Evaluation of the Saint Benedict Cycle 2023-24

We received evaluations from 18 participants. Thank you.

Below you’ll find what we heard and what we make of what we heard. Naturally we take note when several
people comment on the same issue. But we do read all the comments and often it’s one person who hits
upon some educational design question that calls for attention. You’ll find sections on the small groups and
social glue issues at the end of this document.

We also looked at other evaluation moments during the first cycle to gain an understanding over time and
through various lenses.

In the last session of the cycle we used the Tuckman model and had participants use the raising fingers
method to get a read on responses to Performing stage of the model. On a 1 to 5 scale with 5 representing
high Performing we had four 5s, eleven 4s, and two 3s.

In an evaluation at the close of Module One we had a rating spectrum going from 1 — I’'m not satisfied to 6
— I’'m delighted with STP. There were nine 6s, nine 5s, and two 4s. On a second scale on whether STP had
met expectations there were four 6s “exceeded expectations”, eleven 5s “met expectations”, and two 4s.
Noted as especially useful were elements such as small group time, models, readings, and understanding the
purposes of a parish. The primary challenges were the newness of the approach to many and for some
keeping up with the readings and assignments. Several withdrew saying it was about managing the many
pressures and expectations of the parish or life in general. Several noted that the material was “at an
advanced academic level.” We see the class time and readings as being what you might experience in a
semester of master’s degree work, i.e., three classes. What we don’t do that you’d have in an academic
setting is the writing of papers and exams.

What we’re doing in STP is with the backdrop of considerable experience in conducting effective and
popular educational programs, such as the Church Development Institute (note that the College for
Congregational Development, a large, currently popular training program, was originally led by graduates of
CDI and borrows heavily from the design work of CDI), dozens of workshops in group development and
educational design, a series of Parish Development Clinics, and a few years of using Zoom for the monthly
meetings of the Order of the Ascension.

In making use of evaluations and assessment, whether in your parish or in STP, an important consideration
is the relationship between scales that indicate overall satisfaction and/or effectiveness and individual ratings
and comments. You can see that in the two scales we used there is an indication of general satisfaction with
the program. What that means in practice is that there will be few, if any, changes in our approach. We look
at all the comments to see if that impression is confirmed in the comments. We also don’t chase the outliers.
That said, we do carefully read their comments as there may well be insights we want to take into account.
And as in considering people’s “satisfaction” level in the parish we might seek ways to help the outliers
connect with the parish in ways they might find more productive for their life — we would do the same in
STP or any education offering. If you experience yourself as an outliner — this is an invitation to be in
communication with us about how we might help you take a stance that can make good use of the program.



1. The extent of my learning about parish development
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What we heard and what we make of what we heard

People come to STP with a wide range of training and experience. These comments capture that range -

From a priest that completed CDI some years ago — “Most of my learning is a re-learning thus far,
but that has been fantastic. I need the reminders.”

“I have learned a lot, but at the survey level. More like a 101 course than a 401”

“This was a paradigm shifting course for me. I feel like a new priest. I had been introduced to some
of the concepts before, but the structure of this class helped things click for me.”

“Significant increase in my understanding of parish development”

One of the priests registered to begin in the St. Scholastica Cycle will enter having read most of the books.
She found the material on Amazon and then she noticed they were all from Ascension Press, then she
noticed there was the Order of the Ascension, and then she discovered Shaping the Parish. When doing the
Church Development Institute at GTS we had a priest in the Diocese of Washington who ended up doing
CDI three times. We think he would describe that journey as 101, 201, 301. There’s a deepening that takes
place as you engage the material a second or third time. But even more to the point, there is a jump in
learning as we apply the pastoral and organizational strategies, have the usual mix of success and failure,
learn from reflection on the experience, and try again. One commenter wrote, “I think I’ve only begun to
see the tip of the iceberg.” That will probably be true for a number of people.

Brother Robert has been at this for over 50 years and has engaged the work in a wide variety of ways — vicar
of inner city parishes, bishop’s staff for parish development, consultant to hundreds of parishes and secular
organizations, taught in four seminaries, and designed and led a hundred workshop; and with maybe a
hundred theories and models he can call upon. Sister Michelle has been working with parishes for 18 years
and applying these concepts to her secular work for a bit longer. As a consultant, a warden, and a member,
she keeps finding new ways to engage the familiar, and keeps uncovering things she hadn’t noticed or put
together in quite the same way. Both find the excitement of the work in trying to understand and do
something useful in what is always a new and rich set of issues and dynamics in a particular parish church.

2. I would recommend Shaping the Parish to others
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What we heard and what we make of what we heard



One set of the comments that stood out were about the emphasis on the program’s appreciative stance
toward the best of Episcopal Church’s culture, especially the connection with its Benedictine roots.
“Learning about the Benedictine roots of Anglican tradition was for me a source of deepening
understanding of my faith and my strong connection to parish life.”

