Excellence in Teachers

Chapter 7
Excellence in Teachers 

The most important single resource that a program has is its teaching team.  Excellent training institutions know how to find, train and encourage their teachers. 

According to Ephesians 4:11, teachers are a gift from God to the church to help His people learn to put truth into the practice of their daily lives.  If it is true that the focus of our educational efforts should be on character development and ministry preparation, then we need teachers who know how to do this well.  We don’t need teachers who simply read students the notes from their own seminary classes.  How can we discover the kinds of educators that we need?  The best place to start may be with the teaching staff that we already have, although in many training programs this can be a rather motley collection of “free” missionaries along with a handful of full- and part-time local teachers.  Helping this group become more effective in what they are trying to do cannot be accomplished solely by sending them all off for advanced graduate degrees.  

I prefer the term teacher to that of professor, lecturer or tutor.  There is some appeal in having the specialized, individualized attention of a tutor, though for many people the term primarily connotes those who listen passively as undergraduates recite their lessons.  A “professor” tends to be a term of status given to someone with lots of formal education after long years of tenure.  It may or may not indicate what the person can actually do.  The term “lecturer,” however, describes exactly what the person does:  lecture.  We don’t need someone to read to our students what they should be able to read on their own at home or in the library. On the other hand, the term “teacher” theoretically describes someone who helps students to learn.  

Good teachers are the greatest resource that any school or training program has.  We are blessed if we have teachers who know how to pastorally care for and equip students so that they will be ready to take on the ministries to which God has called them.  We need those who know their subject matter well and who model what they know.  We also want them to know the techniques of teaching so that they can creatively help their students explore the real world, as well as the world of ideas and books.  Excellent training programs know how to develop their teaching staff into these kinds of people. 

Factors in Developing the Faculty That We Need

An institution may have an adequate number of people for the courses it offers without having a really good faculty team.  All of our teachers may have advanced degrees.  We even have the right percentage of national staff, yet our faculty may remain inadequate.  Five questions help us determine whether our teachers contribute to our having an excellent faculty team. 

(1) Do they have formal training in the right areas?  

Obtaining advanced level degrees is important, although the relevance of one's advanced training is even more important.  Does what was studied have anything to do with the area in which the person will actually be teaching?  We need teachers who have a depth of knowledge about their area of instruction, not simply those who have demonstrated a capacity to make it through academic hoops. Having a PhD in mathematics or medicine does not qualify someone to teach Biblical studies or church history.  

Nevertheless, there is much value when teachers have learned how to think and do research in their areas of teaching under the guidance of a competent mentor and when their degrees come from credible institutions.  Advanced study helps people to acquire a broad understanding of issues that will be relevant to students, while the models of learning that they observe while they study enhances their own program when they teach.  
(2) Do they have practical skills in the right areas?  

What does a teacher actually know how to do in the area where he or she will be teaching?  It is reasonable to expect that a homiletics teacher actually knows how to preach, that pastoral pragmatics are being taught by pastors, that counseling courses are being offered by those with training and experience in listening, that evangelism is being taught by those who regularly share their faith, and that missiology is being taught by those who have experience in cross-cultural ministry. 

Communications is also a skill that should be required in our teachers.  We aren’t helped by having people on staff with advanced degrees and lots of knowledge if what they know can’t be communicated coherently at the level of the students.  This includes linguistic competency.  I have met missionary teachers who were brilliant in what they knew, but who so rarely spoke the language of instruction outside of class that they could hardly speak it in class. This is unfair to students.  Some exceptions can be made for visiting professors who are experts in a specific area, but a faculty is not adequate if it is primarily made up of those who cannot communicate what they know to students in any language.  

(3) Are they good role models?  
The catalog or prospectus of every seminary or Bible school describes the spiritual growth that they hope to see in their students during their time of study.  The single greatest factor that contributes to spiritual growth seems to be what students see in the lives and ministries of their teachers.  How well does your faculty do in what they are modeling?   

