earlier conversations had lacked. Moreover, this practical focus actually moved the faculty to begin working as a team and not simply as solo practitioners. The faculty first addressed the curriculum’s beginning, and, as the grant period was coming to a close, spent considerable energy on the ending phase. In addition, new energy and attention surfaced with respect to the quality of student writing as an index of critical thinking and professional ministerial development.

Several issues framed our attention with respect to beginning. Introduction to Theology, which had always been a first semester course, was also the most difficult for many new students. There are three principal reasons for this:
· the complexity and abstractness of the technical vocabulary;
· the relative absence of more familiar points of departure such as biblical stories in the case of Bible courses and historical events in Church History courses; and
· the embedded character of their own theological assumptions.

As a way to address these issues, the Lexington Committee asked the faculty to move Introduction to Theology to a second-semester or even second-year course and to establish two prerequisites, one in Bible (Introduction to Old Testament or New Testament) and one in Church History (Early and Medieval or Reformation and Modern). Since the Bible Introductory and Church History courses involve more familiar texts and historical events, experience in these courses in critical reflection can prepare students for Introduction to Theology.  Furthermore since Introduction to Theology draws on both scripture, historical theology, and church history as resources, such prerequisites will lay a foundation for theology. The faculty members teaching these courses will coordinate their assignments and course objectives in order to shape an introductory ethos. The Faculty Senate voted to enact that shift in requirements in the Spring of 2005.

Another important aspect of the introductory ethos at PTS is Introduction to Theological Education for Ministry (ITEM), a required course developed by the PTS Chaplain and the Dean. The ITEM course has several goals:
· To  introduce students to the ethos and culture of PTS;
· To build community among these commuter students; and
· To provide an introduction of faculty as persons and scholars. 

The ITEM class has succeeded remarkably in terms of student inculturation. The Lexington team suggested adding an additional goal to the course: to instigate with the students a discussion about critical reflection.
 

After several faculty meetings and smaller group conversations with the PTS Chaplain, consensus emerged to employ within the already existing ITEM course a sequence of three class sessions with reading assignments to introduce critical reflection about the Bible, Church History, and Theology. 
This proposal was amended at the Summer Faculty Retreat (2005) so that each topic paired a classical academic discipline with a practical discipline: 
· Bible and Preaching (Hermeneutics);
· Church History and Christian Education; and
· Theology and Ethics. 

We did not want to convey the impression that critical reflection was the sole domain of the traditional academic disciplines. By seeing faculty members in conversation on topics like biblical hermeneutics or embedded theologies from the beginning of their studies, students might begin to make connections between these related but different disciplines. These changes to the ITEM class became effective with the Fall semester, 2005. These changes have increased yet again intentional conversations among colleagues about teaching and learning—certainly for those three, paired sessions described above—but even more widely as the faculty begins to process these curricular experiments.

In a related move, the Faculty Senate voted in the Spring of 2005 to change the grading of the ITEM course from letter grades to pass/fail. 

In the Spring 2005 Faculty Senate meetings, the faculty took up the development of a pilot writing program. Even prior to the Lexington Seminar the issue had concerned the faculty. In 2001/2002, at the faculty's request a theological librarian read, assessed, and commented on writing problems that appeared in individual required papers of the Introduction to Old Testament (Fall) and Introduction to New Testament (Spring) courses. The goal was to catch writing problems early in a student’s career. After evaluation the experiment was deemed not sufficiently successful.

At one Faculty Senate session, a writing coach and consultant suggested a variety of possible responses to assessing student writing skills: 
1. If writing difficulties are discovered, to whom is the problem reported, and what kind of teeth do corrective measures have? 
2. Because students are normally on-campus one or at most two days when might they meet with writing coaches/instructors?

3. How could the Seminary provide a cost-effective tutoring program that would meet student schedules and effectively address faculty concerns? 

On-line links to sites providing guidance on academic and theological writing were seen as initial stopgap solutions.

At the Summer Faculty Retreat (2005) the Faculty Senate voted to use the remainder of our Lexington grant funds to establish a pilot writing program with both on-staff tutors and on-line resources. As of the Fall semester we have begun implementation of the program. 
The Faculty Senate also addressed that same Spring a capstone course to help students bridge from the seminary into ministry. The Lexington team had discussed such a course from the Summer of ’05.
 The faculty considered making Church Administration an elective and developing a new course on the art and practices of ministry to function as a capstone. In the first Faculty Senate meeting of the Spring ’05 semester, the Dean proposed a range of alternatives to help focus the capstone course. The deliberations at that meeting, while not conclusive, affirmed the importance of such a course. 
At the Summer Faculty Retreat (’05) the issue finally received the faculty’s full attention. A consensus emerged that the Seminary should have not one capstone course, but several. Church Administration was dropped as a requirement, and a new course, The Art and Practices of Ministry, was added as a requirement to be taken in the final semesters of the M. Div. program. The Faculty Senate instructed professors leading the new course, Constructive Theology, and the final Supervised Ministry course (504) to bring to the Faculty Senate in the Spring of 2006 an capstone proposal explaining linkages and integrating strategies for the three courses. 
III. Resources Used in Developing and Implementing the Project
As described above in the discussion of the 2004 Faculty Retreat, the facilitator proved less than helpful in moving the faculty’s project forward. As our team reported at the Final Consultation in Maine, we had difficulty getting someone who could meet our scheduling timeline. If a school wants to engage a consultant near the early-to-middle part of the grant period, earlier access to funding is important.
IV. Project Results

The narrative in section two, Project Design and Implementation, reports the project results and decisions reached by the faculty. Implementation is now underway, and we anticipate additional conversations that not only follow-up on our attempts to strengthen the beginning and ending portions of the M. Div. degree but that also take up what one faculty member has described as the “squishy middle” part of the curriculum.

