Chapter 6 
Excellence in Curriculum

There is no perfect curriculum where “one size fits all.”  An excellent program equips specific students for ministry within a specific context.  Its curriculum is creatively taught by teachers whose lives illustrate what they are saying.  

One can hear a lack of popular enthusiasm for leadership training programs among those who feel that theological education doesn’t effectively equip its graduates with theory, biblical foundations and practice for life or ministry. Is the problem with the curriculum?  Five problem areas all relate to curriculum.  

(1) Is our curriculum incapable of doing intentional character development or teaching spiritual disciplines?  There is unfortunately a clear lack of character in some of those who hold diplomas from Bible schools and theological seminaries. 

(2) Does our curriculum dampen students’ passion for reaching the lost and thus hinder those who give leadership to the churches that are growing the fastest?   One of the speakers at the Global Consultation on World Evangelization (GCOWE) in Pretoria in July of 1997 said that theological schools are one of the biggest obstacles to world evangelism.  

(3) Is a traditional curriculum capable of imparting the practical pastoral and leadership skills that people need for ministry? 

(4) Does our curriculum prepare graduates to deal with issues, such as political corruption, ethnic genocide and apartheid, or the disparity between rich and poor? There is a perception of a lack of relevance between what is taught and the world in which we live. 

(5) Are there simply better ways to train leaders?  Is our curriculum based on teaching methodologies that are no longer valid?  Have we failed to learn from what others are doing?   

It is important to note those training institutions that are producing excellent graduates.  It is also reassuring to hear a call to renewal by those who give accreditation to training programs, (e.g. the 1995 ICETE Manifesto, http://www.theoledafrica.org/ICETE/ ICETEManifesto.asp).  Yet we are right to be concerned if we suspect that we may be teaching the wrong things in the wrong ways to the wrong people.  How can we evaluate our own curriculum and to what extent is this at the core of our problems?  


In this chapter we will consider the nature of curriculum.  We will see that God has his own curriculum to mold chosen and gifted people for holy living and loving service using training that is informal, non-formal and formal.  A good curricular plan understands the part of the task that is ours to do.  It builds on the experience and knowledge that our students already have and equips them for the ministries to which God has called them.  We will discuss issues of character development, course design and how to use and evaluate curricular materials.  

What is Curriculum?  

The term curriculum has its origins in the Latin word currere, which means “to run a race.”  The race is not primarily that of an intensive weekend seminar or an exhausting semester, but of life!  Note that a Curriculum Vita, our C.V., describes everything of importance to us (so far) in our existence: birth, marriage, children, education, work experiences, honors received, etc.  

Our personal “curriculum” is a summary, or résumé, of what has happened in and through us because of all that has happened around us.  This is profoundly theological.  For those who have been adopted as God’s children, He has a wonderful plan for our lives.  Paul declares, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:32).  Paul affirmed, “It is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:12).  Paul had confidence in what would be happening with his friends in Philippi, “that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6).  We are participating in a life-long curriculum that God is working out in us.  

For theological education training programs, curriculum can be understood in several different ways:

· As a list of subjects offered. 

· As an instructional plan for any one of those subjects, using a variety of learning experiences to lead a person towards achieving certain planned outcomes.  

· As a programmed piece of instruction for a specific course (such as curriculum for teaching computer skills, leadership management, or a 13-week series of Sunday School lessons).

· As the overall effects of an entire educational package.

In considering the impact of a training institution, it is this latter piece that is most important.  The curriculum includes everything we do that contributes to the growth of students.  Dr. Victor Cole has written that a curriculum is “the totality of the process of an educational plan of action” (Training of the Ministry. Bangalore: Theological Book Trust, 2001, p. 38). Curricular plans are how we structure the entire educational process. There are two basic pieces to any curricular plan: 

(1) Content to be taught.  “You need to learn this.”

(2) Someone to be equipped in character and for ministry.  “You need to learn this.”

Bible schools have often emphasized one of these at the expense of the other.  Content can become a sacred box of accumulated wisdom or traditions to be poured into a student’s head, irrespective of how useful the material may be for that student.  Alternatively, focusing only on an individual’s equipping or formation may reduce training to the mastery of techniques, with little self-understanding and minimal biblical or historical foundations on which to stand.  Both content and practice are important.