Timothy was to be an example in speech, life, love, faith and purity. His growth was to be so public that everyone and anyone could monitor his progress (1 Timothy 4:12-16).  To what extent are our faculty members committed to knowing and loving God?  Are students able to see their teachers grow spiritually?   Or to what extent are our teachers like the elders Paul described in 1 Timothy 3 -- above reproach and respected by all?  What do their families and marriages look like?  Do our teachers regularly participate in local churches?  Do they respect each other, or do they say negative things about one another both in and out of class?  Do they respect their students, or do they only show up for class, being “too busy” for their students at any other time?  

These things matter, as who we are speaks much louder than anything we verbalize.  When Jesus warned of false teachers in Matthew 7, nothing was said about the content of the lectures that they gave.  Scripture speaks in other places about the importance of truth and correct doctrine.  Yet, a false teacher is also known by the fruit that everyone can see in his or her life.  We will learn about the excellence of our teaching staff as we ourselves observe them, and as we listen to appropriate evaluations about them from students and colleagues.  

(4) Are they gifted for teaching?  

We have already noted that teachers are special people, given by God to prepare His people for ministry (Ephesians 4:11-16).  These teachers who are pastors -- or pastors who are teachers -- draw on their experiences and the Scriptures to help their students become mature, equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:17).

Are those whom you have contracted to teach actually gifted by God for teaching?  Although we can distinguish the gifting of a person as a teacher from skills that can be learned in order to teach more effectively, the two are related.  All of us (including those gifted by God to be teachers) can learn more about the basic rules of pedagogy in order to more creatively facilitate the learning process of others.  Nevertheless, it would seem reasonable that training programs should have faculty who are those pastor/teachers that God has given to His church as a gift.  We should be able to discern who these people are through the evidence that they are being used by God to equip others for ministry.  

(5) Are they willing to grow?  

Every teacher should have a curiosity to know more, a longing to mature in obedience, and a desire to improve his or her teaching methodology.  One big hindrance to this comes from pride, the feeling that we already know enough.  I knew a medical doctor in Latin America who had not read anything new about medicine since completing his studies years earlier.  He’s not unique, but can anyone seriously want to be treated by such a person?  

Are our teachers so very different?  Some instructors are afraid of discussion lest a student ask something they don’t already know.  Classes routinely can be taught by someone who hasn’t changed a thing since he or she began teaching 35 years ago.  An adequate teaching faculty is composed of those who constantly learn new things by listening and observing, with an internal commitment to keep on growing and to do things even better.  As a new missionary, I visited a colleague who had been in Brazil for a number of years and who had taught in several different locations.  I asked if I could sit in on his classes to learn more about how to teach in the Brazilian context.  As we talked afterwards, he commented with tears in his eyes, “You know, you are the first person who has ever observed one of my classes.”  

All elementary and secondary level teachers undergo rigorous on-site practical training to prepare them for their teaching responsibilities.  Most also need to participate in regular re-training once they begin to teach.  This rarely happens for those who work in Bible schools or for those who teach in universities.  Somehow a PhD, all by itself, theoretically qualifies a person to be a tertiary level lecturer almost anywhere, even though many with PhDs don’t have a clue about how to teach effectively.  Becoming and staying excellent requires that our qualified teaching staff is committed to continue to grow.

A really good teaching team is the product of a well-constructed strategic plan.  As we learn about who our new students are, discovering what they know and know how to do, and as we discern who they will need to be when they graduate with specific knowledge and skills -- getting them from here to there requires the right kind of teachers and mentors.  

We should begin our assessment of the excellence of our teachers by looking closely at the teachers we already have.  For most, we will be able to affirm with joy how God is using them as we look for ways that we can help them become even more effective.  However, not everyone with a degree is worth having as a teacher.  If we conclude that some of those on our teaching team are not the right people to help us get our students from where they are to where they need to be, we need the courage and tact to weed them out.  Letting people go is not easy in any culture.  It may not even be legal to release a staff member. Nevertheless, through prayer and wisdom, it is possible to find ways to encourage those who don’t fit in to leave.  There’s too much at stake if you don’t have the right kind of team. 

