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Evaluation is a powerful tool for improvement yet is often perceived as simply a rear view mirror into the
past. A two tier qualitative method was used to uncover the practice and understanding of evaluation
among youth pastors. Overreliance on indicators, such as stories and simple observation, tended to
reinforce assumptions in practice. Evaluation was pervasive, powerfully guided perception, primarily
implicit, and often done poorly. Evaluation framed the way youth pastors saw the world and drove their
ministry decisions. Evaluation improves ministry yet the tools used are limited and weak. Suggestions for

youth ministry practice and further study are included.



The Powers of Evaluation: The Understanding and Practice of Evaluation in Youth ministry Communities of
Practice

The purpose of this research is to explore the understanding and practice of evaluation by youth
pastors. Many people perceive evaluation as a rear view mirror, only looking backward and only half-
useful. However, whatever is used to judge effectiveness in a ministry will steer programs and actions.
The way a youth worker verifies the completion of goals controls the path, method or program to those
goals. Evaluation is much more like a steering wheel. It has the actual power to guide, change and even
determine decisions.

The task of evaluation is to discover qualities and their relationships (Eisner 1979, p. 213), and is
of vital import for youth ministry. Patton notes the scope and importance of evaluation’s impact: “In
efforts to make the world a better place, the question of whether the people involved are accomplishing
what they want to accomplish arises. When one examines and judges accomplishments and effectiveness
one is engaged in evaluation” (Patton 2002, p. 13). Evaluation is of critical current concern, however there
is a difficulty. Many elements in ministry resist easy measurement and are “impossible” to quantify. Yet
difficulty in making judgments does not negate the need for pastoral judgments.

Judgment, discernment and wisdom are major concerns of Scripture (Brueggemann 1982, p. 71-
74) and must be considered by the Christian leader. The Bible implies the need for judgment in its
qualifications for leadership; being hospitable, not greedy, able to teach, not quick tempered and many
others (1 Pet 5:1-3; Titus 1:6-9; 1 Tim 3:1-12; Acts 20:28-31). Judgment entails a form of evaluation. Job
asks, “Where shall wisdom be found?” Paul describes evaluative judgment when he writes, “Examine
yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves” (2 Cor 13:5). Westing states that Christians
are to critique the ministry of fellow Christians (Col 1:28), leaders (1 Tim 5:17-19), and our own activities

(Col 3:16-17) (1984). Strommen notes that in the New Testament “evaluation of a type seems to be



obligatory —an evaluation that wakens concern, points out need, indicates direction, and provides an
occasion for joy” (1968, 200).

Evaluation is biblical and important, yet it is possible that evaluation is not being done well in
youth ministry. This research will investigate the practice of evaluation in youth ministry. This study will
also describe the understanding of evaluation among the population. Three themes will be highlighted
from the research:

* Evaluation is pervasive, primarily implicit, and often done poorly
* Evaluation improves ministry yet tools used are limited and weak

¢ Evaluation frames what is seen

Methodology
The purpose of this research was to explore the understanding and practice of evaluation by youth pastors.
Individual reports as well as community of practitioners were studied. The research questions were as follows:

RQ1: Reporting individually, how did youth pastors describe their practice of evaluation?

RQ2: Reporting individually, what assumptions concerning evaluation were expressed by
youth pastors?

RQ3:  Reporting from within a community of practice, how did youth pastors report the
practice of evaluation?

RQ4: Reporting from within a community of practice, what assumptions concerning
evaluation were expressed by youth pastors?

RQ5:  To what extent was the reported understanding and practice congruent or divergent with

the literature of evaluation and what are the implications?

Population



The directory of the National Network of Youth Ministries (NNYM 2008b) was used to locate
networks in Illinois. The NNYM is a non-denominational ministry that strives to connect and support
youth workers (NNYM, 2004) and is the largest database of youth pastors in the world. Data gathering
occurred at two levels: individual interviews and focus groups. The population for the individual
interviews included all primary adult leaders of local church youth ministries participating in three
judgment sampled Illinois National Network of Youth Ministries networks. In the NNYM Illinois listings
(NNYM, 2008b) there were sixteen unique networks which have at least four registered participants.
These networks constitute the population for the focus group judgment sampling. The Illinois NNYM
contained a wide variety of denominations and non-denominational churches. This study looked at the

specific demographics concerning years in ministry and ministry preparation education as variables.

Research Design: Individual Interviews and Focus Groups

Data were gathered at two levels: individual interviews and focus groups. Each individual

interviewed also participated in the focus group discussion.