However, while a really good teacher can help his or her students to achieve high marks on content exams and (within the capacity and abilities of the student) to achieve much in skill development, no human teacher can change the human heart or ultimately re-shape the mind.  Transformation is the work of God.  

God’s Curricular Plan

In organizing a curricular plan for adult learners, we must become aware of our role within God’s life-long curriculum for the student.  We need to know what God has already been doing in a person’s life and then find appropriate ways to facilitate the continuing process of learning and growing towards maturity.  Every individual’s C.V. should show the good works that have been done while he or she was being conformed to the image of Jesus.  God’s final exam is pass-fail, and those who succeed will hear: “Well done, good and faithful servant!”  There are five biblical passages that allow us so see some of the principles of God’s curricular plan.

(1) God is already at work (Romans 12:1-2).

We enroll in God’s educational plan when we offer ourselves to Him as living sacrifices, accepting by faith with gratefulness what He has done for us and in us.  We can’t change ourselves from bad to good, but we can be transformed and renewed in order to know God and His will.  Yet we continue to live within a specific context.  Most of what we know -- our worldview, core values, and basic behaviors (including a lot of sinful habits) -- has come from our environment.  As God works in us, it is important to become aware of both the positive and negative effects that our culture has on us so that we can resist continuing to be “conformed to this world.”  

(2) Learning is worth the effort (Proverbs 2:1-6).
Although wisdom is a gift from God, there are things that we, as God’s students, are to do to acquire wisdom and understanding.  We need to come to His word with a heart inclined to accept it and with a mind ready to remember it.  Like all good students, we are to be active learners asking questions and speaking up when we don’t understand.  Learning requires research and effort, but it is motivated by the value of the result: a knowledge of God.  

(3) Training is for obedience(Matthew 28:18-20).
The Great Commission concludes: “Teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you.”  This suggests two important aspects of God’s curriculum:  (1) Those who are to be taught include all those who have been evangelized and baptized.  (2) What matters is not what we know or know how to do, but obedience to all that Jesus commanded.  Most of our training programs don’t know how to design a curriculum that teaches obedience.  We do better at giving quizzes, tests and projects.  

(4) Truth is to be taught, modeled and put into practice (2 Timothy 2:2; 3:10-17).  

In God’s curriculum, what we learn from others is to be retaught.  The Scriptures are foundational to lead us to salvation and equip us for ministry.  That God’s Word is useful for “teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” suggests both a positive and a negative aspect to God’s educational process.  Learning involves removing bad thinking and wrong doctrine (correction) as well as understanding what is right (teaching).  Learning to live and to minister requires correcting bad behavior and practice (rebuking), while seeing positive models and receiving encouragement (training in righteousness).   Models are an important part of God’s educational plan.  Timothy could continue in what he had learned because he knew what both content and practice looked like in the lives of those from whom he had learned.  Timothy had observed Paul’s way of life, his purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions and sufferings.  God’s intent is that His students will be mature and thoroughly equipped for every good work through their study of His Word and from the models of their teachers. 

(5) Everyone is to be equipped to use their gifts (Ephesians 4:7, 11-16).

It is only as each part of the body of Christ does its work that the whole body, which is joined and held together by every supporting ligament, is able to grow and build itself up in love.  All of God’s people are gifted, though not everyone has the same gifts.  The methodology of God’s curriculum is for leaders to learn how to equip others to do the work so that everyone is adequately equipped to use the gifts that he or she has.  

What Curriculum is Fundamentally Not

(1) Curriculum is not a package to be passed on. 

Theological training is not passing on the exact same package that we were given.  We tend to not only teach in the way that we were taught, but to teach exactly what it was that we were taught. It is not appropriate to simple re-teach the same classnotes and textbooks that have always been used, especially when those textbooks weren’t written for the environment and needs of the student we are teaching.  We need to critically reflect on whether what we are doing is biblical, relevant to the lives of our students and effective in equipping them for their own ministries. 

(2) Curriculum is not a monastic experience.