Caring for the Teachers That We Have

If teachers are satisfied and content, they will not move away from us so quickly to new pastures.  Satisfaction is more likely to occur when they are a part of a healthy living and working environment.  So how can a training institution be the kind of place where excellent teachers want to work and in which they can continue to grow and develop?  There are seven areas that will help our teachers to feel comfortable and satisfied that they are part of an excellent teaching team. 

(1)  Are we clear about our identity, purpose and expectations?  

Excellent training programs know why they exist.  Their programs are coherently constructed to respond to the real needs of the community they are serving.  Their curriculum is designed and regularly updated to help students to get from where they are to where they need to go.  New people are oriented to the program’s history, ethos and practices.  Job descriptions exist and each person knows what they do and how this contributes to the overall purpose of the training program.  Participation together in a task that we know is worth doing is a great way to make a training program attractive to those teachers that we want to come and stay.

(2)  Do we provide adequately for the necessities of life?  

We will discuss this further in chapter 10, but issues of salary and housing are important in finding and keeping the kind of faculty that we want.  We need to consider the education of their children as well as health care and retirement funding.  If we have been considerate and wise in developing appropriate support packages for our staff, we will be attractive to them and successful in finding and keeping the right kind of staff. 

(3)  Do we function well as a caring community?  

Who we are as a community not only speaks loudly to our students, it also is important to our teachers and staff.  To retain and encourage excellent teaching teams, we need to be healthy communities that know how to encourage and minister to one another.  Open communication needs to be modeled throughout the academic community.  Conflicts need be resolved through individual efforts, with gentle intervention if necessary.  Both students and staff should receive pastoral care, with structured time for prayer and sharing.  Time needs to be built into job descriptions to allow for activities that will develop and strengthen community.  Our communities should be enjoyable places to live and work.  

(4) Are we a learning community?  


We will discuss excellence in renewal in chapter 12, but it is worth remembering that good teachers are those who continue to learn.  Excellent programs schedule and encourage participation in a variety of on- and off-campus activities to help teachers stay sharp and to teach better.  You may want to host seminars with outside specialists, have guided discussions around key issues, or share the research that various staff members are working on.  Time should be allocated for research and writing if this is expected as a part of the teaching task.  Formal study can be a part of ongoing learning as well as a chance for renewal as it allows a person to take something in, rather than constantly give out.  We will discuss formal advanced training later in this chapter.  

(5)  Do we encourage breaks and taking time for renewal? 

Being a good teacher requires a lot of work.  There are two issues here.  The first is that a teacher must be given time in order to stay on top of what will best equip each new generation of students for the ministries that they will have. We don’t want our teachers doing the same things in the same ways year after year. Teachers and staff need time for reflection, as well as for research and reading in order to better understand and communicate what they are teaching.

But the many activities of being a teacher can also be draining.  An accumulation of spiritual and emotional exhaustion results in ineffective and unhappy people.  Some may opt to leave the education world entirely, at least for a while.  People should not be encouraged to work twenty-four hours a day, every day of the week.  We need to encourage days off and the regular taking of vacation days.  Time for longer breaks will also help.  Missionaries are usually allowed regular long-leave, although not all missionaries use this time wisely for renewal and rest.  However, little is ever arranged for national staff.  Structuring and funding periodic breaks for both refreshment and renewal, often called sabbaticals, would help us to hold onto a staff that will be healthier and more productive.  

(6) Do we encourage networking?

Participation in regional training conferences and consultations are excellent ways for people to learn new ideas and skills. Morale and the quality of teaching is improved when staff can build relationships with colleagues at other training programs in the region. Participation in consultations also honors your staff as they gain status and recognition as they make presentations concerning what they (and you) have learned and done. Allowing our teaching team to occasionally offer their courses in other training institutions also honors them, while encouraging renewal through a periodic change of scenery.   Furthermore, faculty exchanges make economic sense as we share our expertise while borrowing the expertise of others.  Such networking is a good way to learn new insights as we see how others do what we are also trying to do.  

Making all this happen requires giving faculty time, as well as occasionally helping with funding.  This kind of investment will help you keep your best teachers.   

