Excellence in Evaluation and Renewal

Chapter 12
Excellence in Evaluation and Renewal


Organizational transformation and renewal is present at each stage in the life of an excellent training institution.  Evaluation is structured into the ongoing life of each aspect of the program.  Being a part of a broader network and learning from others is an important part of renewal.  


The overall value of a good education is not easily quantifiable, nor can it easily be demonstrated which piece of the training program actually contributed to the success of one of our graduates.  How can we take credit for what God’s Spirit did in our midst?  On the other hand, how do we know that we haven’t been wasting our time and resources in our educational efforts, especially given that the primary impact of our training comes from the intangibles of our training environment and from relationships? 

It often is simpler to show where we have failed than to identify what we’ve done to succeed, but even in failure it is not always clear what went wrong.  A disturbing number of students manage to move through North American public school systems without acquiring even basic skills and knowledge, in some cases, graduating while remaining functionally illiterate.  Standardized tests may clearly show that there is a problem, but trying to develop solutions is complicated since the reasons for failure can be multiple, including poor curriculum, lousy students, too few teachers, teachers who don't know how to teach, or inadequate facilities. 

We can’t claim success if our carefully crafted and well-staffed program has been training the wrong people.  Neither can we feel successful when our graduates fail in ministry because they weren’t trained in the right things. We don’t want to become adult day-care centers or scholarship-funded refugee camps, providing free housing, food, medical care and diplomas for people who didn’t have anything better to do anyway.

We also cannot affirm our excellence if our invisible curriculum triumphed over whatever else we thought we achieved.  A curriculum can be wonderfully contextual, appropriately accredited and with students who demonstrate their brilliance on every standardized test, but we’ve not done well if we produce an arrogant elite rather than godly Christian leaders who work as servants in community.  Neither have we succeeded if one of the outcomes of our efforts has been to contribute to the unnecessary multiplication of training options as each of our graduates starts his or her own new school rather than encouraging the quality of existing training efforts within the region.  

In this chapter we want to look at issues of renewal and evaluation.   How can the impact of a training institution be discerned in order to make it more effective?  How can faculty and administrative teams be renewed?  And how can we become a learning community that renews itself?

Is It Worth the Time and Expense?

There’s a lot that isn’t perfect in what we do.  Students will not remember most of what was said in class.  Not all of them will do well in ministry.  The lives of faculty are not always consistent illustrations of what they teach.  Misunderstandings occur in the educational community.  The content of every subject could be more up-to-date.  Classes could be better organized and taught with better pedagogy. 


Evaluation and renewal have been themes throughout this book.  We affirm again that excellence does not mean perfection.  But for us to assess our excellence requires us to review what we intended to do.  For those who haven’t aimed at anything specific, there is no way of affirming what was or was not accomplished.  

Evaluation is an essential part of every strategic plan.  Were our values and purpose visible in what we did?  Did we use the resources we had to adequately respond to needs around us?  How have we seen God use us and our efforts to equip the students that we had for the ministries to which He called them?  In the light of our intended outcomes we can examine our practices, processes, people and results in order to understand the extent to which we have achieved what we intended.

The truth is, you may be too tired to see what God has done, and continues to do, through you.  Corporate and individual renewal must be part of an evaluation process.  I listened to an academic dean present a workshop about the difficulty of trying to provoke change in her institution.  I sensed discouragement as she talked. There is always a long list of things needing improvement.  However, the point of evaluation is not to be overwhelmed by things needing attention or all the mountains yet to be climbed.  Her institution is one the finest programs I know.  Before feeling frustration over what yet needs to be done, they needed to remember how God has blessed them and used them.  

Perhaps this feels like an exercise in giving “thanks in all circumstances” (2 Thessalonians 5:18).  But even in the midst of huge messes, we need to remember that God has been at work, and that His life-long curriculum will not fail.  We have never been more than one piece of what God is doing through us in the lives of our students.  We do God an injustice if we make too much of what “we” have failed to do.   Evaluation must begin by looking for the hand of God in our midst.  

This doesn’t negate our need to look carefully at our track record in the light of our mission and objectives.  We don’t have the luxury of sitting on our laurels as we simply perpetuate the past.  It takes courage and effort to build on the past in order to continue to be in a position to be used by God in the lives of our students.
Organizational Life-cycles


Schools, like people and organizations, have life-cycles.  Schools often come into existence through the enthusiasm and tireless efforts of a visionary founder.  In its early years, a training program runs on very limited resources, although everyone happily pitches in with teaching and administrative tasks.  As a school moves towards maturity, it becomes stable and respectable.  The academic program is properly accredited with a well-crafted curriculum taught by qualified specialists.  As an established program, proper administrative departments are competently led.  There is a healthy student body, a great governing board and adequate finances to maintain the institution forever.  