A curriculum is not something to be absorbed over three to four years while living on or near a campus with its dormitories, resident scholars, a library and impressive buildings.  Some graduates seem to have acquired their credentials by merely spending time in the neighborhood.  They have “had” four years of theology as all can see by the certificate or diploma hanging prominently on their wall.  Yet little learning occurred if their lives didn’t change or if they can’t remember much of what they studied. 

(3) Curriculum is not preparing a few, especially for the wrong things.

A curricular plan is not a pathway for graduates to become an elite group of special people called to bless others through their efforts.  We have failed if our graduates (and their churches) feel that they are to become the paid professionals who should do, on behalf of their churches, all of the church’s visitation, pastoral care, evangelism, social outreach and administration.  We have also failed if our training efforts have produced performers who present polished and entertaining worship services each week for the “masses” who come to pray and pay for those who do everything for them and for their pleasure.

How People Learn  

A good curriculum equips real people for real ministries. There is no perfect global curriculum taught by the world’s greatest teachers or a single educational package that can be used everywhere with anyone.  One size does not fit all.  People learn in a variety of settings and in a variety of ways.  As all of our students are already enrolled in God’s educational program, we need to be aware of where they are in their journeys with God.  Developing curriculum requires us to understand something of the environment in which people learn, so that we can more adequately prepare a curricular plan to equip our students.   

People learn informally. 

Most anything of significance that any of us has learned probably did not come from formal education.  We continue to be shaped by the world around us.  That includes both the good and bad of what we’ve absorbed from home, the neighborhood, church, friends and work.  We have “learned” how and what to see, and how to interpret those things.  We probably non-critically reflect the values, behavior and worldview of our cultural and natural heritage.  Like those before us, we’re selfish by nature and we’ve learned how to be manipulative.  We know how to create problems and avoid conflict.  While most of us want to change so that we can live differently, our self-help plans will fail since only God can transform a person from within.  We need God’s Holy Spirit to be at work in us in the context of healthy Christian communities.  

A good curricular plan recognizes the importance of the environment and the community in learning.  Who we are and what we do as a learning community will have the greatest influence on what and how our students actually learn from us.  We will want to help them develop a critical self-understanding of themselves and their backgrounds.  We will use small groups to help people help each other to grow.  We will give good advice as we encourage one another.  We will also consciously identify good and bad models that will encourage our students to live in a way that glorifies God.  

People learn non-formally.

We have all learned from small groups, seminars or workshops.  Although you received no academic credit for years in Sunday school, hopefully you learned something about God!  You may have been part of a Bible study group, or you attended a weekend workshop on marriage enrichment or on missions or on how to share your faith.  Perhaps you have taken a short course to learn how to use a computer program, to fix truck engines or to scuba dive.  Maybe you read a book about HIV-AIDS.  Many people are required to do in-service training.  Theological education by extension courses offer in-service training for those who are doing ministry to do it better.  Some people have been apprenticed to learn specific skills.  Perhaps you have been mentored by an older person.  All of these are non-formal ways to learn.  Adults appreciate training to help them learn things they want to learn.  

A good curricular plan will include specific topics that people know they need to acquire.  For example, a course on pastoral ministry should functionally be a whole series of seminars on skills that a pastor will need to have.  Some of these could be offered as continuing education seminars for graduates or for Christian leaders in the area.  The skills and wisdom of existing church leaders could be drawn on for apprenticeships or programs of mentoring for individual students.  

People learn formally.

When people think of “learning”, they normally think of schools and campuses.  Most people have spent years in institutional learning environments.  In formal study, the curriculum is a package of explicit content and skills to be taught in a defined sequence. There are requirements for entry and standards to be met in order for a student to receive a diploma or degree.  Students may study full-time during the day or evening, or part-time through modular study in a variety of locations or on campus during weekends or holiday times.  Formal study can include programs for education by extension or study done by correspondence or through the Internet.   

Theological education training programs are examples of formal learning.  A good curricular plan will use the time it has available for formal study with wisdom.  There are only so many courses that can be included in a three to four-year program.  Not everything that has ever been taught needs to be taught by you.  Furthermore every instructor needs to remember that students will learn more from the informal or non-formal training than from what happens in a formal class setting.  That doesn’t minimize the importance of formal classes, but it should help us teach with realism and humility.  