That’s wonderful to hear as it is our intention. It would come across most strongly in the Saint Benedict
Cycle given the readings used in that year.

Two cautions for those registering for STP:

“I feel a prospective attendee will get the most out of this course if they are spiritually secure and
mature, with some existing level of commitment to future involvement in the parish’s
development.” And, “They need to understand up front that it needs to be adapted to their local
situation. Too many people look for easy answers to solve these local problems or challenges. it is
far more complex.”

Both cautions match our intentions. Everyone faces the task of how to apply theory and methods in the
diversity of parishes in the class — different sizes and regional cultures, in three cases different nations.

3. What were one or two things you learned that you have found helpful?

What we heard and what we make of what we heard

There were a number of comments about the value of models and theory. “The models have given me a
great deal of clarity about how to conceptualize the work of the parish.” Several picked up on how the
models helped them see aspects of parish life more clearly, such as the interaction between the parts of the
Christian Life Model and how the Shape of the Parish helps define “health” in the parish. One noted,
“These models are not moral judgements. They are derived from observable data and while they can be
sobering they are not intended to make groups feel bad or ashamed.”

We were very impressed by the number of comments indicating a significant level of understanding
regarding some of the more subtle and complex dynamics and issues in doing parish development.

“I learned that ‘everything can be data,” and that without evaluation, clergy and leaders are likely only
receiving feedback from the loudest 10%.”

“Most important for me is the understanding that not everyone who comes to the parish is called by
God to do active ministry in the parish and the challenge is to find out what is needed to empower
them to feel fully equipped out in the world in their day-to-day activities.” And, “The focus on the
existing apostolic core, as opposed to the occasional congregant or less spiritually mature
parishioner.”

“No one has all the answers. Working in a church setting is an art, not a science. Sometimes you
learn as much from your so-called failures more than so-called successes.”



“If dissatisfaction is low, change is hard. If the person with the most dissatisfaction is the rector, and
the congregation as a whole is happy and healthy, there’s a delicate internal balance there to manage
so. that desire for change doesn’t morph into resentment and criticism.” And, “Passing these
concepts on and implementing interventions requires self-awareness and management of my own
anxieties.”

“Development takes time. Don’t expect change to occur overnight.”

We were encouraged that many seemed to grasp the matter of subtlety of using what is learned. We recalled
the image of Father Richard Benson, SSJE, about delicacy as in the case of an experienced surgeon. We see
the work of parish development requiring the same stance. Father Benson’s writing about those called to
the religious life applies to all those who would contribute to the parish’s fabric of holiness: “The religious
must be a man of great delicacy of feeling, delicacy of taste, delicacy of sentiment—not delicacy in the sense
of feebleness and weakness, but delicate in the sense in which an experienced surgeon handles a tender part
firmly but delicately, in the way in which an experienced hand will disentangle the fibers of a plant that has
been dried, the delicacy with which the smallest things are touched by one of experience.” (Richard Mieux
Benson’s Instructions on the Religions Life quoted in A Wonderful and Sacred Mystery.)

4. What was helpful in your learning process?

What we heard and what we make of what we heard

There was general agreement that the elements of the program were all useful and worked well together.
And individuals had their favorites but there was no pattern to that. Some of things mentioned were:
preparing ahead of time, the books, reading followed by discussion, group sessions during which we shared
ideas and possible solutions, individual assignments that helped show a way to apply learning in real time,
the questions and answers in the larger group, emails after sessions that expanded on some of the topics, the
“low pressure” approach.

One person tied it all together: “I have found how the program is laid out to be helpful. I appreciate the
large group aspect and opportunity to ask questions and listen to the wisdom and experience of the
facilitators. I appreciate the small group time where it does hold me accountable to be prepared and
responsible for that. I appreciate the various books with similar material overlapping so I can read the same
material from different viewpoints. I really appreciate the online resources that we can use in our parishes,
so I don’t have to reinvent the wheel. I also appreciate that each module is five-weeks long rather than all
the modules joined together. All these things have made it possible for me to take this course at this time.”

We’ll maintain the core elements in the Saint Scholastic Cycle. One difference is that participants will be
asked to view videos on more occasions and do less reading.

5. Something you think is possible that would improve the program.

What we heard and what we make of what we heard



There was no pattern to these comments. Individuals had ideas that would make the program more
convenient or easier for them, but no two people had similar ideas. There were a number of comments
about the small groups that are described in greater detail below.

6. Anything else you’d like to share
What we heard and what we make of what we heard

Lots of thank-you comments both to OA and people worked with in small groups. We especially loved
hearing this, “Thank you for this class. I am becoming a better priest.”

