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Abstract 
This qualitative study examines how youth ministry professionals and volunteer leaders practice relational discipleship with middle and high school students. Through interviews with youth ministry leaders, the study explores approaches that contribute to students’ faith development and church engagement. Findings reveal recurring themes including authentic relationships, biblical application, spiritual practices, service, leadership opportunities, and extending discipleship beyond the weekly youth-group setting. Specific findings will be discussed during the presentation. 
 


Introduction 
Youth ministry leaders have the distinct privilege of discipling, nurturing, shepherding, instructing, and giving students opportunities to serve faithfully (Heflin, 2009, p. 33). Research demonstrates that a key factor in adolescent and young adult faith development is wholistic discipleship including a commitment to ongoing mentoring, as well as a willingness to invest in the lives of others (Schwartz, Bukowski, & Aoki, 2026, p. 311; Siberine & Kimball, 2019).   During adolescence, students wrestle with belief development, determine if their faith will become their own, seek belonging, and seek ways to make a difference in the world (Fowler & Dell, 2004; Lopez, Huynh, & Fuligni, 2011; Powell, Griffin, and Greenway, 2023, pp. 13-17).  
 
When it comes to discipleship, many of the developmental challenges adolescents' face can ultimately be found in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Therefore, understanding what youth ministry leaders can do to better equip adolescents to become mature, lifelong believers is of utmost importance. Jesus’ final command to His followers was to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19-20). This is not just about converting people to Christianity, but teaching them to live out their faith and follow Christ’s commands wherever they go (Keener, 2011).  
 
Although relational discipleship is widely valued within youth ministry, less is known about the specific practices youth ministry leaders believe are the most effective in fostering students’ faith development and engagement within the local church (Root, 2007). Much of the existing conversation emphasizes the importance of relationships, yet fewer studies explore how youth ministry professionals intentionally cultivate those relationships and how they perceive their impact on students’ spiritual growth. 
 
To better understand these practices, this study explored the experiences of youth ministry professionals serving in a variety of ministry contexts across the Midwest. Through qualitative interviews, participants shared their philosophies of discipleship, practical ministry approaches, and perspectives on how relational discipleship influences students’ faith development and church-based engagement. By identifying common themes across these experiences, this study seeks to contribute to a greater understanding of effective relational discipleship practices within contemporary youth ministry. 
 
Research Question 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore how various relational discipleship approaches influence students’ faith development and church-based engagement. Specifically, this study sought to answer the following research question: In what ways do various relational discipleship approaches impact middle school and high school students’ faith development and church-based engagement?  

This research aimed to better understand how youth ministry leaders intentionally disciple students through relational methods and how those approaches contribute to students’ spiritual growth, involvement within the local church, and long-term commitment to their faith. By examining the experiences and perspectives of youth ministry leaders, this study identified common themes and effective practices in relational discipleship. 
 
Research Protocol 
 
The research presented in this paper is drawn from an interview-based study completed during the spring and summer of 2026. The researchers completed Internal Review Board documentation, drafted consent and demographic forms, created a qualitative open-ended question guide, verbatim instructions, and received coaching from the primary researcher. The student-researchers then conducted personal interviews with ten youth ministry leaders. Interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes each. Participants consisted of youth ministry leaders from a variety of church and ministry contexts throughout the Midwest. These participants represented multiple denominational backgrounds and varying levels of ministry experience, including early-career, mid-career, and seasoned youth ministry leaders (see Appendix A for demographic details).  

Participants were solicited via church network contacts and the primary researcher’s networks. Following the initial solicitation process, a snowball effect was utilized. Researchers requested interested interviewees recommend additional youth ministry leaders from their networks to join the study. All interviews were conducted by members of the research team (two undergraduate students and the oversight of the primary researcher). Interviews were conducted virtually using Microsoft Teams (N = 9) or in person, when feasible (N = 1). With participants’ consent, all interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. 

