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Learning to Learn


According to the book of Proverbs, both teachers and students are classified as fools when they cease to listen, listen to the wrong people, or become wise in their own eyes. Learning to learn and putting learning into practice are two of the most important skills that anyone can possess, whether a student or a professor. However, becoming an obedient learner is a process that takes time and effort. Note the action words in Proverbs 2:1-6:  
My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you,

Turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding,

And if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding,

And if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure,

Then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God.

For the LORD gives wisdom and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. 
· Accepting: We need to be teachable in order to learn. One cannot learn if everything within us rejects whatever advice we get from others. 

· Storing up: Knowledge and wisdom shouldn’t just be filed away, left in footnotes or kept on bookshelves. It isn’t enough to be able to find anything and everything on the Internet. Certain things need to be memorized and routinely reviewed by us so that they will be firmly fixed within us!

· Turning one’s ear to wisdom: Listening can be hard work, especially as we have a choice in what we listen to. Rather than live in a world where media influences everything, it is better to listen in on the learning of those around you as you listen together to good teachers and read good materials.

· Applying one’s heart to understanding: To really hear, we need to listen with our hearts, not just our ears.

· Calling out or crying aloud: Learning is never passive absorption.  The best learners are those who ask clarification questions in class or who seek out their professors wherever they are to be found in order to get further understanding.  

· Looking and searching for treasure: Wisdom is a product worth having, but like manna, it doesn’t come to us; we have to go get it!  Even though wisdom is a gift from God, it doesn’t show up as a pre-packaged meal at the door each morning.  


Our desire is that our students earn their degrees by successfully working their way through the curriculum. We know that this includes their growing towards maturity as they gain knowledge and ministry skills. As Christian educators we affirm that our primary educational desire is for our students to know and fear God. We are aware that all that they need to learn will not be completed during a degree program. A good curriculum will give students important foundational knowledge and skills. But it will also help them to learn how to learn and to put what they are learning into practice.  


Education matters to God, but to accomplish all this requires a lot from teachers. At least we have some good examples. Jesus himself walked among us as a rabbi-teacher.  One of the key roles of the Holy Spirit is to teach. Teachers are not only gifted by God, but they are also a gift from God to the church. We know that teaching goes way beyond organizing how students can gain lots of good information. These special individuals are called to be pastor-teachers so that all of God’s people will be equipped for ministry and for effective living (Eph 4:11-16). Helping students to learn to learn and to put their learning into obedient daily living will occur as professors build relationships with their students. Students don’t only need teacher-pastor-mentors; they need models. 


It would be nice if there were a guidebook with an illustrated list giving “10 simple steps for mentors.” But reality is always much more complicated. Students have unique abilities and personalities. They come to study with their own passions and may be at different stages of life. Some bring massive amounts of book knowledge, but little practical experience. Others have massive experience, but minimal understanding of theory. Most will have done little critical reflection to help themselves learn from what they have seen and done. Some may be just plain clueless, being best at simply continuing to do the same things that they have always done.  


Before teachers can help others to grow and learn, they themselves need to be growing and learning. They may need institutional assistance in this, such as time and funding for participating in seminars or doing advanced-level study. For our teachers to become facilitators of learning and mentors we can help their students grow in integrated ways, they probably need to be mentored themselves. As they acquire the tools and the practices, they can then draw on what they have seen in others to help their students learn to learn and to live. 



A fundamental question that we should have as we work with the diverse students that we have, is this: How can we help each one to grow personally so that they can be even more effective in what they do?  Educator and pastor Sam Williams is quoted in the preface of a book entitled Becoming Barnabas (Alban Institute, 2004):
"Discipleship has shifted from taking everyone through an identical process of classes and workbooks to the dynamic experience of uniquely and personally building spiritual truth into people's lives. It's harder, messier, and difficult to measure; but it's more effective in a culture that needs relationship more than certificates."  


Paul Stanley and Robert Clinton wrote a book entitled Connecting: The Mentoring Relationships You Need to Succeed in Life (NavPress, 1992) in which they affirm that there are many different ways in which life-long learners can be taught, discipled, coached, counseled, sponsored, or held accountable. The models that people draw on may be historical or biblical. People may also look at each other as models.  


