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ABSTRACT

This paper follows the process of visioning, implementation and the initial evaluation
of Youth Worker’s Academy. The efforts of denominational leaders, University
professors and other professionals in selected fields have combined to create an

intense training opportunity for youth workers, recently granted Para-professional
certification status by GBHEM.
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AYME Paper

Youth Worker’s Academy - A Grassroots Program for Equipping and Training
Youth Worker’s on the Frontlines

Abstract: This article follows the process of visioning, implementation and the a“@
initial evaluation of a yearlong training program for lay workers with youth. The = -~
efforts and expertise of denominational leaders, University professors and other
professionals in selected fields have combined to create an intense training f‘/
opportunity. This paper explores the goals and objectives guiding the prografh

along with the topics taught. Several indicators, including participant’s e\&ﬂuatlons
exit questionnaires, and the General Board of Higher Education and Muﬁstry S
(GBHEM) declaration of this program as a Para-professional certlﬁcatlon approved
training for lay workers in the area of Youth Ministry, serve as m\q*ans of assessment.

Introduction &

As a professor at a University, which has a deglgee in youth ministry, I receive
calls and emails on a regular basis from pastors andfhurch lay leadership asking
about our students. Most church pastors I talk tQare often reaching a point of
frustration in their search for the best part- time youth worker. Many of the
churches they serve are in rural areas that pay little and require a large commute.
The pay they propose is often so low that‘lt would barely cover travel and does not
afford the student a workable 1ncorne.o] have also discovered through several
painful experiences that the expectatlons of the church and the pastor are beyond
the skill-set of a young, untralned ‘college student. The students in the youth
ministry degree program show great potential but they are just learning their craft.
When hired they are often brought into the program, told the times they are to lead
the youth and then left Qﬁ ‘their own to teach, lead, organize and evangelize a group
of individuals only a féw years younger than themselves. At this point those who
hired the youth dlrector leave the scene only to be heard from when something bad
happens. I have Wwatched time and time again as those who went in with great
enthusiasm Qe‘turn weeks later to my office broken and questioning their call to
youth mlrustry Church leaders and pastors are frustrated knowmg their search
must bggln again and believing they just need to find the “right one” next time. The
youth in our churches also become disillusioned, angry and hurt by the loss of yet
an()ther individual they were just getting close to as their leader. It is difficult, if not

o“lmp0551ble to create a ministry for youth within the church with a continuous cycle
of fast starts and quick demises.

We would not send a first year nursing student to serve by themselves in
their profession with little to no training. We would not say to a nursing student,
“Well you have been under the care of a nurse before so you should be able to be a
nurse with these patients.” Yet, in some ways, every time we send an untrained
youth worker into the field we do just that. Mark DeVries (2008) in his book
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Sustainable Youth Ministry has made the statement that “sustainable youth ministry
- come not from gambling but predictably from a strategic, sacrificial and
annoyingly inconvenient investment of time and resources.” (p. 10).

Not only do we need to train those working with our youth but we also need
to help churches understand that the investment they make in training is worth it. &
And although I believe that the students coming out of our University will be \-\“\'
equipped to be excellent youth ministers in time, they will not be the best choice for
every church’s search. Most churches cannot afford a full-time, college-educated &
professional in the field of youth ministry. The majority of our churches will de,pend
on part-time individuals to equip the youth in their care, leading and nurturing them
as they develop their faith. The importance of creating a strategic plan fozs
equipping those who work with youth both as a career and a calling is eﬁsentlal to
insure sustainable leadership which will have the potential to foster.long-term,
relationships with adults benefiting our youth in a variety of ways fScales & Leffert,
1999; Smith & Denton, 2005). So parading youth ministers thr«o‘ugh our church as if
there is a rotating door is seldom our desire. &

<
o

\,\

The problem youth ministries face is not a lackﬂf love or a desire to care for
the youth in our churches and community, but an 1S§Ue of investment. Are we
willing to plan for the future and invest our tlme\and resources? Moving beyond a
quick fix mentality is essential if our goal is to help youth develop their faith.