Following transcription, each interview was independently hand-coded descriptively and thematically (Saldaña, 2025). Member checking was performed across the research team and coding was cross-checked by the researchers. Following member checking, coding was refined and each code was defined to improve consistency throughout the analysis. Related codes were then organized into parent nodes to more clearly address the study’s research question regarding the impact of relational discipleship approaches on students’ faith development and church-based engagement. 

Student researchers met with the primary researcher for guidance and coaching across all steps of the research process. Following the coding and data interpretation process, this paper was drafted and preparations were made to attend the annual Association of Youth Ministry Educators conference in Dallas, Texas.  
 
Review of Literature 
Adolescence is a significant period of development in which young people begin to wrestle with questions of identity, belonging, relationships, and purpose. During these formative years, adolescents are not only developing an understanding of themselves and the world around them but are also determining how faith fits into their lives. For the church, this developmental period provides an important opportunity for discipleship as young people learn what it means to follow Jesus and integrate their faith into their everyday lives. Yet research suggests that traditional approaches to youth ministry have not always resulted in lasting faith or continued engagement with the church. Greenway, Carnall, Bradbury, Griffin, and Powell note that "current youth ministry practices do not seem to result in faith retention and longevity of church affiliation" (2022, pp. 46–47). They further report that nearly half of formerly churched adolescents disengage from God and the church after high school.  
 
These findings raise an important question for youth ministry: if the church is called to make disciples, why are so many young people disengaging from their faith and the church after adolescence? One possible explanation identified in the literature is an overemphasis on the acquisition of religious knowledge without equal attention to the formation of Christian character and practices. Greenway, Carnall, Bradbury, Griffin, and Powell (2022) observe that increasing attention has been given to "a focus on head knowledge, rather than matters of the heart" (p. 47). In this approach, young people may develop an understanding of Christian beliefs without developing the habits and practices that should be a result of their faith. Drawing on James K. A. Smith's concept of "what we love," Greenway, Carnall, Bradbury, Griffin, and Powell argue that Christian formation must address more than what young people know; it must also shape what they value, desire, and practice. This distinction provides an important foundation for understanding discipleship as a process of spiritual formation rather than simply the transfer of religious information. Because discipleship seeks to shape the whole person, it is important to consider the developmental questions adolescents are already navigating as they form their faith.  

The way adolescents understand themselves, their relationships, belonging, and purpose affects how they understand and integrate their faith. Powell, Griffin, and Greenway (2023) propose that today’s adolescents wrestle with three key questions underlying many aspects of their development: “Who am I? Where do I fit? What difference can I make?” (p. 7). These questions make adolescence an important period for examining faith development because young people are not only developing an understanding of themselves but also determining how their faith fits into their lives. Rather than remaining a compartmentalized part of life, faith can become integrated into an adolescent’s understanding of who they are, where they belong, and how they live. The way adolescents answer these questions is also influenced by the people and environments around them. Powell, Griffin, and Greenway (2023) explain that an adolescent’s identity is partly formed through the collective influence of family members, friends, and other adult authority figures in their lives (pp. 12–13). This social influence can be seen in the ways teenagers understand themselves in relation to the expectations and opinions of others. This creates an important opportunity for discipleship. If adolescents are already seeking answers to questions of identity, belonging, and purpose, youth ministry can help them consider those questions through the lens of their relationship with Jesus.  

The influence of relationships on adolescent faith development is further demonstrated by Kati Tervo-Niemelä’s (2021) longitudinal research. Her findings suggest that religious commitment is shaped by multiple sources of influence throughout childhood and adolescence, including family members, peers, teachers, church workers, and other significant adults. Rather than developing faith in isolation, young people encounter religious beliefs and practices through the people and communities around them. Repeated exposure to individuals who consistently model religious commitment strengthens the likelihood that those beliefs and practices become personally meaningful and integrated into a person’s life (Tervo- Niemelä, 2021, pp. 444, 448–452). These findings emphasize that faith development is not only a matter of what adolescents are taught but also of what they observe and experience within their relational environments. 