Participation in the Lexington Seminar has proven fruitful in its encouragement to pursue important conversations regarding the PTS curriculum and our teaching vocation. As a faculty we have come to see that the meaning of critical thinking/reflection—in the context of our curriculum—has to do not only with the breaking open of embedded assumptions but the building up of an appropriate internal sense of authority for ministerial leadership. 
Since the school’s consolidation in Tulsa, faculty members have shared strong collegial relations. The practice of the Lexington Seminar took this collegiality to a new level so that faculty members, steeped in a variety of critical and disciplinary methodologies, moved beyond talking together about critical thinking/reflection, but began to build interdisciplinary practice into the curriculum. This has proved at once more difficult and complex and yet more enriching than first anticipated. The Lexington Seminar has not come to an end, but instituted an ongoing process within the faculty. It would not have happened without the prodding of the Seminar and Dean Pittman. 
As a result of our conversations and decisions, faculty members are working in closer consultation with one another and learning a great deal through that interactive process. While we had prided ourselves on being a faculty that could talk about difficult issues together in a constructive way, both the ethos and the timeline of the Lexington Seminar pressed our conversations to be more focused and productive as well as professionally civil.
As we have been in the process of adding four new tenure-track faculty members over the course of the grant period, the curricular issues raised in pursuit of our Lexington project have proved very helpful in bringing them into conversations of teaching and learning. 

V. Sharing the Wisdom 
What has the project taught you about theological education, especially the challenges of teaching and learning that you want to share with other seminaries?
Lexington team members offered the following thoughts:

· If we were to gather the faculty, each one would affirm her or his commitment to critical reflection. If each were asked to define critical reflection or explain how she or he teaches toward it, every one would have a different story to tell. Critical reflection is understood and activated differently in different disciplines. So while one faculty member might talk of demythologizing the biblical texts, another might speak of challenging embedded theologies, while still another might describe a process of bringing varying perspectives into conversation with each other. Furthermore, how critical reflection is understood and activated is shaped by the personality of the individual faculty member. Some faculty members talked of creating cognitive dissonance that shocked students into critical reflection while others moved more slowly and gently toward this goal. What this revealed to me is that faculty members can all be committed to an educational aim like facilitating critical reflection even though they all grasp the concept in slightly different ways. Even more, by sharing with each other the theoretical and practical dimensions of moving toward that educational goal, they are exposed to other possibilities that they might want to incorporate into their teaching.

We have also learned that our student portfolio review process, has the potential for being an excellent tool in encouraging and measuring critical reflection among our students. We have not, however, determined what our next steps will be to strengthen that process and help it meet its full potential.
· Administration and faculty need to be focused and committed to tackle basic, substantive questions of teaching/learning and curricular change successfully. Even with the resources of the Lexington Seminar to encourage our undertaking, it took real determination on the Dean’s part, as well as the faculty’s, to keep these questions of critical reflection before us. 

· Participation in the Seminar sessions in Maine provided an important perspective on issues as we saw that other schools were facing the same issues that we were. Too much teaching operates in a “Lone Ranger” atmosphere and the cooperation needed to accomplish the task of the Lexington Seminar effectively called that “Lone Ranger” attitude to teaching into question. 

Is there a particular story or anecdote that captures the spirit of your project and the learning it has produced?
Lexington team members offered the following reflections:
· There were several moments in our faculty conversations about critical reflection where we, especially the Lexington team members, were surprised by the turns the discussion took. One such moment is from the faculty conversation on “Why is critical reflection important for ministry?” and “How do you make use of critical reflection in teaching?” In a small group, one faculty member spoke passionately about his commitments to critical reflection in the classroom and how it might transform the ministry commitments of his students. After listening intently, another faculty member from a different discipline said, “I don’t agree with very much of what you said, but what you say makes sense for you and for what you’re trying to accomplish in the classroom.” Entering into this exercise, the Lexington team members were confident that we could “get everyone on the same page” regarding critical reflection. By this we meant that we could fairly quickly come to a shared definition. Instead, we found that each faculty member had their own often well-developed understanding of critical reflection and that we could respect these various understandings while also learning from one another.
· The partially unsuccessful Faculty Retreat at Eureka Springs taught us that we had the internal resources and confidence to tackle our own situation. Furthermore, we were able to recover from the experience and move on. We did not end up fighting over it, but regrouped and advanced our project. 

· Our Summer ’05 Faculty Retreat discussion on the capstone course was a wonderfully spirited conversation among colleagues. In the midst of the conversation, it occurred to me: “this is exactly the kind of practice the Lexington Seminar hoped to produce.”  
� In the previous two semesters the ITEM course had already offered a faculty panel discussion on critical reflection that had effectively engaged the students. The panel discussion was not linked to any required reading, journal-writing, or assignments.


� While the “Constructive Theology” course, taken typically in a student’s final, or near-final, semester had been viewed as a kind of summative course, and while for the past several years the final semester of Supervised Ministry had focused on the development of a Theology for Ministry statement, these courses had their own specific disciplinary content to cover and functioned largely in separate domains. Moreover, neither course drew heavily from the content of practical theology courses.