Individual Interviews

The first phase utilized interviews with fifteen fulltime, primary youth pastors from churches
within the State of Illinois. The format was semi-structured qualitative interviews which lasted
approximately one to two hours apiece. According to the criteria below, all participants from each of
three networks were identified and interviewed. Interviews were conducted in-person, recorded and

later transcribed. The response rate for individual interviews was 100 percent.

Focus Groups



The second phase involved conducting focus group discussions with three Illinois networks. By
means of discussion with three focus groups, information concerning the implicit use of evaluation
models was gathered. Each focus group session was recorded and later transcribed. This information was
used in comparison with data from individual interviews and the literature. This research article focuses

on the composite data from both groups.

Sampling

Individual interviews were conducted with all youth pastor participants in each focus group.
Each individual participated in one of the three focus groups. Individual interviews occurred prior to
focus group discussions. Judgment sampling was used to select the focus groups. Judgment sampling,
also known as purposive sampling, provides a selection of a few information rich cases for intense study
that yielded insight and in-depth understanding (Patton, 2002, p. 230; Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2003, p. 185;
Bernard 2002, p. 183). The sample was carefully conceptualized to represent the population and thus was
a typical case judgment sampling (Patton 2002, 236; Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2003, p. 178-179). Choosing key
informants through typical case judgment sampling provided the kind of critical cases (Patton, 2002, p.
236-237) that allowed “a deeper understanding of the phenomena being studied” (Gall, Gall, and Borg,
2003, p. 164). Criterion sampling procedures for the individual interview and focus group samples are

outlined below. The criteria ensured the generation of rich data gathered from typical cases.

Individual Interview Sample

Fifteen individual interviews were performed prior to the focus group discussions. All

participants within the three judgment sampled networks provided the individual interview sample.

Focus Group Sample



Focus groups were selected using judgment sampling based on their longevity, regularity of
meeting, number of participants and expected richness of information. The criterion is outlined below.
The criterion ensured rich data as well as typical cases. Selection of focus groups was performed by the
NNYM regional coordinator and the two Illinois state coordinators based on the specific criteria. Each
person had first-hand knowledge of networks in their area. The sample was validated as a representative
and significant voice by Dr. Jim Dekker of the Center for Youth Ministry at North Park seminary in
linois: “In short, this will offer a particular sample that has rich data regarding youth ministry from an
important / influential group of people in the field of Youth Ministry” (Dekker, 2008). All three
nominated networks were used as focus groups achieving a 100% response rate. The criteria for the
judgment sampling of the networks participating in the focus groups were as follows:

*  Groups averaged five or more participants in a network meeting.
* The networks were registered with the NNYM and were in existence for one or more
years.
*  Local networks: Denominational networks or urban-only networks were not included.
* The network met regularly. Eight or more gatherings, events, trainings, or meetings in
the previous year constituted regular meetings.
* Focus groups included all participants of the local network.
The rationale for this final criterion was based on the nature of communities of practice. Communities of
practice necessitate a domain around which various professions, professionals and voices can gather
(Wenger and Snyder, 1998; Wenger, 1998). A community of practice is an intentional community to create
new knowledge and transfer implicit knowledge into the explicit realm (Lave and Wenger, 1991). It is not
the vocational role that creates the community of practice but the space, practice, tools, resources and

domain (McDermott, 2001).



Delimitations

Those interviewed represented over ten percent of the entire group of 209 youth pastors in
Illinois who are registered in the NNYM. Results are generalizable to the Illinois population. Focus group
purposive sampling intends “to achieve an in-depth understanding of selected individuals” and
communities of practice (Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2003, p. 166). Focus groups are typically populated with

strangers. This study used focus group members that participated together in a community of practice.

Limitations

This research sheds light on themes that may be present within the entire 13,000-member
network nation-wide, but is not generalizable due to the judgment sampling procedure. The goal was to
gather rich data from significant communities of practice and their participants. Generalizability is

limited to youth pastors, working in churches in Illinois.

Instrumentation

In focus group research, “interactions among participants enhance data quality. Participants tend
to provide checks and balances on each other, which weeds out false or extreme views” (Patton, 2002, p.
386; Krueger and Casey, 2000). This form of instrumentation demonstrated and assessed consistency or

diversity in views of the participants (Krueger, 1994, p. x).