Although relationships play an important role in religious development, the presence of a relationship alone does not guarantee that faith will become personally meaningful. The quality of the relational environment also matters. Cheri Hansen (1998) suggests that faith is more likely to become integrated into an individual’s identity when it is experienced within supportive, authentic, and relationally secure environments (p. 104). In contrast, religious environments characterized by fear, rigidity, or coercion may hinder the development of personally owned faith (Hansen, 1998, p. 104). Similarly, Vaclavik, Carballo, and Velazquez (2020) emphasize that supportive relational behaviors, such as listening, allowing space for doubt, and engaging authentically, can encourage deeper reflection and internalization (pp. 29-30). Conversely, pressure, judgment, and rigid expectations may discourage adolescents from exploring their beliefs and can contribute to resistance or disengagement (Vaclavik, et al., 2020, pp. 29–30). Together, these findings suggest that effective faith formation depends not only on the religious influences adolescents encounter, but also on whether those influences are communicated through relationships marked by trust, authenticity, and support.  

Taken together, the literature suggests that adolescent faith development is influenced by both the developmental questions young people are navigating and the relationships through which they experience and understand faith. Adolescents are seeking answers concerning identity, belonging, and purpose, while family members, peers, mentors, and ministry leaders can influence how those questions are answered. The literature also indicates that discipleship involves more than communicating religious information. Trust, authentic modeling, practical participation, and reflection may all contribute to the development of a faith that becomes personally meaningful and integrated into everyday life. Relational discipleship, therefore, provides an important framework for understanding how youth ministry may support adolescents as they grow in their faith.  

Although the existing literature provides important insight into adolescent faith development and the value of relational discipleship, further attention needs to be given to how these principles are practiced within the everyday ministry of youth pastors and small group leaders. Research identifies the importance of trust, modeling, teaching, participation, and reflection, but youth ministry professionals may apply these practices in different ways depending on their ministry settings and relationships with students. Exploring these approaches can provide a clearer understanding of how relational discipleship is experienced and practiced in youth ministry. Therefore, this study examines the ways youth ministry professionals use various relational discipleship approaches and how they perceive those approaches influencing high school and middle school students’ faith development and church-based engagement. 

Research Findings 
While each ministry professional represented a unique ministry setting, commonalities emerged throughout the interview process. Participants described a variety of ministry structures, discipleship practices, and approaches to working with middle school and high school students. Despite these differences, recurring patterns emerged in how participants understood and practiced relational discipleship. 

The interviews were reviewed and coded to identify recurring patterns across participants’ responses. Three major themes emerged from the findings: the mindset of ministry leaders and students, the expression of faith through application, and small groups as a context for discipleship. Participants described how leaders’ goals and the environments they create can shape students’ experiences in ministry, how connecting biblical teaching to everyday life and providing opportunities for practical application and service can encourage students to live out their faith, and how small groups can foster deeper conversations, personal relationships, and spiritual growth. The following section explores these themes and considers how the approaches described by participants relate to students’ faith development and engagement in the church. 
  
Mindset of the Leaders 

A person’s mindset is their mental disposition which impacts their actions. The mindset of youth leaders impacts how they run youth group which, consequently, impacts the experiences of the students. One aspect of mindset is the ideas leaders have about what environment they want to create and what the best way to achieve that desired environment is. The goal or goals of youth group that each leader holds also affect the students. Not only does the mindset of the leaders influence how effective they are, additionally the mindset of students impacts their experience. Aspects of the students' mindset include the views they hold about what youth group is and who God is.  

Environment  
Some participants (N = 2) emphasized the importance of creating an open and honest environment for students. One aspect of an open and honest environment is providing a space where students can share what they think without fear of judgement or reprimand. One interviewee, Alice, suggested it is important to create a culture where the students know it is ok to ask questions and wonder. Similarly, another participant, Tony tells his students, “I don't care what you think the right answer is, I care what you actually think.”  