Mentoring, like adult education in general, is a complicated process as we respond to the diverse needs and interests of people who are different from each other.  So as we consider the role of teachers as mentors, it may be useful to note what mentoring does not need to be.
(1) Basic discipleship:  We should be able to assume that most Bible schools have done a thorough job of screening new students so that they already have an adequate understanding of their own faith and are practicing the basic disciplines of walking with Jesus as Lord.  

(2) Accountability partners:  While it can be a good thing for students to develop prayer or accountability partnerships with peers where they share deeply with one other, establishing complicated structures to monitor the relationships and prayer patterns of each new student should not be the task of teachers or mentors.  

(3) A “course of study”:  It can be useful for a theological education program to offer basic discipleship courses, with a curriculum of required readings and exercises that students must “pass” before moving forward in their ministry training. It can also be appropriate to have advanced courses in spiritual growth or spiritual disciplines such as prayer. However, teachers do not need to have their own separate training program in addition to the schools’ regular curriculum in order to help students achieve deeper spiritual goals. 
(4) Leadership training:  Although it is always good to look for ways to find and train new leaders, we should not assume that mentoring is a way to make all our students become “leaders.” 

(5) Personal or crisis counseling:  All of us could benefit from professional counseling from time to time. Mentors need to be aware of needs or difficulties in the life of a student that might require specialized assistance. However, it should not be assumed that each teacher has the skills to do personal or crisis counseling. Someone who is trained as a counselor should either be on the theological institution’s staff team or be accessible as needed. 

Admittedly, there is a sense in which we need to carefully take all of these factors into consideration as each new generation of students arrives on our campus.  How secure are our students with the basics of their faith?  Are they developing friendships and relationships that will encourage their spiritual growth? Are there particular courses that they should take to help them grow?  Do they have leadership potential that should be encouraged? Are there emotional or other issues that need to be dealt with before they will be able to learn? We trust that our admissions processes will give us mature students who bring experience, passion and a desire for learning and growth.  However, we know that significant things can be overlooked.  So for all new students, we should have three basic areas of concern: 
(1) How healthy are new students who come to us?  Are there spiritual, emotional, relational, or practical issues that need attention sooner rather than later? 

(2) How equipped are they to do the ministry that they feel called to do?  What more is needed in order for them to do what they want to do well?  

(3) To what extent do they have the skills and practices of life-long learners?  


It probably is not wise to keep detailed official documentation on the personal and relational issues of your students, even if this is information were to be kept in confidential files. However, faculty and staff need to talk to each other about their students. This is not a time for gossip. It is a sacred time when the teaching team assumes its pastoral role. We need to trust one another as we confidentially share our observations and concerns. Given the wide diversity of both students and teachers, we will see things differently. That’s very helpful in gaining perspective. Some students will relate better to some teachers than they will to others and vice versa. That is okay, as long as there are not conflicts in our midst needing resolution. What we desire is to collectively make sure that every student has developed a significant relationship with at least someone who can walk with them as their lives and ministries are being shaped. Having our teachers serve as pastors and mentors is a useful way of making sure that no one will slip through without someone caring for them.


Most concerns are best dealt with within the context of relationships.  It is this relational process of helping people to learn that we are defining as “mentoring.”  How can this work?

Before a student even arrives:

(1) Our application processes need to include ways that allow us to discover many things about our new students. What can be discerned about their personalities, strengths and weaknesses?  What matters to them?  

(2) Once they are accepted, someone should be designated to begin a dialogue with them by e-mail, regular correspondence or face-to-face in order to better understand their expectations. We need to begin to discover what they already know or don’t know.  What we are learning needs to appropriately be shared so that collectively we will more effectively be able to teach our students.  

(3) As we learn about our new students, we should be praying for each of them, both individually and as a teaching and administrative team.

As a new student arrives:


New students can be like new missionaries, as they arrive into a cultural world that may be very different from anything that they have ever known. David Pollock wrote in Mission Frontiers (September-October 2002, p.10):

“The most important aspect of arriving is to have healthy, proactive mentors…. Mentors introduce the culture to the newcomer.  They answer questions that are asked and questions that should have been asked.  They make suggestions, correct errors, and generally guide through the uneasy experience of being foreign.  They introduce the newcomer to the community.”  