(7) Do we have good library resources?  


Those who return from study overseas often complain that they no longer have access to the wonderful resources they had there.  We don’t need to duplicate overseas libraries, but providing reference books and appropriate journals, along with a capacity for electronic research will allow our faculty to continue to study and grow. We will discuss excellence in libraries in chapter 9.

Finding New Teachers 

Assuming that you have determined what kind of people you want and that you have a clear sense of what you want them to do, there are several different ways to find the right kinds of teachers for your training program. 

(1) Grow your own teachers. 

One of Africa’s better master’s level training programs intentionally watches its students to see if any of them have the gifts and abilities to become a teacher.  As they approach graduation the school invites one or two of these to stay on for an additional year as teaching assistants.  During that year they do some supervised teaching, as well as being exposed to the activities and responsibilities involved in being a faculty member.  If a person shows interest and exceptional aptitude, the school looks for scholarship money for further formal training.  Upon finishing these studies, the former student returns to become a full-time faculty member.  They fit in well precisely because they know the school and its needs.  This system has worked well, and so far there hasn’t been any brain drain along the way.  Even for those teaching assistants who aren’t invited to stay on, they have learned valuable things about what it means to be a faculty member.  

(2) Use modular teachers.  

Not every institution needs its own specialists for every area of study.  Exchanging faculty who can teach intensive modular courses in each other’s schools is one way to share the wealth of those who are qualified in specific areas.  We also can tap into regional or international specialists who are willing to teach modular courses, especially if we provide (or at least offer) funding for travel, hospitality and a reasonable honorarium.  Through the push for internationalization, some overseas training institutions have encouraged their faculty to get international experience.  Funding to cover most of their costs may be available through the visiting professor’s institution or through his or her home church. 

However, remember that not every free or available teacher is an expert, and that even “experts” can vary tremendously in their ability to teach, especially in cross-cultural environments.  Neither is a training program enhanced when too much of its teaching is done via translation.  If you aren’t satisfied with what is being done, don’t forget that you have the option to not invite them to teach again.  

(3)  Take advantage of local practitioners.  

For most teachers in the non-Western world, teaching is only one of the many things that they do.  Much of our teaching staff may be made up of part-time local people.  This can be very beneficial to the program as these individuals are normally immersed in full-time ministries, further exposing our students to the day-to-day realities of doing ministry.  We need to discover who it is that has expertise that can be borrowed so as to enrich our training program.  There can also be financial advantages in borrowing teachers from other organizations, churches and missions, as we don’t need to provide for their housing or for the broader social packages required for full-time employees.  

However, even good teachers may not find enough time to prepare for their classes if their primary occupation keeps them too busy elsewhere.  I’ve heard students complain about big-name denominational or organizational leaders who either don’t show up for their class or come poorly prepared.  It is also difficult for both part-time teachers and visiting faculty to become a part of the school’s community or to develop deep mentoring relationships with students.

(4) Recruit and hire the best teachers you can find.  

At least in Africa, but perhaps everywhere in the non-Western world, church and school leadership are quite aware of who has teaching gifts.  We may discover that some of our most gifted part-time teachers, or those who teach wonderfully in occasional modular courses, are interested in teaching full-time. Our problem is often not a lack of qualified people who are available, but a way to actually hire them.  As we will discuss in chapter 10, we need to strengthen our finances and our facilities, so that we can acquire and hold onto an adequate faculty.  It is better when a school can hire (and fire) its own teachers rather than be dependent on staff who have raised their own support.  People tend to work for those who pay them, and if we are not the ones paying them, they don’t really work for us.  It is awkward to develop and manage a teaching team made up of “free” people who have been offered to us. At the minimum, “free” teachers (including missionaries) should have a signed contract with the training program that indicates their agreement (and that of their sponsoring agencies) to fulfill all the obligations of the job description.  