With environment in mind, another factor is creating a space where everyone feels welcome and no one feels neglected, left out, or hurt. A reoccurring theme across multiple interviews was that youth groups should not be places where cruel or inappropriate jokes are uttered. One leader (Julie) has a rule that students treat their leaders and each other with respect. Another leader (Patrick) talked about how important it is to disallow a culture of teasing because it can so easily turn into a culture of bullying. Julie never wants any of her students to feel singled out or unsafe, so she does not tolerate putting each other down, even in a joking way. She encourages her students to “speak words that give life.” Additionally, Julie recognizes that students are prone to excluding each other for a variety of reasons such as where they go to school. She makes sure to tell her students not to speak in a way that makes others feel left out or less-than. Another leader (Pearl) has a similar philosophy and has instituted a three-part rule for the family ministries at her church: “(1) Respect God, (2) Respect each other, and (3) Respect our resources.”  


Goal Oriented 

In addition to creating an environment that is safe, open, and honest, the goal of student ministry is also a key aspect of leader-mindset. The overall mindset of the leaders and what he/she believes student ministry is all about—it’s greater purpose—is essential to the ministry as a whole. One participant, Dale, suggested there is not a large difference between student ministry and adult ministry stating, “I think the conversation stays the same because we want everyone, regardless of age, to know what it means to follow Jesus and live for him every day.” The focus for Dale when teaching the Old Testament to students is God’s character and what He has done for His people. The focus when teaching the New Testament is what it means to be a follower of Jesus and to “live the life that He's called us to.” Dale’s mindset about how to go about the work of student ministry informs how he crafts lessons, programs, and events.    

Another participant, Ben told us that, “The goal for middle schoolers is comprehension whereas the goal for high schoolers is diving deeper.” Another goal Ben has is to “make youth group a microcosm of what the Christian life is.” He believes fellowship and Bible teaching are the two main components of that. Similarly, Tony said there are two things that you cannot do ministry without. One is good biblical teaching, and the other is God-honored relationships. Without good biblical teaching youth group is nothing more than an after-school program. Without God-honored relationships youth group is nothing more than another class like school.  

Mindset of the Students 

Aside from the leadership mindset, participants also noted the importance of the student’s mindset. For example, one participant (Pearl) noted how changing the title from “Youth Group” to “Student Bible Study” shifted the mindset of her students. Pearl said,  

We don't call it youth group because we want our students to come with that mindset—that they're coming to learn the Bible—to learn and grow from each other.  

Pearl is just one example of this ideological shift that has impacted the student’s mindset. Other research participants agreed that the label you place on an event, activity, or regular program sends a message to students. These labels are important and set-up the students to have a particular mindset regarding that event or program. In Pearl’s example, her church made the title shift two years ago and found it to be very fruitful. She suggested, “It just changes their mindset of how they enter into our student Bible study time.” Pearl reiterated that having fun is great—and her church still does that; however, fun is not the main goal of her church’s student ministry. Pearl said she noticed her students, “Wanted to come to our church, even though we were smaller, because they got to actually dive into the Bible.” She went on to explain that students want to tackle big topics and answer some of life’s biggest questions. Students desire to know and understand the truth. Pearl noted this is very different from the ministry experience she’s had in the past and she credits the shift, in part, to the name, and therefore, mindset change.  

Another aspect of mindset, according to participants, is the students’ view of God. Many (N = 2) of the participants discussed the importance of students taking ownership of their faith. One participant (Pearl) suggested she wants Jesus to be relatable and feel real, “beyond the faith of Mom and Dad.” Another participant (Alice) suggested, “I think one of the big pieces that I really try to drive home is that God knows them better than they know themselves.”  
Faith Expression 

A recurring pattern was that leaders wanted students to move beyond simply understanding or repeating biblical information. Instead, students were encouraged to ask how Scripture applies to their lives or the steps they could take to apply it. Leaders described application in several interconnected ways: helping students connect biblical teaching to ordinary life, providing concrete actions they could practice, and creating opportunities for students to express their faith through service to others. 