What a Curricular Plan Needs to Be

Even the best seminary cannot make people into pastors or evangelists.  But it can take those who have pastoral or teaching gifts and help them to pastor or teach better.  Equipping students for ministry is a complicated task, as we work with students who come with a variety of gifts, abilities, experience and training.  They have differing interests, motivations and attitudes and learn in different ways, especially at different ages.  Equipping students for ministry is further complicated by the relatively small amount of time we have to work with, coupled with the inadequacies of our resources and the limitations of our teaching team.  Nevertheless, it isn’t our task to do everything, only to participate well in what God is already doing in our students.  A curricular plan is how we structure our part of this educational process. 

A curricular plan needs to be built on four basic questions:

(1) What is the task that is ours to do?   

The primary educational goal of a theological education curriculum should be to equip real people for real ministry.  But there are many different kinds of ministry, and people have life-long needs.  Your training institution doesn’t have the capacity or the calling to do everything for everybody. As we discussed in chapter 3, we need to know our mission and purpose. Careful thought and lots of prayer is needed before we move away from what we are good at to become something else.  A Bible school with lots of students and a history of successful service to the church shouldn’t transfer its energy and resources into becoming a graduate program for only a handful of potential students, especially if there are other options for advanced study within the region.  Similarly, unless there are compelling reasons for change, a Bible school shouldn’t neglect its own students as it shifts toward secular job training for the broader community.  Our curricular plan will be the outworking of our values and purposes within our particular context.  

(2) Who are we trying to equip? 

We need to develop a profile of entering students to discover their calling, gifting, experience and previous training.  To equip them well for ministry requires learning about them in three related areas – knowing, doing and being:

· What do they already know (and not just about Bible and theology)? 

· What do they already know how to do?  What skills and abilities do they possess?

· What kind of people are they?  What do we know about their maturity and character?

Having the answers to these three questions gives us a starting point from which to develop a curricular plan.  However, before we start writing our curriculum, it is important to remember that we have control over who can enter our training programs.  It is appropriate to ask students to meet certain requirements before we will admit them.  If they don’t have a certain level of educational training or a certain amount of experience in ministry, they may not have the learning tools and basic knowledge and skills to be able to learn along with other students.  If a student is a new believer (or if it is questionable whether he or she is a believer at all), it doesn’t make sense to begin training for positions of leadership in the church.  Equally, if there is little sense of a calling to ministry or almost no experience in doing ministry in the church, it may be wise to not accept them (or least, not yet) as students.  We don’t have to start at whatever level the students bring us.
(3) For what are we training?

Our purpose is to prepare our students for life and ministry.  For us to develop a curriculum plan for them, we need to understand what specific knowledge and competencies they will require to be effective in the ministry roles that they will assume.  If they are becoming pastors, what are the many different things that pastors need to know how to do?   If our students will become cross-cultural missionaries, what is it that they will need to know or know how to do in order to be effective?  What attitudes and character are required in a cross-cultural missionary?  

(4) How should we get from here to there?  

This is the heart of what a curricular plan is: getting real students from where they are to where they need to be in order to minister effectively.  Whether we offer them new information, train them in new skills or disciple them in right ways to live, everything that we include in our curriculum needs to contribute to getting our students from where they are to where they need to be.  We do not simply teach courses because they have always been taught.  Each course complements all other courses in order to equip our students for what it is that they will be doing.  

During the late 1990s, three relatively small evangelical theological schools in Lebanon began discussing how they could share their faculty and facilities to better train their students.  In order to do this, they needed a common curriculum for all three schools.  Their first task was to determine a narrative profile of what they wanted their graduates to look like in areas of being, knowing and doing.  They then analyzed every subject currently in their respective course catalogs to see how each of these contributed to producing the outcomes they wanted.  Not all existing subjects fit, and so after two full years of discussion, the result was a new four-year BTh curriculum for all three schools.