One way to avoid hiring bad teachers is to observe them professionally and personally before bringing them into a permanent position.  We obviously must examine qualifications and hear recommendations about someone before considering adding that person to our teaching team.  But it is also good to watch and to get to know someone before hiring him or her.  A potential faculty member can be invited to give a series of special lectures or to offer an intensive modular course.  Students and colleagues can provide commentary on issues of character, relationships, communication, pedagogy or knowledge of the subject matter.  A potential faculty member can also be included in a variety of campus and social activities to see how well the person fits into the community and its ethos.  

This applies to missionaries as well.  Even if the teaching has to be done through a translator, if at all possible, the potential missionary teacher should be required to visit in this way.  Even when a visit is not possible, all new faculty members, including missionaries, should be given a period of probation so that their life and practice can be seen.   It is much easier to never hire the wrong person than to try to get rid of someone who shouldn’t be there.

(5)  Develop mission partnerships.  

Most non-Western training programs have close ties with mission organizations and with their respective church denominations.  Our training programs may provide much of the upper-level leadership for these organizations and churches, yet few of them provide teachers in return.  We need to challenge them to either provide funds so that we can hire some of the quality people who are available or to nominate or loan a quality person that we can consider in the same way that we consider any other potential faculty member.  

Formal Faculty Development - Advanced Study 

Everyone is aware of the financial costs of studying overseas, of the dangers of non-contextualized training and of brain drain.  It is encouraging that many of the better students seem to be opting to study in quality upper-level training programs that are a lot closer to home.   So what should be the role of a training institution in encouraging the formal development of its own faculty?  The following questions are important in considering issues of advanced study for teachers. 

(1) Who decides whether a particular person should pursue advanced study?  

In North America, Western Europe and much of Latin America, a student simply applies to wherever he or she wants to study.  At the other extreme, our church in Mozambique selected all of our students for us.  No one else (neither the school nor the students) had a say in who our students were to be.  We thus ended up with relatives of pastors, some of whom had little desire to even be there.  Neither of these extremes is ideal. 

The seminary or Bible school community where the individual is already a teacher should take responsibility for encouraging the development of its faculty team.  We need a general master plan that prioritizes the continuing education of all of our staff.   An individual may express his or her desire to receive further training, but it is our responsibility as an institution to evaluate that request in the light of our faculty needs and in the light of our perception of the individual’s capacity as a teacher.  Although people are free to negotiate their own further study wherever they want, it is the training institution that should manage the master plan as to who does advanced study with the blessing and financial encouragement of the institution.  It is also an invitation to misunderstanding and brain drain if we allow donors or organizations to pick their own candidates to study in contexts that may be far away from the home culture.  

(2) What options exist other than long-term training programs in the West?  

If a piece of paper is all that your faculty needs, perhaps the easiest option is to purchase a doctoral degree (with minimal or no work required) for $100 or so in cash from any number of questionable programs in certain parts of the non-Western world.  However, if it is also important to learn something, be encouraged that quality upper-level programs can increasingly be found at locations around the world.  It is also possible to do in-context extension training with many international training programs.  Do your homework carefully before opting to send someone away for advanced level study.  There is no case where I would recommend sending someone overseas for study at the bachelor’s or even master’s level, despite the enticement of generous scholarships from overseas programs.  Although their desire is to have a culturally rich and enjoyable learning environment for their students, the reality is that few foreign students receive the kind of attention that will practically equip them for the ministries that they will have back home.  

There is more justification for overseas study at upper levels, such as for a ThM or PhD, or in specialized areas of interest.  It can be helpful to broaden horizons, to develop life-long relationships with international colleagues, to work under internationally-recognized mentors, or to have easy access to research.  All of these may outweigh the disadvantages of context and cost.  Some even find that study in the West is a good opportunity to develop relationships with potential long-term donors for their projects back home.  You may conclude that these reasons are compelling enough to send your faculty far away for study.  However, as many first-rate scholars and mentors have returned home to work and as the nature of how research can be done is rapidly changing through the Internet (and inexpensive flights), there are lots of options that offer first-rate training within the context.  These options include a growing number of evangelical doctoral programs regionally as well as options through quality secular local universities.  Don’t rush off for that which may not be the best, before carefully looking at what else is available!  
3) If they do go, how can contextual dislocation be minimized?  
Being a foreign student is often difficult and lonely.  One of the most important ways to help those who have gone overseas for study is to maintain regular contact with them.  This includes remembering them with regular e-mail, and holding special times of prayer for their needs.  As leaders travel in their area, they should go out of their way to visit them.   If it is possible to build travel into their scholarships, they should periodically come home in order to stay in touch with the reality in which they will teach, as well as to allow others to maintain a high level of  confidence in them.  