Although the University does a gQDd job of training and developing leaders,
the truth remains that many of our c}mrches will never have the resources to
employ such an individual. Becauge of this reality I believe it is important to ask
how a University can work Wlth the churches in their area to train and equip the
many lay leaders that have a peal desire and call to work with youth. What types of
partnerships can be formed that truly demonstrate a working connection between
the local church and ngher Education?

5@‘\ A Grassroots Movement Takes Flight

(2
X
o

Throug‘fl visits to small churches across the state of Oklahoma, Reverend

Diana Nor’éﬁ\cutt the Director of Local Church Youth Ministries, heard over and over
again, l;h*at small churches could not find nor afford trained youth ministers. They
wanted to minister to the youth in their communities but many felt at a loss for how
to: proceed Churches who had been able to find individuals to serve saw them often

o‘glve up after a short tenure. Many of the volunteers and part-time hired staff were
quickly frustrated by their heartfelt attempts to provide youth ministry programs at
their churches. Many felt ill equipped to do the job they had been given and at the
same time they felt pressure to provide something. The overarching theme being
that “all churches should have something for youth.”

After many conversations with small, often rural church leaders and pastors
Diana found a common theme being expressed - many felt they might find someone
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in their church to do youth ministry if they could hit upon a way to train them. To
teach homegrown persons to do quality youth ministry could be a win-win situation.
Local individuals in rural areas are often more invested in their neighborhood and
plan to stay within the community. Training and equipping such individuals would
be beneficial for the youth they worked with and might ensure a longer tenure than
bringing someone in, with low pay and no investment in the area.

It became clear that many of the churches struggled with creating a stable
and flourishing youth ministry, yet most had a true desire to do so. These small, _f‘
rural congregations often incorporate youth into the life of the church both outjé)iC
necessity and desire. The problem was not a lack of opportunity for youth but a
struggle with how to intentionally work with youth, understanding them aﬁd
reaching out in order to promote true integration in the church and exp‘énd
opportunities for them to develop a strong and lasting faith. This desrre to minister
to youth demonstrated a commitment that can lead to teenagers, maturmg in their
faith and having a love and respect for the church as they growe“Also by placing
youth ministry as a priority, youth feel loved, cared for and stipported by their
congregations. (Martinson, Black & Roberto, 2010) "
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At the time there was one training event belng offered in the Oklahoma
Conference called Youth 101. The focus audlenqewas youth worker’s who often
served in small, rural churches. Youth 101 occ;urred each year in August and was a
weekend training that offered a selection of&xvorkshops and the opportunity for
participants to network with other youth ‘workers. The training event although
helpful was very limited in its scope agfrd individuals attending Youth 101 was
voicing their desire for additional preparatlon It became clear that something more
was needed. &
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The General Board gf D15c1plesh1p (GBOD), in 2005, had also sent out a
foundational document, e‘htltled Youth Ministry Training Initiatives in The United
Methodist Church. The "document outlined a method for training youth ministers in
an intentional way: Tt also encouraged Conference-Based Youth Ministry
Institutes/Acadeinies in The United Methodist Church. The information shared
several model ‘recommendations that could be used for creating such a program.
Several Upf’fed Methodist Conferences had made attempts at creating such
Academfes Diana located and contacted all of the conferences that had done such
tralnmgs and failed. From these conversations she looked at the “good stuff” and
gLeaned information on why they had failed in their attempts to do a training

o‘academy With this information collected and being aware of the concerns voiced

by pastors, church leadership and the youth worker’s requests she began
formulating her ideas on what might be workable in Oklahoma.

Diana began a conversation with Dr. Mark Davies, at that time the Dean of the
nearby Wimberly School of Religion at Oklahoma City University, about the lack of
training many if not most part-time and volunteer youth directors were currently
receiving in our state. From that conversation, I was asked to join the process of



planning a new training event for youth workers. At the time, [ was serving under
full-time appointment as an elder in the United Methodist Church and taught part-
time as an Adjunct Professor at the University. Because of my connection to both
the Annual Conference and the University [ was asked to serve as the Dean of the
program. After accepting the position I joined the team. We were given a start up
grant of $2500 from the Leadership Development Ministry Team and began our
work in earnest. After receiving this start-up grant the program has remained self-
sustaining to date. &

Courses and Objectives 2

Planning began in 2006 and implementation took place in August 2@07
Using the guidelines from GBOD and reflecting on the local needs within our own
Annual Conference we examined our goals and desired outcomes. Affer several
meetings and extensive brainstorming we chose the following tozgics to teach with
the listed objectives: &

Course: A People of the Book ‘
Description: An introductory examination of diverse ways to explore the Bible.