To some extent, evaluation will be different for a brand new program than for one that has been around for awhile.   For younger programs, the biggest need is usually for consolidation to bring order and organization to the many new things being done.  An older program has a greater need to make sure that it is not being lulled to sleep by its own traditions.  Nevertheless, one awkward question needs to be asked of all programs.  Should “death” also be a part of an organizational life-cycle? 

Admittedly lots of training programs cease to exist, usually for very sad reasons.  Perhaps there never were enough students or funding, or maybe the institution slowly faded away to the point where it was no longer viable.  Maybe a major conflict or a scandal destroyed it.  Training institutions can die.  But should they?  Is this a part of a normal life cycle for a theological programs?  

One of the more important questions in an evaluation is to determine whether there still is a task for you to do or whether you have finished what God asked of you.  One shouldn’t perpetuate that which is no longer needed.  Neither should you continue with something that is only marginally viable.   Perhaps it would be better to join together with another like-minded training ministry.  I have heard it said that the average Bible school in Africa has only ten students.  If this is true, it is not surprising that many programs struggle.  As you reconsider what you are and could be, remember that these are viable strategic options: merging with others, or finding a gracious way to quit.  Why carry on if we are not convinced that what we are doing is worth the effort?

The Renewal of Your Training  

This book has been written to help you assess your institutional excellence.  The process for doing an evaluation was outlined in chapter 3 as we looked at strategic planning.  Four big questions need to be asked:  

(1) What should be affirmed and strengthened?  

(2) What is weak and needs to be fixed?  

(3) What is weak and should be dropped altogether?  

(4) What are we not doing that should be started?  


Evaluation is not an activity to be done by a committee every five to ten years in preparation for re-accreditation.  It should be an ongoing process of being aware of what God is doing in our midst and discovering how we can better pursue excellence in training leaders to the glory of God.  


The way to begin an evaluation is with a party.  Without glossing over the problems that everyone may be aware of, find specific ways that God has used you and blessed you. Gather feedback from a variety of directions.  We may not be able to see much progress within the day-to-day grind of the educational process.  The real impact is seen in the product, which is often only visible in the life and ministry of a student well after he or she graduates.  Find ways to listen to your graduates individually and collectively as they reflect on the value of the training you gave them.  Listen also to how those churches and Christian organizations that have received your graduates feel about them.   


Then rejoice and celebrate the goodness of God.  Affirm all that is good and creatively consider how it can be strengthened.  If there is nothing to celebrate, the time has come to close up shop altogether.  However, it is almost inconceivable that you won’t be able to uncover a long list of wonderful things that have happened.    

As we discussed in chapter 3 (“Excellence in Strategic Planning”) each piece of a training institution can and should be evaluated.   One good way to systematically do this is through the self-study review that is part of an accreditation or re-accreditation process.  This provides a series of questions based on standards of practice that are internationally acknowledged as indicators of quality in the training of leaders for ministry and the church.  Working through the questions and documenting the extent to which these standards are being met is a good way to work towards institutional excellence as well as to review and affirm the excellence that already exists.  Many schools say that working through the self-evaluation review has been one of the best things that they have done to help them understand their strengths and weaknesses.


The additional advantage of working with an accreditation agency is that someone will read through your self-evaluation report carefully and give written feedback to the school.  When both the school and the accrediting agency feel that the institution is ready for an accreditation visit, a team will come to verify that what the school feels about itself is true.  This kind of external evaluation is a helpful affirmation of your internal evaluation and also includes a written report of commendations and recommendations.  

Most governments also want to verify that training programs within their countries satisfactorily meet the minimum required standards for education.  You will again be doing evaluation as you prepare and provide the massive documentation that these authorities need, and you should once again benefit by the visit and report of their external evaluation team.  


However, as we noted in chapter 4 (“Excellence in Governance”), the most significant evaluation and affirmation of our training efforts will come from those who are the beneficiaries of what we are doing, especially our graduates and the churches and Christian organizations they serve.  Later in this chapter we will discuss further how to become a learning community in order to obtain the kind of feedback that will constantly help us know what is good and should continue, what is weak and needs strengthening, what should be dropped altogether as it no longer is needed and what needs to be added to make our training programs even better.  

The Renewal of Your People: Why?