Small groups

The data are clear that small groups were valued by most participants and understood to be an essential
element of the program. It’s also clear to the designers and trainers of the program that the small groups are
essential elements. That said, we need to do a few things to improve the groups. The primary thing is, if we
are maintaining groups with the same participants over a period of time, we can provide ways for the group
to take more responsibility to ensure its effectiveness. That would include giving the group tools and
structure to evaluate their own work.

There will be one significant change you’ll see in the Saint Scholastica Cycle. For the first module we’ll try to
keep everyone in the same groups for all the sessions. Then we’ll assess. We may decide to continue that
method or return to mixing the groups every session. In any case, if we do stay with keeping participants in
the same groups, that will be module-by-module. In other words you would shift to a new group at the start
of a module and stay with the same people just for that module. A smaller change will be that we’ll provide a
written set of standard norms for the small groups.

Several people thought having one of the trainers in each group would help the group’s productivity. Others
thought that would undercut the group’s natural development and the norm of us taking more responsibility
for our own learning. Assuming one trainer per group, and with new participants entering the program in
September, we would have three rather large small groups if they were trainer-led. Our assessment is that
would negatively affect the learning process.

Several people noted the impact when group participants had not done the readings or assignment. What we
may do from time to time is suggest that you don’t attend a session if you haven’t done the reading or
assignment. The advance work is essential to the learning process both for the individual and the group.
When you come to the group without having done the work you impact all the others — you’re not
contributing what you might in terms of the content being addressed and you undercut the mutual
responsibility and accountability norms that make groups effective. However, we will not make it a norm
that you should not attend if you haven’t done the advance work.

Toward the end of the first module we’ll invite those willing to have their contact information shared with
others to let us know. We’ll then send that list to everyone wanting to be on it. If some of those on that list
wish to get together to explore readings and issues raised in the formal sessions, they will be free to do that.
It will all be self-initiated. We won’t be adding additional expectations into the program from what is on the
website.



Our approach was captured in a couple of comments:

“I learned some skills in being the leader of a small group. I have learned how to be a better listener,
what kinds of questions to ask (the surveys were a helpful guide), and how to focus on just one or
two issues without giving voice to extraneous ideas or complaints. Also, when examining problems,
it’s important to find the root cause or issue.”

“I had two small groups where half had not read the material. The ones who did started off the
discussion and the ones who didn’t were able to respond with their thoughts. I didn’t leave feeling
those small group conversations were less than the others. They did provide the requirement for me
to talk more than when everyone is prepared and, in those moments, I was able to do so.”

Social Glue

The program’s approach does build social glue, with most participants, over time. So there was more
investment in being part of the group and its work module by module. As individuals built more
competence and confidence, their investment increased. And in time there developed a critical mass type
core of those who were more committed and competent. That had a grounding effect on the whole group.

It was lovely to hear this comment: “I think the leadership team helped to build social glue through your
responsiveness to all questions, your easy and relaxed demeanors, sharing your personal stories, and making
us all feel that we can do this!”

The small groups were an important element of building social glue. And we may expect that staying in the
same group for an entire module might boost that effect.

That the large group and small groups will include people that have completed a year and others just
beginning the program will bring two effects: 1) the slow building of social glue; and 2) the opportunity to
make use of what has been learned about group development. It also provides a natural opportunity for
those continuing to reinforce what they’ve learned by applying it in new circumstances with participants
who will be less familiar with some of the concepts.

So, what was it that got some to stay with the program while others dropped?

The primary factors are: 1) emotional and social intelligence, especially the elements of self-management and
self-awareness; and 2) our alignment with the culture of the group, in this case STP. The two factors are
interrelated.

We may want to set aside those who dropped because of illness, an unexpected increase in the demands on
them from work and family for time and energy, and getting a new job that had less to do with parish life
and ministry. Though even in those cases the two primary factors will be in play.

We’ve observed that individuals may take a stance that allows them to persist more than others. For
example, “I have continued with the program because I truly want to be someone who can help to improve
my parish and hopefully help it to grow. I am also not a quitter; I try to always finish what I have started. I
guess you might say that it is commitment that has kept me going.”


https://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/static/f/1124858/28422985/1617394137477/DEVELOPING+CRITICAL+MASS+.pdf?token=b5bgi%2FLjET2wgijDgr7H3lrIIco%3D
https://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/static/f/1124858/28422985/1617394137477/DEVELOPING+CRITICAL+MASS+.pdf?token=b5bgi%2FLjET2wgijDgr7H3lrIIco%3D
https://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/static/f/1124858/28468623/1632250596157/Emotional+and+Social+Intelligence+Elements.pdf?token=8Vrym0%2BjUp876lvdueMoJ%2F29LLY%3D

Thank you again to those who provided evaluations, and we look forward to seeing you in September.