<

Objectives: 5
1) Examine different approaches to choosmg Scripture (i.e. lectionary,
series/thematic, Christian year, etc )&*
2) Identify and utilize other resources to explore Scripture (i.e. commentaries,
dictionaries, concordance, cornputer programs, and historical documents,
etc.).

3) Develop methods to brmg’the biblical story to life.

\e

Course: Basic Beliefs for Uﬂlted Methodist Christians
Description: The Book QfDlSCIpllne is an important document of the United
Methodist Church. Un‘derstandmg the history and use of the The Book of Discipline
will give the partmrpant a view of United Methodist history, polity, doctrine,
tradition, and sotlal principles. This course will also examine modern writings to
further explg}‘e the United Methodist Church.
Ob]ectlybes
} Identify the major contents of The Book of Discipline.
\2) Examine the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion.

P s 3) Explore United Methodist understandings of means of grace, speaking in

tongues, Communion, love feast, etc.
4) Understand the history of confirmation.
5) Grow in the ability to lead youth through confirmation.

Course: Know Yourself as a Leader
Description: Participants will examine the traits they identify as important for
leadership. They will also look at the gifts and skills they possess. By understanding
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the traits of good leadership the participants will begin to look objectively at their
personal habits and find new ways to use the gifts they possess.
Objectives:
1) Recognize leadership styles.
2) Examine personal gifts using one or more of the following: Myers-Briggs,
Personality Inventory, Colors Inventory, etc.
3) Discover ways to deal with conflict, boundary issues, and sexual ethics and
harassment issues. &

Course: Thinking Theologically about Youth Ministry &
Course Description: Youth ministry involves more than playing games, it reguires
preparing youth to be leaders. This course examines youth brain developﬂ‘ient and
basic aspects of human development. By understanding basic youth de@elopment

the participant is enabled to help youth begin to use their gifts to grow as leaders.
Z\%K\
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Objectives: &
1) Examine current research in the area of adolescent brain development.
2) Grow in ability to use current research to foster lgaﬂershlp skills in youth.
3) Learn basic structures to encourage youth lea@efship in your church.
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Course: Youth Culture 5
Course Description: Youth are connected to the ‘world in more ways than ever
before in our history. This course will lookat emerging means of communication
involving the Internet. It will also explom ‘current trends in music and media. By
recognizing trends you will have the Qq)portunlty to begin using them to help reach
out to both youth and their families:"
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Objectives: &
1) Learn about the dlgﬁal age of youth (Myspace, Facebook, blogging, instant
messaging, etc.).«"
2) Explore ways | ,fbr technology to become an asset in your setting.
3) Identlfylnanternet issues that parents and youth need to be aware of as they
use mod@‘rn technology.

\"('

Course: Sbff;port Fellowship, and Networking

Course Pescription: Youth ministry is a demanding occupation. It is important to
bulld‘networks find support and fellowship in order to prevent burn out. This
CQnrse will explore how isolation can make your job more difficult. It will also help
& the participant to identify support systems that exist in their own setting and
beyond.

Objectives:
1) Identify available support systems in the church and beyond.
2) Find new ways to relate to parents.
3) Discover techniques to recruit and care for volunteers.
4) Learn the importance of networking.



5) Explore methods of spiritual formation.
6) Understand strategies for mutual accountability.

Course: Disciple Making Models of Youth Ministry
Course Description: This course examines various ways to reach out to youth.