The first year was a discipleship program focused on “being.”  The curriculum was designed to give an overview of the Bible, a firm understanding of one’s faith and to instill regular habits of Bible study, prayer and evangelism in any Christian.  Students were also introduced to lay ministry in the local church (“doing”), the focus on the second year of study.  Second-year students learned basic skills in preaching, teaching, missions and administration and were introduced to church and denominational history. Both of these years concluded with a celebration of accomplishments and no hint of failure for those who did not go on to the next level.  Only those who evidenced pastoral gifts and a call to ministry, and who successfully mastered the subjects of the first two years, were invited into the third and fourth years of the BTh curriculum.  While the final two years had “knowing” as their major objective and were designed to provide foundations for those who would become leaders within the Middle Eastern context, each course still included being and doing components.

Three Basic Types of Curriculum

(1) The invisible curriculum.  

The invisible, or hidden, curriculum is what we teach whether we intended to or not.  One of the rules of education is that we tend to teach the way we were taught.  In the same way, our students will imitate our attitudes, behaviors and teaching methodologies, even if we never said anything about them.  They will learn about valuing time over people - or people over time - by the behavior of their teachers.  They will learn about status by the size of our offices or by our titles or by the way we treat those “below” us.  As we become aware of the things that we are really teaching, the curricular implication is that we should control what we can from our invisible curriculum so that we can intentionally guide our students into learning the right things.  

(2) The null curriculum.  

We don’t teach everything that could be taught.  The null curriculum is what we don’t teach.  Nevertheless, maybe some of those subjects that we don’t offer could help to equip our students more adequately for ministry than some of the ones we have always taught.  Our students and the environment in which they minister is constantly changing.  Twenty-five years ago there wasn’t a need to discuss ministry in a context of HIV-AIDS, though this is an urgent need now.  What else should be included into our formal curriculum so that we don’t fail to help our students learn about important issues that they will face in their ministries?  The curricular implication is that when you add something, you need to drop something else that has now become less important.  

(3) The visible curriculum

The visible, or explicit, curriculum is the list of courses offered to students and listed in our prospectus.  Most curriculum in theological training institutions is built around five areas of study:  

· Biblical studies (including languages)

· Theology 

· Church history 

· Practical studies, such as preaching, counseling, or church administration.  

· General studies, such as English, psychology or sociology.  

These are all things that are worth studying.  However, the painful reality is that we have a limited amount of time in which to equip students for their ministries.  Curriculum development can be a game of fill-in-the-blanks.  For a three-year program, with four classes per term over six terms, there are 24 blanks to fill in with courses to be offered by teachers, with written syllabi, course objectives, a sequence of topics to be covered, assignments, and assigned readings, etc.  Most people tend to fill these slots with all the courses that they took when they were students, and they then teach them in the usual ways that these kinds of courses are always taught.  This is not the best way to develop a curriculum.  We need to make some difficult choices as we consciously think through what will get our students from where they are to where they need to be.  Courses that offer foundational knowledge should be balanced with those that help to develop specific skills.  All teachers need to know how each of their respective subjects fits together with everything else to equip students for ministry.

Our invisible curriculum (what students really learn, whether we intended to teach it or not) will contribute to this process as well.  For example, as we train them for pastoral roles, what are we teaching about time management by the way we use time; about the importance of prayer in ministry by the way we pray; or about the importance of people by the relationships we maintain with others?  Do we behave as shepherds or governors?  Are we inadvertently teaching them to be humble pastors or to be arrogant bishops?  

Character Development 

Transforming the human heart is the work of God.  So to what extent can a training program facilitate spiritual maturity in its students?  Probably the most important answer arises from the extent to which we understand how our environment influences what we learn about everything.  Our students (and faculty) will grow in Christ as they are part of a consciously Christian community where we take seriously God’s presence among us.  

A school’s faculty and administrative teams should creatively work with each other to come up with ideas as to how spiritual growth and maturity can be encouraged among the students.  Here are some suggestions that others have tried:  

· Hire a dean of students who will serve as pastor and counselor to staff and students.  

· Schedule regular spiritual activities, such as chapel or small prayer groups.