Profile of Participants and Demographics
Twenty-four individuals participated in three focus group discussions. Fifteen youth pastors
were individually interviewed. This article focuses on the findings from the fifteen individuals and their
responses in individual interviews and within the focus group. Unique data was obtained when the

individuals participated in the focus groups and is included herein. The participants ranged from ages of



twenty-six to sixty years old and included two females. The average weekly attendance in their youth
ministries was seventy-three. Attendance in their churches ranged from 3,500 to eighty. Adolescent
students involved in weekly programming ranged from 240 to nine, giving a wide breadth of church and

program size.

Yearsin Religious  Formal YM

Yearsin  Full- education education Church Youth min
youth time (1=yes, (1=yes, attendance attendance
Code Age ministry YM 0=no) 0=no) (weekend) (weekly)
1 32.25 11.8 4.5 75% 75% 995 103 ‘
la 42 18 3 0 0 250 30
1b 34 15 7 1 1 3500 240
1c 26 5 1 1 150 125
1d 27 3 1 1 80 15
2 40.7 18.8 8.92 83% 67% 191.67 54.83
2a 35 17 14 1 1 350 70
2b 60 40 14 1 1 300 150
2¢ 52 20 2.5 0 0 170 60
2d 26 4 4 1 0 80 15
2e 32 12 5 1 1 110 25
2f 39 20 14 1 1 140 9
3 31.4 9.4 7.3 100% 80% 410 71
3a 29 4 35 1 0 200 48
3b 35 15 13 1 1 300 40
3¢ 30 8 1 1 325 45
3d 33 13 1 1 300 47
3e 30 7 1 1 925 175
Totals  33.40 13.80 7.20 87% 73% 478.67 72.93
Yearsin  Full Religious Formal. ™ Church Youth min
Age youth time education ed_ucatlon attendance  attendance
ministry YM (1=yes, (I=yes, (weekend) (weekly)

years 0=no) 0=no)



Table one: Demographic Information

The average youth pastor had been involved in fulltime youth ministry work for over seven
years. Total work in youth ministry in paid and unpaid positions averaged fourteen years. Also
significant was the education level. Eighty-seven percent of all participants were trained in some form of
theology or Christian ministry. Only slightly less, seventy-three percent had at least one academic
training course in youth ministry. Demographics highlight the three network groups as educated, long-
term/life-time youth ministry practitioners who led significant ministries. All youth pastors participated
in coordinated activities, mutual encouragement, discussion, problem solving and some training through
significant, long-standing communities of practice. Direct quotations are followed by the code assigned to
the interview. Individual interviews are marked by a number (1), (2) or (3), representing their network,
and a letter representing the person (a-f). Quotes taken from the network focus groups will be marked by

a number (1), (2) or (3). These correspond with the individual interview network number.

Findings: The State of Evaluation in Youth Ministry
The state of evaluation in the population of youth pastors is now presented. Three main findings
emerged from the data:
* Evaluation is pervasive yet primarily implicit
* Evaluation improves ministry yet tools used are limited and weak

¢ Evaluation frames what is seen

Evaluation Is Pervasive and Primarily Implicit
In this population evaluation is primarily implicit, pervasive and informal. Youth pastors
described evaluation as “running under the radar,” (1b) but always present. Evaluation was pervasive in

the research population. One youth pastor stated, “I think we constantly evaluate and look at students



and meeting needs” (2f). Responding to “negative criticisms” (1), “tweaking and sharpening” (3), “snap
judgment” (2f) and “calling an audible” (2a) were all descriptions given of evaluation. Youth pastors
claimed to know that students, leaders and parents were also constantly evaluating. For this population,
the data highlights that evaluation was an ever present reality in youth ministry.

The data revealed that evaluation was implied rather than expressly stated. One youth pastor
claimed, “I don’t think we can figure out where kids are at,” yet stated that “Sometimes their heart seeps
out and you see their real heart at times and it just makes you wonder” (3a). “Wondering” could have
been the least formal, least helpful and most implicit description of evaluation possible. Implicit and
informal evaluation was recognized by the youth pastors and was the predominant form accepted and
used in the population.

Evaluation practice was described as intentionally informal in the data. While there was no
formal system except in one case, informal evaluation was constantly occurring. People voted with their
feet, wallets and complaints. Many preferred an informal format. When asked if there were any formal
evaluations a youth pastor stated, “I usually don’t do a lot of stuff like that. . . . Usually it’s a quick
assessment in my head. . . . There is nothing ever formally written down or catalogued for future
reference” (2d). Informal modes of evaluation were the almost exclusive practices of youth ministers in
the study. The three predominant methodologies of informal evaluation were: evaluation as observation,

evaluation as debrief, and evaluation as anecdote.