Learn about practical solutions with a purpose. Explore models that will help you in 5
the areas of recreation, discipline, Sunday school, retreats, special events and other eo“\'
activities. é@oq
Objectives: f"\

1) Explore and participate in models of recreation ministry. @o‘j’

2) Examine the nuts and bolts of retreat planning. &

3) Discover new and trial tested events and activities you can use wlth youth.
4) Learn methods of discipline that can help when dealing with your youth.
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Course: Christ Centered Youth Ministry &
Course Description: Spiritual growth and worship experlenees are still key to
Christian youth. Participants will learn a variety of ways 0 help youth in their
spiritual journey. Participants will also explore currentresearch that helps
illuminate current trends in worship. You will also h\ave the opportunity to learn

more about emerging worship and other models(

¢

Objectives: &
1) Examine research trends for yout,h in the areas of worship, religion, and
spirituality. &

2) Discover what emergent wgrshlp really means.

3) Participate in an emergent "worship experience.

4) Explore ways to engage youth in designing and leading youth.
Course: Persons Calledé\ahd Gifted in Youth Ministry
Course Description: Working with youth is an important ministry. During this
course you will eXpTore your spiritual gifts and begin the process of discerning your
call to work Wlth ‘youth. You will also be challenged to explore your own spiritual
growth. @“

,‘\

Ob]ectlybes
} Participate in a spiritual gifts inventory.
& \2) Examine your personal call.
. ¢~ 3) Review the steps needed to fulfill your ministry goals.

Course: Discipleship

Course Description: Reaching out to youth is often a challenge. This course will
examine a variety of methods for reaching out to youth in your church and
community. It will also address the issues of stewardship. You will have the
opportunity to review traditional and new methods for helping youth engage in
ministry and mission.



Objectives:
1) Learn to recognize the youth needs in your community and plan intentionally
to address them.
2) Discover the possible ministry options for youth.
3) Learn to plan weekly fellowship meetings (the “main event”) in your local

setting to reach the identified needs of your youth. &
4) Explore mission opportunities that exist locally, statewide, nationally, and &
internationally. &&o*
Course: Working in the Church ,b"\

Course Description: The United Methodist Church is a connectional orgamza’ﬁlon
The polity and traditions influence the church members at the local level aﬁd
beyond. In this course you will learn strategies for working at the locaHevel and
Conference level. You will be introduced to the diversity that can be:both a gift and
challenge when working in a local United Methodist Church. /\4“

Objectives: f

1) Grow in your ability to work with staff and laity. V

2) Recognize the strengths and weaknesses in your local congregation.

3) Discover methods for working in your local settlng to build upon your
strengths and discover new ways to address weaknesses.

4) Examine your facilities and location, explorlng opportunities you may be
missing. -

5) Explore the Global Ministries of the 'United Methodist Church.

6) Learn about the politics that eg«l‘st in the United Methodist Church at a variety

of levels. &
7) Learn about how changes~are made at the local level, national and global
level. &
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Course: Order out of Ctxa“gs
Course Description: Handling money, filing systems/record keeping, time
management, andg‘?oup travel.
1) Discuss pi‘oper accounting techniques when working with church funds.
2) Learrphow to create and follow proper channels to secure a budget item for
youth ministry.
3) \\Qrow in your ability to plan, fundraise and use budgets for group travel.

&7 Implementation of Youth Worker’s Academy

The first Youth Worker’s Academy launched on August 10-12, 2007 with 17
individuals from across the state participating. Each individual participating or their
church invested $1000 for the training event. In return for their investment of time
and money they received books, room and board and classroom instruction from
OCU professors, ministers and community resource leaders and one-on-one
consultations when requested. Each member of this first cohort made a personal
commitment to attend two weekend training retreats and three Saturday sessions



that lasted from 9:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m. They also had readings and homework
assignments to do in between gatherings. Near the end of the first event the

majority of those attending were asking for an advanced Academy. Although we had
dreamed of a two-year academy with one year being more practical and the other

being focused on theological learning, we had not originally set such a plan in

motion. Never having pursued such intense training for youth workers, we were
unsure of the response. We soon discovered that not only did they want to learn &
more about their craft but also they had bonded and were not ready to relinquish "
the support system they had found in coming together with other lay workers in _ &
similar situations. S