Cognitive Application  

Leaders described helping students connect biblical teaching to the ordinary contexts in which they live to shape their decisions and behaviors. Rather than treating conversations about faith at church as separate from school, sports, relationships, or other daily activities, leaders sought to help students see how their faith applied across these areas of life. 
One example is Cal, who used grocery shopping as a way for students to share the gospel. He would ask, “How does Jesus relate to these items? Or how can you use this object to share the truth of Jesus with another person?” He described the challenge as “making it practical, real, and correlated.” Rather than teaching students that Jesus was directly connected to the act of buying groceries, Cal sought to help them use ordinary objects as opportunities to communicate the truth of what Jesus had done. Cal further explained that 

 “Discipleship isn’t just memorizing facts; it’s taking those truths and figuring out how they apply when you're buying groceries, hanging out with your girlfriend, or doing homework. It’s living real life with Jesus involved in all of it.” 

Pearl also described an example of how biblical teaching appeared to influence a student's ability to apply their faith outside of the church setting. During a summer Bible study, she led students through conversations about friendship, authority, and the authority of God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. Although Pearl was unaware that one student was experiencing difficulties with authority figures at school, a parent later reported that the student had experienced fewer behavioral incidents at school after recalling conversations from the summer Bible study and began to understand their actions in light of being “in submission to Jesus, God, and the Holy Spirit.” The parent also stated that these conversations helped the student pause, regulate their emotions, and respond differently to authority figures. This example illustrates how biblical teaching can extend beyond the immediate ministry environment and become connected to situations students encounter in everyday life. 

Practical Application  

Students also appeared to benefit when leaders provided specific and manageable ways to practice what they were learning. Providing opportunities for them to take a step in their faith every week. So that they could accomplish something and apply it to their lives, rather than dismissing the teaching or lesson. Application becomes more concrete when students are given specific actions they can intentionally practice. 

An example is Dale, who observed that students responded better to “short, tangible, clear” action steps rather than a large number of expectations. He described giving students one or two things they could try immediately rather than overwhelming them with numerous instructions. He explained, 

“Having application-type questions where it asks them, ‘What is one thing this week that you can do, or how do you see that playing a part in your life?’” Allows the students to think forward and gives them the kinds of questions and tools concrete enough to think, “I can actually put this into my daily life.” 

Another example is Cal, who at the end of small group time would ask his students the same question: “What one specific practical thing are you going to apply to your life this week from what we talked about? If the thing you’re going to apply is reading your Bible, Cal’s philosophy is to be specific: What book are you going to read? Where are you going to read in that book? What time are you going to read it this week? And how does that apply to what we’re talking about today? By helping students develop a clear plan for putting their faith into practice, Cal encourages them to take intentional steps toward spiritual growth. As Cal explains, “If they're not specific and purposeful with the plan, it's not going to happen.”  

The final example is Penny, who would have her small group “look at a passage, ask questions, and wrestle with it.” The main thing she would ask is, “How do we apply this to our lives? How does this change my next week?” And most weeks, she had a challenge for them outside of group. Like reading the whole chapter of the passage they read or praying for the other people in their group throughout the week. She states, 

“There should be some sort of challenge every week for a student to live out their faith outside of small group time.”  

This is significant because she was not only challenging students to grow in their faith but also helping them build community. These examples demonstrate how providing concrete action steps can help students take the next step in their spiritual development. Small, practical applications can help students learn to build their relationship with Jesus outside of the church without overwhelming them. By equipping students with the tools they need to put their faith into practice, leaders can encourage them to take greater ownership of their spiritual growth beyond the ministry.  