· Faculty can serve as one-on-one mentors of students, helping them develop plans for their own spiritual growth

· Students can document their own spiritual growth through journaling.  

· Develop and enforce rules for acceptable behavior for the academic community – and then discipline biblically those who violate the rules.  

· Schedule special events, such as retreats, days of prayer, or a week of special spiritual emphasis.

· Include classes in the curriculum relating to spiritual formation, such as on evangelism or the Christian family.  A course on “prayer” could examine Scriptural teaching, or use books by those who prayed, or develop prayer exercises to help students evaluate their own prayer lives and develop new habits of prayer. 

· Schedule a day each semester for teachers and staff to confidentially discuss issues related to the spiritual growth of each one of the students enrolled at the school.  Then take time to pray for each student individually.  

· Encourage and oversee integration between all subjects being taught.  Teachers need to understand how their subject areas contribute to the overall curriculum, including the spiritual growth of students.  How well does everything work together to effectively equip students in areas of character for the ministries that they will have?

Course Design


According to George Posner and Alan Rudnitsky in Course Design: A Guide to Curriculum Development for Teachers (New York: Longman, 2001), general educational goals explain why we are offering our program at all.  A curricular plan generically defines what we will be teaching, and is built around intended learning outcomes (ILOs).  Our “why” should be visible in our institutional purpose while our “what” will be seen in the collection of courses that we include in our explicit curriculum.  It is as we design an educational or instructional plan that we answer the question “how?” 

To have overall excellence in our curriculum, each individual course within the curriculum must be well-designed and well-taught.  There are many good resources that have been written to assist teachers in developing the courses they teach.  I have listed some of these in the bibliography at the end of this chapter.  

We don’t automatically achieve excellence by importing curricular packages or programmed materials that others have designed.  These may be brilliantly done and perhaps they can serve as resources for enriching our program.  But if our concern is to equip our students for ministry, we need to be careful about simply adopting someone else’s content and methodology without adapting these for the specific world and needs of our students.  

As we will see in the next chapter, the greatest resource that any training program has is its teachers.  Excellent training programs have great teachers who know how to use good materials to train their students.  That is much more than being monitors who only make sure that students correctly fill in the blanks of their programmed teaching materials.  Teachers build relationships with their students and apply truths to the lives of people that they have gotten to know.  They need the freedom to draw on their own gifts and experiences as they develop courses that respond appropriately to the needs of their students.  

The potential difficulty of allowing teachers as much freedom as they want is that each class subject must contribute to the agreed-upon process of the overall curriculum, that is, to get students from where they are to where they need to be.  A program’s curricular plan will define the content and the intended learning outcomes for the overall program.  Each subject to be taught should then have its own syllabus on file.  This will have agreed-upon learning objectives, a narrative summary of what the subject is to cover and how the material fits into the overall curriculum of the training program.  Whoever teaches the subject will develop his or her instructional plan on this standardized syllabus and then present this in written form to the students (and to files) as a plan for how the course will actually be taught. 

For example, an individual assigned to teach the book of Romans may be given three intended learning objectives for the study of this biblical book:  (a) that students will come to understand and affirm their own justification by faith; (b) that students will be able to explain a summary of the theology and thinking of Paul; and (c) that students will gain skills in inductive Bible study.   A good teacher will fulfill the objectives for the course, while developing a creative class-time methodology, in accordance with his own skills.  What he doesn’t have is the freedom to only cover chapters 1-3, or to fail to adequately deal with all three of the objectives.  

A syllabus needs to include:

· Course description.  This is the brief narrative description of what the course is to cover and the rationale as to how the course fits into the overall curriculum.  

· Course objectives or goals.  These are the agreed-upon intentional learning objectives for this subject matter.  

· A schedule of what will be covered and when.  This should include some indication of the methodologies that will be used in looking at various aspects of the subject matter.  The schedule should also indicate dates for special events or exams, as well as due dates for assignments.  

· The requirements for the course.  What reading or projects will students need to do?  Will there be case studies, group work or field trips?  Will there be exams?  The syllabus should indicate something of how these assignments will be evaluated and the weight that each assignment will have on the overall grade (along with things like attendance or class participation).  Note that evaluations must be designed so that both the student and the teacher will know that the course objectives have been met.  