One of the Seven Laws of the Learner (Bruce Wilkinson, Atlanta: Walk-Thru-The Bible, 1990) is the Law of Revival.  Wilkinson states: “Realize that revival is needed by most Christians most of the time” (p.381).  There are lots of reasons why leaders, teachers and all of our administrative and academic staff can become discouraged or just plain worn out.  

· Self-sacrifice.  Everyone needs to carry his or her cross and to deny personal desires in order to follow the Lord.  There are many things less stressful than taking on the responsibilities and burdens of being a leader or a teacher.  The cost of discipleship is high. 

· Loneliness.  Elijah complained to the Lord, “I have had enough!” (1 Kings 19:4).  He continued, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword.  I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too” (1 Kings 19:10). Although it wasn’t true that he was the only one, he certainly felt that way.  God had used him to do incredible things, yet now Elijah was discouraged and fleeing for his life from Queen Jezebel.  Many of those involved in training have also been greatly used by God.  But people can feel so alone or so tired that they become discouraged and want to give up.  

· Criticisms, rejection and enemies.  Moses was initially received with enthusiasm by the people he had been sent to liberate, although they soon turned against him as Pharaoh made life difficult.  No amount of miracles really convinced Pharaoh to change.  Neither did the people remember God’s mighty acts from day to day.  They made a golden calf, and whined about food and water.  Some of the leaders questioned whether Moses really was the only one holy enough to speak to God.  His own brother and sister challenged his leadership.  All educational leaders live in an environment where their every action (and that of their families) is critiqued.  Jealousies can abound with little room for grace.  People don’t remember good things for very long, and the slightest error of judgment becoming a rallying point to force a person out. 

· Weariness.   Moses complained to Lord, “Why have you brought this trouble on your servant?  What have I done to displease you that you put the burden of all these people on me?  … I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me.  If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death right now” (Numbers 11:11,14-15).  It would not have been fun to lead the Israelites through the desert.  There was too much to do, and the people were difficult to work with.  It was simply “too heavy a burden.” That’s true of most training institutions as well.  There’s always too much to do.  There often are difficult people with whom to work.  There may be few visible results.  People reach the end of their emotional and physical energy.  
· Pressure and confusion.  Most people, like Moses, encounter situations where they are not sure what is the best thing to do.  Moses actually suggested to the Lord that it would be better for him to die.  We may feel equally discouraged as we try to accomplish what feels impossible.  Not only are there few available financial or human resources to solve the many problems before us, but we may be working in an environment of strong personalities with major conflicts over values, ideas or programs.  

· Lack of challenge.   Peter Drucker in Managing the Non-Profit Organization (Harper Business, 1990:197) says that “Burnout, much of the time, is a cop-out for being bored.” Sometimes leadership or ministry becomes little more than maintenance.  We feel that nothing has ever changed, and nothing ever will.  No one wants to try new things, and no new ideas are even offered.   Routine becomes boredom.  

· The pressure of temptations and failure.  Big egos often grow on those in charge of things. Positions of leadership foster personal ambition and encourage a desire to be served rather than serving others.  Leaders and teachers can come to love the perks and status that go with their jobs.  Those who are honest know their own mixed motives.  Yet we often give ourselves so little room for grace.  Although the Scriptures remind us that “All have sinned and come short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23), any failing in ministry is often considered permanently fatal to future ministry.  Even though many leaders in Scripture had major failings, people today don’t want flaws in their leaders.  This does not contribute to transparency or to the possibility of renewal and restoration.  The pressure is to appear better than what may be reality.  Rather than grow towards healthy maturity, people simply move away permanently.

The Renewal of Your People:  How?

· We are renewed through vision.  Renewal begins with a reaffirmation of what we are all about in our common vision and purpose. Teachers and the administrative staff team should be encouraged as they see the importance that their ministry has for the good of the Kingdom because of what they are doing together in equipping students.  Everyone needs to be constantly reminded where they are going and how they fit together into helping the institution train students for the ministries that God has for them.  People are reaffirmed and renewed as they see and feel their importance within the training process. 

· We are renewed as we work together in teams.   It should be renewing to discover and celebrate the abilities and experience of the people God has brought together. It is worth listening to the stories about those that God has uniquely equipped to be our colleagues.  That we are now together as a team is a complex story that God has woven.   While traveling in the Philippines, I met a new faculty member at a training institution located there.  She came from a Chinese background and had huge dreams for the school and the entire region built on her experiences and training.  As I listed to some of what mattered to her, I thought “What a neat person to have as part of one’s faculty team.”  