Service Opportunities  

Another important theme was that students learned to apply their faith by actively participating in ministry and serving others. Application was therefore not only cognitive or verbal; it was also experiential. Service can extend beyond formal mission projects and become an ongoing expression of a student's faith. 

Alice shares an example of a student leader who attended a mission trip to Rapid City. She explains that at first he was a little hesitant to buy into the mission. But after getting there and coming to a better understanding of what they were doing, it completely shifted his focus. He started pouring out to the people on the sites and connected with students who felt that they didn't connect with their youth group very well. When they got back, Sandra states,  

“The student’s mom came and yelled at me because she said I left him in South Dakota because she didn't know who I brought back. Since then, he's gone to do some schooling for ministry.” 
 
Another example is a student who participated in a mission trip to Alaska. Penny described observing the student's growth in generosity over the course of approximately two years. Prior to the Alaska trip, the student took it upon herself to babysit and earn money so that she could purchase and personally create gifts for members of the mission team. She embroidered sweatshirts for the girls, created hats for the boys, and made jars containing individualized notes of encouragement and Scripture for the nine adult leaders. Penny described these actions as evidence of the student's intentionality and generosity toward others. The student's expression of generosity also continued beyond the mission trip. After returning from Alaska, she remained involved in Penny's small group and continued to intentionally serve and encourage others. Penny described the student remembering others' birthdays and creating Easter-themed gifts containing small Jesus figures and verses from the Easter story.  

These examples demonstrate how creating opportunities for students to express their faith through serving others can have a lasting impact on their lives. Whether it is developing a spirit of generosity over time or inspiring students to pursue careers in ministry, these experiences can play a significant role in their spiritual development. By giving students opportunities to put their faith into action, leaders create space for God to shape their character, deepen their faith, and influence the direction of their lives.  

Small Groups as a Context for Discipleship 

Small groups emerged as an important context for relational discipleship across the interviews. Participants described small groups as providing opportunities for students to move beyond simply hearing biblical teaching towards discussion, personal reflection, and application. Dale explains that students enter youth ministry with varying levels of biblical knowledge and spiritual maturity. While some students may have grown up in the church and already understand and practice their faith, others may be encountering biblical teaching for the first time. Because of these differences, Dale noted that “not every message is going to be like super deep or super tangible for that growing student.” He therefore viewed small groups as an important setting for further discipleship and application:  

That's why, in small group time, we see more of that application happening because the leaders, one, they have that deeper relationship with students. Two, they know enough about each other that they're able to really like open up and share what they're going through, how they understand it, how they want to apply it. So a lot of those like further discipleship things happen in small group time. 

For Dale, the relational nature of small groups allows leaders to help students process biblical teaching according to their own experiences and levels of understanding. Rather than simply hearing a message and leaving, students have opportunities to talk with leaders before and after group and consider how they can apply what they have learned. Dale described this process as moving students from hearing biblical teaching to determining how they can live it out, ultimately helping “various types of students to grow deeper in their faith.” 

Other participants (N =2) similarly emphasized the importance of relationships within small groups. Sandra observed greater spiritual and behavioral growth among students who had small-group leaders who were personally invested in them. Sandra described a similar pattern, noting that students who experienced highly invested small-group leaders appeared to demonstrate greater growth than students whose leaders were less invested. She described this growth not only as students taking greater ownership of their faith, but also as “truly heart-changing, behavior- changing relationships with Jesus.” Sandra emphasized that this relational investment involves leaders “pouring into students and walking alongside them,” while acknowledging that discipleship “doesn't always land” or produce the same results for every student. 

Ben also noted that the depth of conversation can vary depending on a student’s level of spiritual engagement, and that effective small-group leadership requires knowing how to ask questions and facilitate meaningful conversation. Together, these participants described small-group leadership as extending beyond facilitating a discussion or teaching biblical content. Instead, small groups provide a setting where leaders can know students personally, invest in them over time, and walk alongside them as they seek to live out their faith. Participants associated this relational investment with deeper conversation, greater personal application of biblical teaching, and movement toward greater ownership of faith and observable changes in students' lives. 