Evaluation as Observation

Whether a programmatic aspect or the spiritual growth of a student, when youth pastors in this
study evaluated they used observation. “I think mainly, kind of observation of who is coming, why are
they coming, why are they not coming . . . Just I think primarily it was observational” (1b).
Observation reigned supreme as the tool of choice for gathering information. Evaluation as observation

10



was episodic, summative and informal. Overreliance on observation partially explained the difficulty
many of the respondents experienced with verifying spiritual growth. Human eyes were not equipped to

see some forms of phenomena except as they were represented in indicators.

Evaluation as Debriefing

The research revealed evaluation was often practiced as debriefing. Early in his ministry, a
veteran youth minister described evaluation as awkward and misunderstood among his people. “But
what I [did] instead of evaluation [was] changed the word to debriefing. And it’s a natural thing. We
debrief everything we do. We debrief on a weekly basis. . . . . So evaluation is ongoing as we debrief. And
we bring correction as we go along” (2b). Evaluation was continuous, intentional, formative and
appeared non-formal in most debrief settings and was described by several youth pastors (1b, 2b, 2a, 2e,
2¢, 3¢, 1, 2). Debrief was used formally and informally in adult volunteer meetings as well as more
informally in student leadership meetings. Examples were given of debriefing during meetings, at
restaurants, in van rides and over the phone. Debriefing was the most common form of evaluation next to
snap judgments made by a single individual. By nature, debriefing focused on events and improvement.
In the population, used informally, debriefing did not appear to challenge assumptions or lead to strategy
or philosophy changes within a ministry. Used formally and when combined with various forms of data

it wielded transformational influence.

Evaluation as Anecdote

All youth pastors in the study told stories and used anecdotes to illustrate their points. They
admitted the questionable quality of anecdotal information. Anecdotes did not tend to provide a
diachronic or full-storied view (Hiebert 2008) of the person. Anecdotes highlighted specific traits that
illustrated a point or validated a perception from a single point in time. Often, a single anecdote, or

observation, was used to validate not only a current practice, but the entire ministry philosophy.
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Directive power of this magnitude should be reserved for intentional critical reflection on multiple forms
of data, not simple implicit and anecdotal data.

The pervasive commitment to solely informal and implicit evaluation is troubling. Yet,
transferring judgment from implicit and informal evaluations to explicit knowledge is not an impossible
task and is accomplished through metacognition. Metacognition and evaluation can be learned and
developed. Metacognition is thinking about thinking, or more precisely, awareness, self-regulation, and
control over one’s thinking processes (Metcalfe and Shimamura 1994). Metastrategic knowing, a
subdiscipline of metacognition, is essential because it enables people to apply consistent standards of
evaluation to all situations. Metastrategic knowledge involves knowing not only declarative or explicit
information but also conditional or contextual knowledge and knowing procedural or methodological
knowledge (Brown 1987; Niemi 2002; Shimamura 2000). The ability to intentionally plan one’s own
approach to learning combined with declarative, procedural and contextual knowledge appears to be a
key between changing implicit knowledge to declarative knowledge and the difference between the
novice and expert thinker in a field. Applying consistent standards of evaluation to all situations is vital

(Lee 2003) and transforms initially implicit knowledge into explicit knowledge (Zohar 2006).

Evaluation Improves Ministry yet Tools Used Are Limited and Weak
Evaluation is vital to improve ministry and effectiveness (Strommen et al., 2001; Exemplary YM,
2002; Robbins, 1990). Ninety percent of youth pastors state they strongly agree with the following
statement: “I regularly assess the effectiveness of my work” (Strommen et al., 2001, p. 206). Additionally,
ninety two percent of youth pastors perceive themselves as regularly achieving goals in their ministry
(Strommen et al., 2001, p. 206). However, the kind of evaluation used has dramatic effect upon the

definition of success and the determination of whether success is achieved.

12



The data revealed that formal programmatic evaluation tools were almost completely missing
from ministry practice. One youth pastor stated he did not have an instrument that told him “here's what
I see is success and here's how I know what is happening. I don't have that kind of evaluation tool” (3).
Youth pastors described a lack of evaluation tools but also an inability to perceive evidence. Spiritual
growth was perceived as imperceptible.