From the perspective of mentoring, the key for a new student is that someone is readily available for him or her. New students do indeed have questions that need answers. They need help with basic logistics, such as meals, lodging, documentation, transportation, etc. A good orientation program helps, and a good student handbook covers expectations, rules and regulations. But what will encourage life-long growth does not grow out of rules or class schedules. It is rooted in relationships. These relationships begin early in a student’s learning process. Someone is simply there to make sure that general orientation processes actually apply to new individuals. Someone is available to be a listener. It can be helpful to assign new students to specific teachers, although by no means should these designated listeners be the only ones who listen. Older students and members of the administrative team are all part of the learning environment.


Laying a foundation for mentoring requires that time be taken for students to get to know each other as well as to meet the teaching and administrative team. The competence and credentials of teachers are assumed, but what are these people really like? Does the educational community actually enjoy one another? The world of relationships includes stories of past and present students. Who has been used by the Lord in extraordinary ways? We also should tell stories about the community’s relationship with God. How has the school sensed the presence of God during good and hard times? Our stories help everyone, ourselves included, to understand how the ethos and culture of the institution has been shaped.

The kinds of questions that could be asked of new students are not complicated:  

· Why did you choose to study here? What kinds of experiences have you had that made you want to be equipped further for ministry?

· What have you learned about yourself, or what questions have you had that motivated you to want to study more?
· What did you think that you knew, but have discovered since coming here is quite different? How has what you are learning changed you?  
As we listen to what they say, we will likely be drawn into fascinating, longer conversations. As students feel increasingly comfortable talking to us, and as we increasingly get to know them, a healthy relationship will develop.

A mentor needs to approach each new student a bit as a doctor initially approaches a patient to do a general check-up.  Hopefully, everything really is fine. But as we live and work in spiritual battlefields, it is worth double-checking to verify the extent to which these things are true, especially since most of the battles that we fight will actually be with our own temptations. A mentor listens for broader-level issues:  

· Where do they (or we) sense that there might be points of tension or concern?

· How healthy are they spiritually?  Emotionally?  Physically? Relationally?

· As they interact with new people and a new culture, are they learning (or just reacting)?

· To what extent are they open to learn new things, or to critically reflect on what they are seeing and feeling?

· Are there obstacles being created by their inappropriate behavior?  


Major concerns probably need to be dealt with by someone other than the person serving as a mentor. However, most of what will grow out of these conversations is integration and application of what is being learned. 

During the time of study

Mentoring suggests that someone will continue to be available to listen and walk with students as they learn to learn and as they learn to put what they are learning into practice. This doesn’t have to be a faculty member. It could be an administrative staff person or an older student.  It could even be a local pastor or Christian leader. 


Reuben Ezemadu, the Ministry Center Director for Development Associates International in Nigeria, described in the May 2002 newsletter of DAI what he has learned about mentoring and apprenticeship:

· Mentoring involves proximity. A person learning a trade lives with his master

· Mentoring requires mutual trust, transparency and openness.

· Mentoring takes time.

· Mentoring requires patience.

· Mentoring is mutually beneficial.

· Mentoring is voluntary and mostly non-formal.


Laurent Daloz, in Mentor: Guiding the journey of adult learners (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999, pp 206-229) states that there are three important things that mentors do: 

· Support: A mentor provides a comfortable structure in which people can learn to learn from their own present experiences—through listening, being an advocate, and sharing one’s own experience.  

· Challenge: A skillful teacher or mentor helps students to look at different ways of viewing or understanding a situation or problem. They encourage students to set high, though realistic, expectations for themselves—while helping them to rethink their fundamental assumptions and how they can adapt to life and be transformed in ministry in a new environment.

· Provide Vision: A mentor helps students to see what they can (and should) become by providing personal feedback and encouragement. This involves helping students to develop and use skills for critical reflection in order to gain increased self-awareness.

Most of us know that our best teachers were the ones who wanted us to learn things for ourselves. Accordingly, a mentor should become a guide. Within the structure of a school’s curriculum, a mentor can work with a student to put together an individual learning plan, one that will be monitored by the mentor. This obviously includes making good choices about which subjects and courses to take. But students should also be encouraged to develop their own projects for their personal character development and to help them put into practice what they are learning in formal ways. For example, a student might reflect on how the fruit of the Spirit is present (or not) in his or her life, concluding that it would be a good idea to spend a semester working on growing in patience, or in joy. Healthy relationships allow mentors to listen in and to interact with the reflections of students as they are growing. 