· A list of the textbooks or required reading for the course, along with a bibliography of books, articles or electronic resources that could allow the student to explore the subject in greater detail.  

A copy of the syllabus should be on file for every course included in the explicit curriculum of the theological training institution, that is, everything listed in the school’s course catalogue.  It is also helpful to keep a confidential file in the office for academic administration that includes teaching notes, copies of exams and perhaps even examples of exceptionally good work done by students.  Over time, this is the best way to document the quality of what is being done by teachers in implementing the curriculum.  A complete file on each subject is also helpful for new teachers to be able to draw on the wisdom of those who have taught this before.  

In the next chapter we will look at how to help teachers to teach better.  We will then discuss further in chapter 12 how evaluation can be used to improve the curriculum.  

Using Curricular Materials


It may be a lot of unnecessary work to write all of your own teaching materials when there is so much that has already been done by others.  Nevertheless, as most authors were writing for an audience that is different than ours, we need to evaluate curricular materials before we use them.  There are six key questions that a teacher should ask before deciding to use someone else’s material:
(1) What is the purpose of this material?  Is there enough similarity so that it also can serve to meet my purposes in the course that I am teaching?

(2) What assumptions have been made about the users?  Are these assumptions that could describe my students, or are they too different for this textbook to be helpful to them?

(3) What methodology is used, and is it appropriate for its intended users?  Is it also appropriate for my students?

(4) Is there a logical flow or sequence to what is presented?  Is this sequence organized in a way that allows us to adequately cover what we need to do?

(5) How could the materials best be used?  Is our class structured in such a way that these materials will contribute to the learning of my students?

(6) What hesitations do I have about the materials?  Is there a bias?  Are there limitations in what it will be able to do for my students?

Writing Your Own Curricular Materials:

After a teacher has taught a particular subject for five years or so, he or she may feel ready to write up what has worked successfully in the classroom for others to benefit from the experience and wisdom.  However, before you take on the difficult task of trying to write curricular materials, make sure that you are aware of what has already been done by others and why these existing materials aren’t adequate.  You need be clear as to who needs your “curriculum” and why.   


Curricular materials need to have a logical flow and sequencing and include suggestions for methodologies that are appropriate for those who will likely use the materials.  Unlike what you presented as a teacher in class, written words will be read without the benefit of someone to explain what isn’t clear.  A manual or explanation of how to use your material may help, though even this will be read without you being present to explain it.

Find ways to get critical feedback from colleagues and friends concerning what you have written.  It is best if you do the first test-teaching of your own materials, although before these materials are published, they should also be test-taught by others who can provide feedback about what was confusing or difficult to use.  

Conclusions  


Your students come from and go into an environment that is constantly changing.  Thus the profile of your students will change over time, as will your profile of what the graduates will need to know, know how to do, and be.  These changes require you to regularly rethink (and not just perfect) your curriculum, in order to help your students get from where they are now to where they will need to be in three to five years.  Thus, it is good to revise (or at least revisit) the entire curricular every five years or so.

Becoming an excellent theological education institution requires courage and creativity.  Your curriculum should not primarily reflect the traditions from your glorious past, but should be an integrated and deliberate way to equip the real people who are studying now for the real ministries that they will have.  Your graduates will rise up and call you blessed!

Discussion Questions Regarding Your Curriculum

1. As you reflect on the impact of your training program, what has been your particular role within the curricular plan that God has for your students?

2. If you have never done this before (or if you haven’t done this recently), develop a composite profile of the students who come to study with you.  What do they know?  What do they know how to do?  What kinds of people are they?  

3. Do you have students who probably shouldn’t have been admitted because they don’t fit this profile?

4. What do your graduates do when they finish their training with you?  If you have never done this before (or if you haven’t done this recently), develop a composite profile of what a graduate needs to know, know how to do, or be for effectiveness in the ministries that God has for them.

5. To what extent is your curricular plan helping get your students from here to there so that they are adequately equipped for real ministry?  Or to what extent is the problem “with the curriculum” as was stated at the beginning of this chapter?
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