Some youth pastors expressed clearly valuing evaluation but lacked explicit tools. Espoused
theory was often different from the theory they practiced. One youth pastor espoused a theory of
evaluation and described performing autopsies on events or programs. When asked about the method of
that autopsy he stated, “I guess it's been awhile since we've done one . . . I can’t remember. . . . I guess we
don't have a tool for doing an autopsy after an event” (3c). They espoused one theory but struggled to
transfer implicit knowledge to the explicit realm. Espoused theory is what Argyris and Schon call double
loop or Model II learning (1974). It is not unusual in any professional field to espouse double loop
learning while not actually practicing double loop learning (Smith 2001). The data demonstrated that
when ministry philosophy was equated with the action strategy, there was limited possibility for new
thinking. Placing a method on the level of belief or conviction prevented the challenging of assumptions
or double loop thinking. A method given by God, whether through prayer or Scripture, could not be
challenged or evaluated. Assumptions were also not challenged when the action strategy or methodology
was disconnected from the ministry philosophy.

For most youth workers in the study, feedback was described as a tool but was perceived not to
collect “real” or “concrete” data. Informal feedback from various stakeholders such as volunteer leaders,
youth, elders and parents was reported as common. A minority of respondents gathered information
through more formal and intentional tools. Stakeholders such as elders and pastors who gave feedback

were perceived to be disconnected and uninformed. Often there was no actual feedback, but only the
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youth pastor’s perception of the stakeholder’s hypothetical opinion or response. Expert youth pastors
reported that their personal perception of a stakeholder’s unstated opinions had powerfully directed their
ministry decisions. “In the beginning I lived under a lot of that pressure of what the kids might think or
what the parents might think” (3b). Thus, feedback is perceived as unreliable yet powerfully directs

ministry decisions, even when the feedback is solely the perception of the pastor.

Lack of External Evaluation: The Glaring Hole
A dramatic finding can be stated for this population: With one notable exception, all youth
pastors in in the study reported that their youth ministry had no formal external evaluation. Many of the
youth pastors did not even receive a yearly review or performance evaluation. The unanimity was
stunning:
No they have not [evaluated me] the last couple of years. (2d)
My leadership is pretty hands off . . . I rarely get evaluated for anything. (3)

Normal evaluation? No, nothing like that at the church . .. I never meet or sit down with
the elder council and get ‘here's an evaluation of the year or here's your goal.” (1a)

Concerning ministry evaluation one stated, “In some ways student ministry is allowed to fly a little bit
under the radar, as long as we're not hearing too many complaints, you know, flustered parents or
injured kids” (1b). Several pastors were not even sure how, or if, their church evaluated or reviewed
ministry (1d, 3a, 2d).

The data revealed when the church held a performance review, the review was often focused on
the person, not the ministry, and was summative in nature. Reviews were often perceived by the youth
pastors as opinion and not based on observation. The reviewers were described as making sweeping
observations and judgments that did not help the youth pastor improve ministry practice. By far, the
majority of youth pastors stated that they either received only a personal yearly review or had no external

evaluation. While any form of evaluation would be more desirable than this current state, formative
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evaluation could help the ministry improve and grow in a variety of ways (Harris and Sansom 2001).
Most interviewees did not desire a hands-off state of affairs from their leadership. Some had
requested, even pleaded for, evaluation of their lives and programs and never received it. “I keep asking
someone to evaluate me, to make me accountable, to ask me what is going on—and it’s never worked”
(2¢). The focus groups echoed this desire.
When external evaluation was subjective, summative, and rare it was perceived as negative and

unhelpful. The following quote illustrated a youth pastor’s situation when facing a yearly review:

Oftentimes they [the elders] evaluate from afar in ignorance; and they can look at the
numbers, and they can try to evaluate how you're doing, but they don't understand the
stories. And then you're left in a position where you have to try to share the stories with
the people who are evaluating; and there's an element of almost dishonesty. You're
sharing true stories what God has done, but you're tempted to leave out the stories of the
failure. . . . and so you're becoming a salesman to your board of your ministry. (1)
Generally, the system encouraged invalid evaluation that was focused on quantitative data. One youth
pastor referred to the process of his personal review: “It's more their opinion. The elder board will sit
down and will write down their score and then average them together. . . . But the data is [sic] personal
opinion” (2d). The performance review encouraged dishonest massaging of the data and was often
perceived as punitive and invalid. A significant theme from the findings was the external imposition of a
quantitative metric upon the youth ministry. Youth pastors are often forced to demonstrate numerical
growth of some kind in order to generate resources or please elders, pastors or parents. Youth pastors

sometimes feel threatening levels of pressure to perform numerically. This is likely the case because

summative quantitative evaluation is exclusively used.