While it is important to document that such mentoring meetings are happening, normally the content of conversations should be personal and private. (Serious issues should be referred to leadership to deal with.)  Students can keep their own written records to monitor their progress. As they meet together regularly, a mentor will inquire about issues of learning, living and ministry. He or she will ask questions which require reflection on new experiences and knowledge. As trust is built within the relationship, the mentor should have courage to apply the rebuking and correcting side of learning.  Both will be praying for each other.


Some people learn by journaling, writing down daily observations, questions and conclusions. Others enjoy reading or doing field or Internet research. Some like learning with others in groups. There are those who need to be stretched by being introduced to new people and new webs of relationships, or to be guided into new experiences.  But everyone should be able to benefit by having someone come alongside to ask: “What will make you more effective in who you are and in what you will be doing as God’s servant?”  Our ministry of walking alongside will mostly be accomplished through sharing life together. It should not be limited to formal meeting times or working through a formalized curriculum or workbook.


Having designated listeners also enhances the formal learning that will happen. It is very useful for teachers to understand what new students expect to learn and to sense how they intend to apply new truths to their lives.

Being part of a learning community


Within the traditional structures of formal education in the past, it was important for teachers to maintain their positions and status. Professors were lecturers, not teachers. They designed courses to help students (who obviously knew nothing) to master all that the professor felt that the student needed to learn. When a professor spoke, students listened quietly. Interaction was limited as students were largely seen as blank sheets of paper. Exams offered objective proof of learning, with the best students saying it back precisely as the professor had given it to them. 



There is information that students don’t know, which needs to be memorized.  But there has been a massive paradigm shift in how we understand learning. Those who teach best recognize that students are not blank sheets of paper. They know how to help students reflect on their previous experiences, integrating new knowledge into what they already knew. Awareness of a variety of learning styles encourages methodological creativity so that students will be actively involved in learning things that matter to them. Assignments are designed to help students make their learning permanent by putting what they know into practice. Learning becomes a lifestyle and doesn’t stop simply because the training program has given out a diploma for academic accomplishments.



Learning to learn happens most easily in an environment where everyone is learning. The idea of a learning organization was described by Peter Senge in a book called The Fifth Discipline (Doubleday, 1990, 2006). This is where "people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together" (p. 3). In other words, a learning community is where teachers and students work together to strengthen the teaching and learning. The purpose of a learning community is to create a mentality of constant learning: in the leadership team, in teachers and staff as well as in students.


There is nothing surprising in this.  Preachers preach better when they have learned something about their congregation, when they know the kinds of issues that people are facing and the questions that they have. Teachers also teach much better when they increasingly get to know their students, the world from which they come, and the environment into which they will go. Teachers also teach better when they keep on learning about the subject areas that they are trying to teach. Our entire training program is better when we do routine and thorough evaluations to help us understand whether our training program has impact or not. We do a better job of helping others learn how to learn and live when we have understood how course purposes and objectives can be refined, how course content can be enriched and how our teaching methodologies can be made more effective. 



When everything revolves around learning and causing to learn, mentors who listen and models who demonstrate are key to the community learning how to do things better. According to Laurent Daloz, “We need other people to show us, to accompany us, to hold the hope and steady our faith that we will make it.  And we need people with whom to practice” (Quoted in Susan Udelhofen and Kathy Larson, The Mentoring Year: A Step-by-step Program for Professional Development, p.xiii).  Effective mentoring is fundamentally designed to help people grow. Our concern is not simply how much knowledge or skill people are acquiring, but how they are integrating what they are learning and even how this is causing them to reconfigure their worldviews. How is their new understanding affecting their capacity to go on learning? 
After graduation

The graduation ceremony is often referred to as a commencement exercise.  This is a good name as in reality those students who are receiving our diplomas are only now commencing (or re-commencing) their life of ministry. We’ve hopefully helped them to build secure foundations as well as to master some skills and gain tools to help them do ministry. For example, they probably aren’t great preachers yet, but we know that they trust in the authority and power of the Word of God, that they have the tools and skills to do good biblical exegesis, that they understand some of the dynamics of oral communication, and that they have learned listening skills to give them feedback so as to preach better the next time. 