I felt that way about Overseas Council’s team when I came to work there.  People had competence, initiative and creativity as they made a good organization even better.  It touched me one day when one of our younger staff members brushed tears from her eyes as she watched a video about what God was doing around the world. One of my favorite people didn’t go a week without bringing in yet another huge idea that could impact the entire evangelical world.  I found joy in working with these people.  They renewed me and hopefully made me more effective in what I did. 

· We are renewed as our skills are renewed.  How can we become better teachers or administrators?  How can we use our differing gifts to serve each other better?   As we discussed in chapter 7 (“Excellence in Teachers”), renewing our skills involves investing in both formal and informal continuing education.  We also will be challenged to change as a result of the evaluations that should be done for every subject taught.  We can be renewed through attending conferences, workshops or faculty and staff retreats that focus on specific areas of teaching or administration.  Our job description should require reading and research into new things.  Informal times of creative interaction should be encouraged.  Our whole training program will be renewed as we all learn to do better what we have been called to do.  

· We are renewed by rest.  People will be renewed daily, providing that they are not constantly pushed to exhaustion.  No one should be asked to do more than can realistically be expected from him or her.  It is not healthy to live from crisis to crisis twenty-four hours a day.  As Elijah was fleeing for his life from Jezebel, his renewal began with some extended time for sleeping, accompanied with proper food.  He then went away for forty days to meet with God.  We all need regular breaks. The concept of Sabbath rest was not given for everyone except those in ministry.  Your educational team should be forced to take regular vacations and to enjoy a day off each week.  Providing for a sabbatical year can even be career-saving.

· We are renewed when we are cared for. Everyone will do their jobs better if their families are adequately cared for.  That requires housing, medical coverage and a decent salary.  But people also do their jobs better if they live in healthy communities where people care for one another and pray for one another, both privately and publicly.   

Becoming a Learning Community


Renewal happens best when there is an educational culture that cares about how things are going.  From top to bottom, everyone should be looking for ways to affirm that which is good and to fix that which is struggling.  Such an environment is healthier and more satisfying to work in than one where there is constant criticism and fear of failure.  As a community, we all need to look for ways to celebrate what God is doing, and not be quick to critique everyone and everything that is not as perfect as we might like it to be.  


We do this by becoming a learning community.  We need to become listeners to a broad network that regularly provides good feedback.  Some of this can be formal feedback, such as the written conclusions of the visitation team verifying your self-evaluation accreditation review or the compilation of the written evaluations done by students after each class subject.  We may choose to invite an outside consultant to formally help us evaluate our program and our plans for the future.  We also provide formal feedback to individuals through annual performance reviews based on their job descriptions.  

However, becoming a learning community fundamentally involves finding informal ways to listen to each other, to alumni, to those key church leaders who are our owners, to our advisory council and governing board, to churches and Christian organizations, and to the community and world in which we serve.  We need to find multiple ways by which we can understand more about the impact we have (or don’t have) as a training institution.


Feedback isn’t primarily about hearing criticism, though learning about failures and receiving suggestions for improvement are important parts of what we need to hear.  But everyone should also be encouraged to celebrate with us what God has done in and through our efforts.  We should invite everyone we can to dream and pray with us about things that could be done.  This kind of feedback doesn’t just happen by itself.  In order to discern what we are doing well, and to understand what needs to be changed, dropped or added -- we may need to convene groups of key pastors, alumni or students.  As our faculty and administrative leadership travel, asking for honest feedback should be part of what everyone does.  Time should regularly be scheduled into staff, faculty and student meetings for reflection on what and how we are doing.  Giving feedback is one of the primary functions of our advisory council and governing board.  


There are specific things that we should be learning from different groups.

Learning from our graduates.

We need to visit our graduates where they are as well as to encourage them to occasionally come back to campus.  More that anyone else, they know the totality of our training program and have first-hand experience as to its practical impact.  We need to hear their concerns and suggestions.  Specifically we should ask them:
· Of all the courses they took, which were most useful in preparing them for life and ministry?  

· Which were of the least value and why?  

· What do they wish that they had learned or studied, but didn’t?  How could we do a better job of helping others learn these things? 

Learning from the leaders of churches or Christian organizations that sent us their students.


As these people are our “owners” we need to hear their compliments, complaints and suggestions about who we are and what we are doing.  There are two basic things that we need to learn from them:  
· To what extent do they feel that our graduates returned well-prepared and equipped for the real needs of ministry?  Can they preach, do administration, deal with issues of spiritual warfare, develop evangelistic outreaches, do pastoral visits and counseling, teach Bible classes, disciple new believers, or provide vision for the church?  