Implications for Ministry 

Based on the findings discussed above there are several key areas youth ministry leaders can consider implementing in their ministry context. These application suggestions are drawn from this qualitative study and the interviews with youth ministry leaders. Below, three key areas for implementation will be discussed.  

Taking Responsibility 

Youth ministry leaders must take responsibility for their ministry. Once they feel the care of and ownership of their ministry, they could be driven to improve it by making goals. From our research it is evident that the thoughts that ministry leaders have about what youth ministry is and what the goals of youth ministry are greatly impacts the experiences that students have. If youth ministry leaders are able to thoughtfully consider what their goals are for youth ministry this would benefit their ministry greatly. Once they are aware of what their goals are they will be able to ask themselves, how does this part of our ministry help us achieve that goal?  

Youth ministry leaders have a major impact on what the environment is like for the students. When they take responsibility for their current environment then leaders can strive to ensure their environment stays or becomes one that is inviting and feels safe for kids. Another important aspect of a healthy environment is making sure students feel comfortable asking questions and being a part of the discussion. Youth ministry workers need to be able to evaluate the environment they have. Then they can ask themselves, why is our environment like this? They can continue to put effort into the factors that are contributing to a healthy environment. As well as work to change the negative parts of the environment they have by improving certain parts of their ministry. I think not having a culture of teasing is a great idea and if more church leaders were able to make their youth group environments like that, I think that there would be major positive results from that.  

How students view themselves and their faith is also a crucial factor in their discipleship. Ministry leaders should do their best to help students understand essential truths about God and themselves. God is real. The Bible is true. Jesus forgives you. God loves you. You are made in the image of God. God has a plan for you, and Jesus is calling you to follow Him by being obedient to what He instructs Christians to do in the Bible. A key part of the students’ understanding should be that their faith is their own. Unless students take ownership of their faith no discipleship method is going to work for them. Students are unable to grow spiritually unless they have the desire to.  

Relevant Life Application 

Students applying what they learn during youth group is one of the primary goals of many youth ministry professionals. One way that this can be done is by youth pastors or small group leaders connecting the lesson more directly to the parts of students’ lives. A Chrisitan’s faith should impact every area of their life, and middle and high school students are not an expectation to this. Kids are involved in so much such as school, sports, clubs, and jobs. Not only that, but they have so many relationships such as with their parents, siblings, friends, peers, teachers, and coaches. Sometimes it can be difficult for students to apply the principle of a Wednesday night sermon to all those aspects of their lives. This is why it is so important for ministry leaders to have conversations about how to live out what they have learned in specific ways.  

There is so much that can be learned from the Bible. Middle and high school students could change so many areas of their lives by applying what they have learned during youth group. However, it can be very difficult for kids to know what to do when it feels like they are being told to do so many things. That is why Dale suggests only giving students one or two next steps that they can put into action immediately. Cal encourages students to come up with a specific plan that will help them succeed in following through on the goals they set for themselves during small group. These practices can help students move from simply knowing what they should do to putting it into practice.  

Another way to help students with application is providing opportunities. Penny shared in detail about how impactful a mission trip was. This is a great way for students to live out the great commission, as all Christians are called to do. However, mission trips are not the only way that ministry leaders can give students the chance to live out their faith. Other things such as encouraging students to serve in the church or taking students out to serve those in the community may prove to be impactful.  

Dynamic Small Groups 

Small groups are one of the best discipleship tools. There are two types of relationships that are critical pieces of small groups: the relationship that each student has with their small group leader and the relationship that they have with their peers. Both of these relationships make it so students feel comfortable being vulnerable are sharing about their lives.  

Small groups also further encourage students to apply what they have learned. When students get a chance to share what they thought about the sermon and hear from their peers it helps them better process it. Being able to have a conversation about how to apply what they have learned may make it more likely that students will apply the principle laid out in the message.  