Better training programs have someone to serve as counselor or advisor to foreign students.  All academic mentors need to be trained to know how to help their advisees apply their research and learning to their own specific needs.  Each of those who have been selected to be Langham scholars are blessed to have prayer and support teams in the locations where they are studying.  Team members regularly invite students into their homes and churches and check to see if they need help with the details of life in a foreign place.  Langham also finds ways to encourage interaction between foreign students, including provoking discussion to help them reflect on how what they are learning fits in with the needs and realities of where they come from.  

(4) How can advanced faculty training be funded?  

He who pays the piper decides what tune will be played.  It is important to know who is paying for the scholarship and how, as this may influence who the faculty member views as his real employer upon graduation.  Since it is difficult for donors to not have an agenda, do your best to use their agendas for the good of your Bible school.  Faculty development should be part of your strategic and financial plan.  It is appropriate for you to continue to provide housing and salary for the family of the person doing advanced level study.  It is the training program (and not primarily the individual) who should approach friends, churches, foundations, and the advanced training program itself for assistance in training its faculty members.  Scholarship funds should be managed by the school, not by the individual faculty member.   This doesn’t suggest that those who go to study (or their churches or families) should not be a part of the fund-raising efforts.  We place value on that which costs us something.  However, it may be best to encourage them to raise funds for things like books that they will want to buy for themselves or for their personal living expenses, leaving the responsibility of funds for study and travel with the faculty member’s training institution.

You will affirm your teachers as you invest in them through helping them to do further study.  They will return to you with gratitude if you do an adequate job of helping to see that their needs are met during their time of formal study.  
One Advantage of Investing in Your Teachers


The Institut Superieur Theologique de Bunia (ISTB), located in the northeastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, is a training institution caught in the middle of political and economic chaos during the last decade.  Since 1961 ISTB has been a quality program serving a number of evangelical denominations, offering an undergraduate degree in theology and a two-year masters program.  The school managed to stay open, even when the war entered the city of Bunia itself.  


The political instability of the country made it almost impossible for foreign missionaries or visitors to teach at the school.  Accordingly, ISTB made a strategic commitment to develop its own teachers, as these won’t have to go away should the situation again become difficult.  Between 1996 and 2005, they sent at least eight of their faculty members for further study.  At the doctoral level, three were sent for study in South Africa, one to France, and one to the U.S.  At the masters level, three were sent to Kenya while one student went to a sister seminary in the Central African Republic.  As of this writing, all have returned home to teach. 

Conclusions

It is imperative that excellent theological training programs have an adequate faculty,  teachers who are committed to keep on learning and growing throughout their careers.  Formal advanced-level faculty training is only one part of this process.  A training institution needs to develop and nurture an environment where teachers can work comfortably and effectively.  It needs to be courageous to weed out those who don’t fit in and careful in finding and developing those who do.  It also needs to be pro-active in structuring and funding on-going training opportunities, both formally and informally, for its entire faculty.  Developing and maintaining an excellent faculty team is probably the most important thing that you can do to strengthen your training program and institution.  

Discussion Questions Regarding Your Teachers

1. Are your faculty teachers, professors or lecturers?  Why do you say this?

2. To what extent do you have an adequate faculty?  What are the biggest obstacles that keep you from having a more adequate teaching team?  What could be done to strengthen the faculty that you have? 

3. How well do you do at caring for your teachers so that they joyfully want to serve as a part of your learning community?

4. What could be done to help your teachers do a better job of growing, as well as to be emotionally and spiritually healthy?  

5. Do you have a plan for advanced faculty training?  How well does it work?  
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