Benefits of External Evaluation
External evaluation evidenced great opportunity for improvement and development of ministry.

One expressed the value of being brought through an external evaluation process, “If it was just left to me
15



without guidance . . .  wouldn’t be thinking through the things I am being forced to think through, which
I think are really helping our ministry” (2a). He appreciated his leadership’s involvement in his ministry
through external, ongoing, formative evaluation and marked the benefits it had on his ministry. His
demeanor toward the system and review was very positive, stating, “I love my church.” His statements
highlighted the remarkable difference between those who received outside input and those who do not.
From the data, external formative evaluation is viewed as an expression of care and concern for
the ministry of the youth pastor. External evaluation alone could potentially empower youth pastors who
express disempowerment in the interviews. Pastors and elders should be cognizant that a “hands off”
approach may be intended as trust but is interpreted as neglect. It is also vital to note that, by definition,
external evaluation cannot be performed by the youth pastor on his or her ministry. Without external
evaluation, an important tool toward ministry effectiveness and success is removed, limiting the ministry
and the youth pastor. The simplest implication and application of the research may be for senior pastors,
elders or administrators to give formative, ongoing and positive feedback into their youth ministries.
Good evaluation must involve elements that cannot be provided for within the ministry alone
and cannot be solely quantitatively focused. Evaluation that occurs within a specific ministry is limited by
overarching systemic forces. As evidenced by an exemplar case in the research (2a), evaluation in youth
ministry is increasingly likely to generate development when part of a larger system that promotes a set

of conditions conducive for change (AAHE, 2005).

Evaluation Frames What We See: Using Evaluation as a Window
Evaluation is an integral part of ministry philosophy, whether acknowledged or not. It frames
what is seen thus altering what is perceived as reality. Evaluation provides a window to look through
when considering what is happening in ministry programs, relationships, and initiatives. This window
can give insight. By clearly describing a measurable objective, such as an attendance increase, one may

16



increase the efficiency of that goal. However, one may actually shut off other potentially beneficial
discoveries and outcomes of the activity that will now be left undiscovered. “That is, when you provide a
window for looking at something you also...provide something in the way of a wall” (Eisner 1985, p. 65).
Therefore, a question such as “how many people attended” (2d) can be a valuable window into
the program and at the same time, by itself, can shut down other areas of potentially valuable
information on impact and effectiveness in the ministry. Consider the researcher’s friend who
implemented small groups with the desire for numerical growth. The numerical evaluation of the small
groups became paramount in determining their success, even over such issues of quality of relationships,
application of biblical truth, and spiritual growth. The friend abandoned small groups, disappointed,
without seeing some of the positive impact they are having on his ministry. Small groups may very well
produce fantastic impact in his ministry, yet his window, the evaluative question, will actually block his
ability to know what is really going on. Youth pastors in this population described doubting the ability to

know the effect of their ministry and instead focused on anecdote and snap observations.

No window to reality: The Effects of Ministry Practice Are Perceived as Unknowable

The data revealed that some youth pastors believed that they cannot know the effect of their
ministry practice. No evaluative frame or window to the world was possible. One interviewee stated, in
“ministry you don’t see the results for years, if even then. Sometimes you don’t ever see the results.” (2f).
A significant portion of youth pastors claimed the inability to know the effects of ministry practice until
the distant future, if ever. “How do you effectively and correctly evaluate the here and now? I don’t
know” (3). Several interviewees claimed that a youth pastor’s effect is most often unseen. “As far as
seeing the fruit of that labor and stuff, most of the time you don't . . . sometimes it can be depressing” (1).

The comments prompted a follow-up question in the interviews: “How do you know what you
are doing right now is contributing to that goal five, ten, twenty years from now?” Several responses

17



were a simple, “I don’t know” (1), “We trust God” (3) or “I don't know that I've been able to see that”
(1d). The interviewees were very skeptical toward their ability to know the effect or impact of their
ministry. Highly skeptical youth pastors held an epistemologically unjustified position. They hoped that
what was done today could produce results in five or twenty years. However, they did not have evidence

that their practice produced those effects.

