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CONGREGATION-BASED LEARNING

Adapted by Bruce McKenzie from an original text Workbased Learning by
Prof. Richard Bawden and Dr. Robert Woog.

Introduction

This approach to congregational development is premised by the systemic
argument that as congregations learn more about themselves and their
environment, strengthening opportunities will emerge that are sustainable
and acceptable.

Congregation-based learning is a new approach to collaborative ministry
formation and congregation development. This approach is based on the
belief that learning is a process, not an event . . . a process that integrates
the goals of the ministry with the practical experience of learning. In this
framework the education program is developed in collaboration with the
clergy and laity and designed to match the culture of the congregations.
There are no models or sets of fixed procedures, but rather,  a collaborative
process from which the congregation-specific models and procedures can
develop. Current learning theory for management leadership and for
organisational development require this approach.

The outcome is an approach to exploring and developing what is
organisationally feasible within the congregation's culture,  ethically
defensible and practically sustainable in the future. In short, the approach is
the development of a learning process which addresses the goals of the
congregation and meets the educational needs of its members . . . a process
which emerges from and develops in the cooperating congregations.

The Process

The approach includes a series of non-sequential and overlapping
complementary phases, each with its own specific focus.

The foundation of the approach is focused on the formation of a project
team. This team includes leaders (those responsible for setting the vision
and the mission of the congregations), the facilitator,  and other members
of the congregation who represent various areas of learning. This team is
responsible for identifying the essential focus of learning, that is required
for a successful collaborative relationship between congregations. The
team will also continue to act as a participatory learning team throughout
the term of the project. The role of the team includes the monitoring and
implementation of the activities of the congregations. The core team must
be familiar with the theological principles on which the program is based.
This shared knowledge and common understanding is essential to initiate a
learning culture and to develop a systemic approach to learning in the
congregations. Many learning projects lose their momentum because the
focus of change becomes dissipated into different directions in an effort to
satisfy conflicting interests (this is a common critique of popular change
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management programs like Kenyons 12-step approach). Effective team
formation is therefore an essential requirement in this approach. It is further
noted that during the formation activities, team members enhance their self
esteem and confidence which in turn improves self determination and self
reliant characteristics of the program.

The process can be described as a series of phases that will continually re-
occur as the project addresses new issues and situations. In summary, these
phases are:

Phase One is the development of an activity development team The
team will develop the principles on which the learning program
about the congregation will be based. Links will be made between
theological frameworks and the learning needs of the congregational
members. This team will continue to oversee and manage the
learning activities.

Phase Two  involves discussion with leaders in the congregations to
identify issues which need attention. This is a scoping exercise. The
objective is to identify the many integrated parts which become
learning projects for members of each congregation.

The Third Phase has two functions. It is an opportunity to motivate
learners. This is done through the presentation of current
congregation processes, ideas for improvement and training
materials. The second function is to create the learning environment
and to set project guidelines for the completion of the activities.
Team work is a critical element in this part of the process.
Participants work with others whose learning needs and practices
may be similar to their own. During this phase, the groups may
develop a contract with other facilitators about the activities and their
completion. The facilitator will support and encourage the learning.
The learning group will be responsible for the initiation and
completion of collaborative development activities.

Like the earlier phases, the next part of the process requires team
work. Phase Four is essentially a collaborative ministry team at
work. Each team's objective will be to complete a project and to
produce and present a report to the congregations, documenting and
demonstrating the project, its outcomes and the value of the learning
experience to all members. These reflective reports will be the basis
for sharing the learning more widely through the communities.

A Fifth Phase may be included which provides participants with the
opportunity to continue learning by taking formal courses offered by
church or secular education agencies (eg rural congregation members
might enrol in the Rural Ministry Course offered through Coolomon
College in Queensland). This link between congregation-based
learning and the educational agencies provides a unique opportunity
to consolidate learnings and use them as a basis for on-going spiritual
development.
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The Outcomes

Each phase of the process is integrated and oriented toward identifying and
addressing issues within the congregations. A model for learning which
meets the characteristic requirements of each congregation's context and
each collaborative learning group is an outcome of this process.

THE PROGRAM

The program has several stages described above and illustrated below in
Figure 1 (see p. 108). It is a characteristic of this program that it offers
flexibility in the design; and each element of the program can be developed
to meet the congregation-specific interests of participating individuals and
groups. Although the program is set out in stages, it is important to
recognise that there is continued integration between the different stages.
Each stage influencing the others. There are a number of advantages to this
approach to learning.

Through the program's  design in integrating a number of key elements in
personal and organisational change, the following advantages occur.

• It is flexible so that the participants learn the value of flexibility.
• It encourages experimentation so that participants learn the value of

risk taking.
• It is collaborative so that participants learn the value of team work

and consensus building through active collaboration.
• It is linked to the congregation so that the learning is meaningful and

relevant for both the participants and for the congregation.
• It can lead to ongoing learning activities and formal study.

In addition, it offers the participants the opportunity to develop knowledge
and skills in a number of areas so that 'multi-skilling' is a natural outcome
of the process of learning.

The program is aimed at encouraging a different way of
thinking about ministry, about learning, about relationships and
about leadership. The outcome is a different way of witnessing.

Evaluation

A unique, characteristic of the program is its focus on process. Action
learning depends on continued evaluation for implementation.

Through continued evaluation, it is possible to re-weave the fabric of the
congregational culture.
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This program integrates evaluation throughout the process recognising that
learning requires continual matching between current performance and
proposed outcomes. At the same time it is important to recognise that as
we learn, the desired outcomes change. Our vision expands through
knowledge and experience. The proposed model integrates flexibility with
possibility on the assumption that both performance and outcomes may
need to be modified in the process of learning, personal growth and
congregational development.

The evaluation process is designed to integrate personal change with
congregational change; proposed outcomes with past performance;
uncertainty with knowledge; risk with experimentation; and learning with
experience.

The evaluation takes many forms, from strategic questioning to critical
reflection.

Using the ongoing evaluation process, individuals and congregations can
move through complexity rather than struggle to manage it.
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This article is part of the on line Mission Folio produced by the Uniting Church in
Australia, National Assembly Working Groups on Mission and Evangelism.

The folio is made up of papers and reports reflecting on mission and evangelism in the
Australian context.  The folio includes a number of papers from the National Theological
Consultation held in Adelaide in 2000 and will progressively include some of the major
statements from the Assembly over the past twenty-five years. We would be pleased to
hear from you and this is an invitation for you to send papers for inclusion in the folio.

For further information Contact the Rev Dean Eland at deanelnd@melbpc.org.au
Phone at 03 9311 116 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.

This article is one of twenty articles included in “Congregations Learning Together for the
Future; a Workbook to help plan and create cluster ministries”, produced by the
Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria in November 1996. Editors Bruce McKenzie
and Rev Dean Eland.