Another way that small groups are beneficial for application is that students can ask questions that are more specific. Each student has different life experiences and there are likely many students that attend youth group that are at a different point in their faith journey. The next step for a new believer is likely going to look different than the next step for a student who has been a Christian for years. 

Since small groups are so formative for students it is important that youth ministry leaders know this. Small groups should be a part of youth group, and not just something that is rushed at the end. This is a time where students are growing and having life changing conversations, this time should never be treated is less important than any other part of the night.  

Delimitations 

There are several delimitations worth noting relate to this research endeavor. Due to numerous factors (e.g. timeframe, resources, accessible target population, etc.), this research includes a small sample size. In total, ten youth ministry professionals were interviewed. Due to the small scale of this research, generalization and broad application should be done with caution. Some findings may not be applicable or relevant for every group of students. Most of the participants for this study were also paid ministry workers (both full-time and part-time). Therefore, ministry volunteers who lead youth groups or facilitate small groups were not interviewed. This study also lacked diverse denominational representation making generalization to various denominational groups challenging. However, suburban, rural, small, medium, and large churches were represented in the sample.  

Suggestions for Further Research 

Based on this study and the available literature, additional research needs to be conducted regarding youth work and discipleship. Specifically, for example, concentrated efforts related to middle school and high school ministry would be of high value. There are noticeable differences in the development and faith trajectory of middle school verses high school students. Research focusing on each age range would strengthen the findings presented here and provide greater application suggestions for those working with each age range in a ministry context. Further research will inform youth pastors concerning application practices within discipleship methodology.  

Furthermore, concentrated research efforts targeted at interviewing students directly would also be of great value. Understanding both the leader and student perspective would enhance the findings of this study, and others like it. Gaining the student perspective would likely provide more insight into which methods are most and least impactful.  
Finally, more intentional research focused on mindset and ministry models practiced could be conducted. Given the significance of small groups and the impact discovered from this study, more research could be conducted to understand possible connections among ministry mindset, goals, and practice. Gaining perspectives from students, volunteer leaders, parents, and ministry staff would enhance all of these areas of inquiry.  

Conclusion 

Youth ministry professionals care deeply about their students, and they have a strong desire for them to grow in their faith. The mindset of the leader and the mindset the leader encourages within the ministry seems to have a significant impact broadly. Not only this, but youth pastors encourage students to apply what they have learned to their lives. Small groups are a vital part of students’ experience as well.  

This research is a source of hope and encouragement for youth ministry professionals. Based on this study, it seems, much of what youth ministry leaders are doing is working well and impacting students.  

And yet, we hope this research encourages anyone involved in student ministry to evaluate the fine details of their ministry and determine what could be adjusted to better disciple students. We hope youth ministry leaders never stop striving to encourage students to know and become more like Jesus.  
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Appendix A 
 
	Pseudonym 
	Location 
	Institution Size 
(Church/youth) 
	Denomination 

	Ben 
	Suburban 
	Medium 
400/20 
	Evangelical Free Church of America 

	Tony 
	Suburban 
	Medium 
130/50 
	Evangelical Free Church of America 

	Sandra 
	Rural 
	Medium 
400/200 
	Converge 

	Cal 
	Rural 
	Parachurch/Small 
N/A/5 
	Parachurch 

	Penny 
	Suburban 
	Large  
4,500/200 
	Evangelical Free Church of America 

	Julie 
	Suburban 
	Small 
75/20 
	Evangelical Free Church of America 

	Dale 
	Suburban 
	Large 
1,200/130  
(high school ministry) 
	Evangelical Free Church of America 

	Pearl 
	Suburban 
	Medium 
175/18 
	Covenant 

	Alice 
	Rural 
	Medium 
125/25 
	Evangelical Covenant 

	Patrick 
	Urban 
	Medium 
180/20 
	Episcopal 


 