Stated Determinism and Pragmatic Action

Many youth pastors in the study held a somewhat paradoxical view. Among the respondents,
there was a deterministic perception that people do not produce results. However, the interviewees
tended to make rapid and dramatic changes to their programs and methodologies. One youth pastor (3a)
explained the propulsion for changes: “It just wasn’t working;” “I don’t know, we just tried something
new;” “We just kind of brainstorm what we think will help;” or “We have an idea, we give it a shot” (3a).
Actions and changes did not appear to be tied to philosophy of ministry or empirical data. Some youth
pastors perceived themselves as having no control over the impact of their ministry (3a, 3¢, 2d, 1c, 1d), a
theme that was repeated in focus groups (1, 3). Humility and reliance on God alone was their stated
theory. Conversely, the data belied a quite obvious theory in action that focused on pragmatic change.
Pragmatism appeared to be diametrically opposed to their stated theory, a stated theory that resembled

determinism.

Tyranny of Observation: Small Windows to the World

It was common for youth pastors in the population to justify their own perceptions by placing
words in the mouths of those observed. Youth pastors would often support claims or decisions with
quotes from students. When asked about how they gathered those quotes and perceptions, many would
admit that they had never actually heard those statements. “Those quotes, were those actual kids telling

you that?” “Well, yeah, I don't remember if we had a whole lot of very direct conversation. It was more
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some observational things I was making” (1b). Many of the youth pastors were “making inferences about
another person’s behavior without checking whether they are valid and advocating one’s own views
abstractly without explaining or illustrating one’s reasoning” (Edmondson and Moingeon, 1999, p. 161).

Many youth pastors were not concerned with regular evaluation, had no formal datum gathering
or evaluation tools, and did not challenge the validity of their perceptions. The anecdote and the single
observation reigned supreme. “Yeah, if you even see a glimmer, boy, you just jump on it. ... You put it
on your mantle . . . it just gives you more confidence that you are where you're supposed to be” (3). A
single observation was used to validate not only practice, but the entire ministry philosophy. This form of
validation was perceived to come directly from God.

All youth pastors told stories and used anecdotes to illustrate their points. Yet there was a vast
difference between novice and expert thinkers. Experts used anecdotes as illustrative of various forms of
data. Novice thinkers used anecdote as the single source of information in itself to support a specific
view. One youth pastor illustrated the problems with anecdotal evidence. He stated he could always find
two students who were on fire for God in a youth group of thirty people, no matter the program or
ministry practices (1c). Anecdotal evidence did not necessarily represent the group or the reality beyond
a single instance.

In the population, unvalidated observations often directed ministry decisions. There were
numerous examples where a comment, a new realization, or a surface level “snap judgment” wielded
vast impact on the interviewee’s decision making. Examples of sweeping immediate changes included:
the structure and content of curriculum (2d), purpose of the primary weekly program (1c), and canceling
an entire event (3a). Each decision was precipitated by a single observation, comment, question or insight.

Community was vital to accuracy and consistency in evaluative judgments. Yet the key was not

just gathering and talking. The raising of questions and challenging assumptions were primary in helpful
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dialogue in the communities of practice. Intentional explication of tacit knowledge in community tends to
form experts, who “have extensive, well-structured, declarative knowledge; not so novices” (Shavelson et
al. 2005, 413). The novice and expert division may be significant. Collaboration is vital to reveal tacit
knowledge and tap expert declarative knowledge. Evaluation, especially done in groups (Senge 2000),
may be the prime task for the development of explicit, expert thinking (Fenwick 2003; Merriam 2007, 177).
Novice youth pastors were able to reach beyond their experience toward explicit knowledge while in

conversation and dialogue.

The Need for Qualitative Research Methods in Youth Ministry Training

One of the main quandaries facing youth pastors in the research is to match data gathering
methods to the questions being asked. Youth pastors in the population are lacking in tools and
methodologies appropriate to inform their most salient inquiries. The problem appears to be a lack of
understanding of qualitative research. Two lenses are available. Youth pastors in the study are unhappily
familiar with the first lens, quantification. Youth pastors in the study seems to face rationalistic or
objectivist mindsets among the organizations they serve. Objectivist thinking does not easily give
permission to leave the hallowed halls of measurements made by quantification and rule. The
indeterminate swampy zones of practice (Schon, 1987) require a second lens; qualitative judgment.

Like quantitative, qualitative research differentiates effort and effect, or inputs and outputs, and
is also empirical. The empirical and justifiable truth claims available to qualitative research are the most
misunderstood elements. Qualitative data expresses difficult and seemingly ineffable aspects of life such
as culture, vision, values and affect. These elements were described by the population as fundamental
qualities of any ministry yet were held to be impossible to evaluate. “Qualitative inquiry provides the
way forward into valid assessment that complements measurement and gives organizational evaluation

depth and meaning” (Patty, 2007, italics original). Several youth pastors expressed the great possibility
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that is open to ministers with qualitative empirical tools. Qualitative tools offer a vision of what is
happening below the surface in people’s lives, in their entire ministry or even in the cultural contextual
setting (Merriam 2002).