· What kind of people were they when they returned?  Servants?  Team players?  Arrogant?  Compassionate?  Willing to work hard in behind-the-scenes ministry?  Scholars more than pastors?  Mentors to potential new leaders?  

Learning from students about their teachers

We primarily learn from students as part of an evaluation that should be done at the end of every class subject offered.  Teachers should not see what individual students write about them.  However, a summary should be given to the teacher, ideally as part of a discussion with the academic dean about how the class could be improved.  A copy of this summary should also be kept in the personnel file for that teacher. Input from the students is useful in these areas:
· Personality and attitudes.   Was there humility, respect for the students, awareness of student needs and availability to them, emotional equilibrium, enthusiasm, dedication, and openness to criticism? 

· Preparation and teaching competence.  Did the teacher thoroughly understand the subject matter, adequately cover the material, and come prepared and on time, grade fairly and return assignments in a reasonable time?

· Teaching methodology.  Were ideas presented clearly, the important things emphasized, time used well, a variety of teaching techniques used, and interaction encouraged?  Was a healthy group dynamic promoted and learning stimulated? 

Learning from students about the class subjects 

Three open-ended questions are useful for any class subject:

· What part of the course helped them the most?

· What part of the course was the least important to them?

· What suggestions would they make for improving the course?

Students may love a class that didn’t need to be in the curriculum, but which was brilliantly taught.  Alternatively, an important subject that was poorly taught may be given low marks from students.  An evaluation should have questions that allow us to discern the perceived importance that students place on the subject itself and not just on how it was taught.  There are three primary issues of concern: 

· Did the course achieve its goals and objectives?   Do these goals and objectives seem to fit in well with other courses being taught? 

· Did it respond to the realities of the church or society, and did it give students the knowledge, skills and character needed for serving in the church or elsewhere?

· Was the course designed well?  (Balance of how the material is organized, too much or too little material to be covered in one term, or readings and assignments that are appropriate) 

Learning from the teachers about students 


It is good each year for teachers to take time to talk with each other about the students and to pray together for them.  Are there any special problem people or issues that need attention?  Are these students worth celebrating over?  What needs to be done to strengthen the student body?  This should not become an opportunity for sharing community gossip.  But someone may have noticed something that is more than an idiosyncrasy.  I remember a faculty meeting where a teacher raised the issue of a student who routinely came to class barefoot.  No one imagined that the student was likely to graduate to become a barefoot pastor, but was there an attitude that needed attention so that the student would not create problems for himself in ministry?  

Learning from teachers about themselves 


Teachers can be given a self-evaluation form to allow them to reflect on themselves and their colleagues.  What they write is confidential, although this could be discussed with the academic dean, or become part of a faculty meeting.  This can include such questions as:

· How do my subjects relate to the rest of the curriculum?  

· What more do I need to know in order to teach my classes more effectively?  

· How can I become more creative in my teaching methodologies?  

· How are my relationships with colleagues, students and the administration?  

· What would strengthen the teaching team that I am a part of?

Learning from everyone about the overall program 


We need informal forums during the year not only to celebrate, but to listen to problems before they become crises.  Are there issues with the physical facilities, including problems of security, space, lighting or acoustics?  Are there problems with specific rules and regulations?  Are there unresolved tensions? 

Conclusions

May you be renewed as you evaluate what you have been, celebrate what God is doing and prayerfully dream about what you could become.  Think realistically about what needs to be kept, fixed, dropped or added. Your strategic plan cannot simply be a wish list, reflecting the creative enthusiasm of some of your staff, but a carefully prayed-through plan, with adequate funding for the facilities, programs and a faculty and administrative team to equip real students for the ministries that God has for them.   I trust that your constituency and owners will delight in you as they benefit from the fruits of what you are doing.  May many see your excellence and give praise to God because of you. 

Discussions Questions Regarding Your Evaluation and Renewal

1. What is worth celebrating in your program?  How do you answer those who may question whether what you are doing is worth the effort, time and expense?

2. Where are you in the organizational life-cycle?  As you evaluate your institution, what is your biggest need?  

3. To what extent are you and your administrative staff and teaching team too weary to to do an effective evaluation of yourselves?  Why are you or they so worn out?  What can be done to renew your team?

4. Are you a learning community?  How can you improve the way you receive and use feedback?  From whom do you need to do more learning?
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