One of the educational aims of formal education should be to give our students the motivation and skills to continue to learn beyond their time in school. Larent Daloz has commented: “Most of us have learned a good deal more out of school than in it. We have learned from our families, our work, our friends. We have learned from problems resolved and tasks achieved but also from mistakes confronted and illusions unmasked. . . . Some of what we have learned is trivial: some has changed our lives forever. (The Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners, Wiley, John and Sons, 1999, summary from ch 1.) 


The feedback that we receive from our graduates will show us a variety of areas in which our graduates may need ongoing help or care during their ministry lives.  Looking at those who serve cross-culturally, Kelly O’Donnell suggests eight such areas (Part of a study conducted by the World Evangelical Alliance: Doing Member Care Well: Perspectives and Practices From Around the World. WEA and William Carey Library, 2002): 
· Pastoral or spiritual care: Bruce Wilkinson noted in the Law of Renewal in his Seven Laws of the Learner (Atlanta: Walk Thru the Bible, 1990) that all believers need renewal almost all the time. Our graduates will be responsible not only for their own spiritual health, but they will be giving of themselves to many others. They may need help both in renewing their own spiritual passion and in learning how to better care for other people.
· Physical or medical care: Our graduates will face medical and family issues. They may be open to receive advice on how to cope with these crises, as well as how to live in healthy ways.
· Training or career development: Our graduates will undertake a variety of new jobs and responsibilities over time, including becoming teachers. Most new responsibilities require training, whether through formal studies or through learning from peers. Are there ways in which we can help?
· Interpersonal relationships:  Our graduates will be working with other people. As they build and lead teams, or as they resolve conflicts, they may need help in negotiating group dynamics.

· Family issues: Families involved in ministry experience high levels of stress. How can our graduates have strong marriages and healthy family relationships?   

· Financial issues:  Our graduates will need wisdom to learn to use money wisely.
· Crisis care, or contingency planning:  Emergencies happen. How can our graduates find help or specialists when they, or those near them, go through traumatic times?  

· Counseling/psychological care: There may be times when we all need experts with experience and knowledge to help us deal with specific issues in our lives.  



Key relationships built during college days often continue through life. These include relationships with a mentor or teacher. It is an amazing privilege to still be known as teacher to students that I had 20 to 30 years ago. If they felt that I was a good listener and coach then, they will continue to want to tell me things now and to allow me to encourage them and share advice with them. We don’t stop being pastor-teachers, mentors and friends simply because our students have graduated.

Stanley and Clinton note that during our lifetime there probably are a series of formal and informal relationships that each of us need to succeed in ministry (in Connecting: The Mentoring Relationship You Need to Succeed in Life, NavPress, 1992).  May we know now how to build on the relationships that God has given us to help us teach, disciple, coach, counsel, sponsor, and be good models to those to whom we have a shepherding or mentoring responsibility.  This applies to the relationships we have with potential students and current students as well as with the continuing relationships that we will have with our graduates. 

Conclusions



New Zealander Christine Platt wrote a guide in West Africa for those working with new believers, called Nutrition or Negligence?  She imagined what she would do if she found an abandoned baby. She concluded that she’d pick it up and offer it food, shelter warmth and protection. What struck her is how many spiritual babies have never grown to maturity because they were abandoned at birth. The church needs Christians who know how to make disciples. It needs shepherds who know how to take care of their sheep. The Apostle Paul described his own ministry as a “nursing mother who cares for her children” (1 Thess 2:7) and as a father who “deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging [them] to live lives worthy of God” (1 Thess 2:11-12). 



Just as babies need to be loved and fed appropriately, so also do God’s children need to be taught how to spend time with their loving Father and to learn from His Word. Just as babies need to be kept clean, so also do young believers need to learn what to do when they sin. Babies need to be part of a family and a community where they can learn how to live from the good examples around them.



Hopefully none of your students are spiritual infants. But they do need to grow, to learn how to learn and to learn how to live. Platt’s concern is that many of those who are more mature feel unqualified or overly busy to become good spiritual parents. In reality, it is God who works in all of us. Being mentors requires finding ways to walk alongside others as God works in them. Our role grows out of relationships that will continue beyond days in a school. May your students see how you live out what you teach. May you become a great mentor, like the Apostle Paul, as you listen to them, give feedback and council, visit, write letters, send your greetings through friends and as you pray for them and everyone else that you have ever influenced!
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