Both qualitative and quantitative data collection are vital lenses if the youth pastor desires to see
with “depth perception.” Qualitative research in the youth ministry population suffers from a lack of
conceptual understanding and lack in the knowledge of available tools. Youth ministry education must
include qualitative research methods.

Conclusion
Three major conclusions are drawn from the data presented above:

Evaluation is pervasive: The question is not whether the youth pastor should do evaluation. As
verified by this study, everyone performs evaluation constantly, whether acknowledged or not. The
question is whether that evaluation is recognized and can thus be guided. Evaluation that is ignored or
denied gains powerful and harmful control over ministry.

Evaluation improves ministry: The youth worker seeks to understand and improve, to foster
growth in discipleship and relationship. Thus, the real purpose of evaluation is not simply greater
understanding, but transformation. Evaluation is vital if youth pastors desire to improve their ministry
and effectiveness.

Evaluation frames what is seen: Evaluation is actually an integral part of ministry philosophy,
whether acknowledged or not. It frames what is seen thus altering what is perceived as reality.

Evaluation is not just a tool for “watching stuff happen” but is a vehicle that directs what is
evaluated (Jurkowitz 2003). Consider someone that wants to see what types of fish are in a lake. Fishing
with bait designed to catch salmon will not catch sturgeon. If one assumes there are no sturgeon, then

they potentially misjudge “what is going on” in the lake. A response based on this information may
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endanger the sturgeon either through inaction or harmful action because someone does not know they
are there. If pastors make judgments based on content in their teaching, then content becomes primary. If
life-change, growth and Christ-likeness are the nets cast, those are the fish most likely to be caught. Eisner
declares, “We find what we are looking for” (Eisner 1979, 177). The way in which someone gathers and
analyzes data and chooses sources of information reflects the values of the gatherer. Evaluative choices
reflect previous commitments not necessarily current circumstances or realities (Severe 2010). Evaluative

concepts, the questions asked, greatly impact the end result.

Evaluation Best Practices in Youth Ministry
Based on the state of evaluation and needs expressed by youth pastors, the following practices
are recommended for youth ministry.

. Form communities to use the hard data and intuitive knowledge available. Communities
can take the form of a network or a mentor with whom a youth pastor discusses what is happening in his
ministry.

. Consider sources of information. Has the youth worker talked to parents,
volunteers, elders, pastors and the students themselves? Have they observed, discussed and asked? Each
source may be biased, perceive only one piece, or be plain wrong but that’s why each is needed: The
minister has the same failings.

. Consider the questions asked, not just the information gathered. Every question has an
assumption and thus there are assumptions in the questions that are asked in evaluation. Multiple
questions are often needed in order to seek evidence of what is going on.

. Look below the surface for underlying causes. What is seen is only the tip of the
iceberg. Qualities of a ministry as well as theoretical philosophical issues must be searched out and made
explicit.
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. Seek “depth perception.” Pursue methodologies and sources of information that
use both lenses of data that are qualitative and quantitative in nature.

. Compile evidence continuously over time. Many of the most valuable efforts will
bear fruit incrementally so that the minister must be diligent in knowing what is happening as it changes.
Evaluation helps the youth pastor steer as he or she drives. Evaluation can be cumulative, formative or
summative but is best when it is ongoing, not episodic (AAHE, 2005).

. Create a culture of evaluation. The above practices are directed toward creating a
culture of continuous improvement, feedback opportunities and all layers of involvement. Single

evaluations are not powerful enough to stand against the prevailing system.

Recommendations for Further Study

The current study needs replication in multiple geographic areas, ethnic groups, and untrained
youth workers. An obvious recommendation for further study is to broaden the population to investigate
senior pastors or primary leaders of ministries. Researching the leader of the church or team may bring to
light differences or similarities that impact the entire church body and the youth ministry.

The current research disagrees with accusations of pure pragmatism and quantitative focus in
youth ministry. More research is needed to confirm or debunk the perception as well as the implication
for ministry practice. Objectivist and methodological focus may be tied to denominational or theological
persuasion.

In conclusion, evaluation exerts enormous influence, both positive and negative. Some youth
pastors are already harnessing the potential of evaluation through solid ministry training and
participation in communities of practice. Several questions previously without answers now have data

and new directions to help the church improve its ministry to youth.
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