After planning Track One of Youth Worker’s Academy and watchm;g‘ the
training evolve we knew where we wanted to go next. While Track One\/vas filled
with wonderful teaching we wanted Track Two to be more practlcaLand empirical.
We felt participants were ready to be pushed to create their own\Blble studies, learn
how to use the Search Institutes Developmental Assets in thelt:cCTlurches learn to
evaluate and write curriculum, plan and implement a solid Gonfirmation program
and deal with the darker side of youth ministry (cutting, bﬁllying, GBLTQ issues,
date rape, suicide, etc). Track One had taught them hqw to do basic exegesis of
Scripture, write and request budgets, understand Umted Methodist beliefs and
polity, learn how to lead retreats and mission experlences that had a lasting impact
and work more effectively in their churches. Irack Two was designed to engage
them in a new level of praxis. &

Track Two was changed to a fg@ﬁz-weekend retreat setting based on verbal
and written feedback we received from participants who expressed a need for time
away. Although many struggledW1th being gone on Sunday mornings, they also
found the break to be regenerahng We in turn changed Track One to the same four-
weekend format. g
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As of the Writ'mé of this article Youth Worker’s Academy is in its third
rotation. We have&ompleted three tracks of Academy One and are in the middle of
our third year QFAcademy Two. We have had 54 participants in Track One and 36 in
Track Two. Qut of those individuals who have completed the program in our Track
One cohor;ss 2007-2008, 7 out of 17 are still in ministry. Our 2009-2010 cohort, 8
out of 1.6are still in ministry. Our 2011-2012 cohort, 21 out of 21 are still in
mlnlstry
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& Measuring Success

When participants were asked to share why they signed up for this year long
training almost all expressed a personal desire for preparation in order to be more
effective in their work with youth. Although a few mentioned that their churches
required them to attend, most still expressed a personal desire to attend.
Throughout the six cohorts who have completed the training five individuals
attended only because their pastor or Church leadership required/pushed them to



participate, expressing no personal desire to be present. Four of the five individuals
stopped attending after the first weekend session and the other attended but never
appeared to connect with other individuals in her cohort and did not continue on in
the second year track. From both the surveys and personal observations it would
appear that although a church may require an individual to attend, the man or
woman must also have some desire to attend the training. One participant wrote, “I
personally wanted to attend for further education and my church required it.” This a\-\“\
individual has finished one track and signed up for the second one. She is also >
planning to seek Para-professional certification. She feels she has grown personaHy
and developed friendships within the cohort. She stated that, “YWA is expandu}g my
thinking of youth ministry, providing great resources and a network of suppert.”

She also shared that she has used many of the ideas with her youth. Og‘

4\

All the participants who filled out the exit questionnaires sald ‘they would
recommend the training to other individuals working in youth rrujnstry They all
agreed they were using the material they learned in their mlnlstrles Although they
shared different sections that were being implemented in théir own ministries the
following comments sum up what many stated: “I have uséa the Safe Sanctuary
polices.” “It has prepared me to deal with negative situations and ways to deal with
any problems that arise.” | have learned so much ahOut the United Methodist
Church, history and polity.” “The best part was worklng on curriculum! I now know
how to formulate a study on any topic [ am presented with and to create it around
my specific group dynamic.” “I have used dtfferent styles of teaching and preparing
lessons.” “I got to actually speak in a fmaﬁce meeting and help with committees.” “I
have used my Synopsis of the Gospel k book a hundred times in lessons.” “I have used
the Colors personality inventory.” # used our info from the mission work section to
reflect and help students procesosthe experience in new ways helping them relate it
to their life and beliefs.”

As the above comments demonstrate students are taking a plethora of ideas
back to their churcheos‘ "All of them have gained something from the experience. The
other comment made on a majority of the forms is how being with others has helped
them network. We have set-up a Facebook group and current participants and past
participants; sﬁare concerns and write questions to others in the group asking for
help. One individual shared that the most helpful part of attending YWA on a
person@f level was, “The connections; both spiritual and emotional. I have a large
number of people I can call for advice, ideas and motivation.” Most felt isolated in
thelr positions and one shared, “I began with little support professionally. I was

o‘fhrown into a situation without rules or boundaries. Each presenter and both Diana
0&\ and Leslie presented a solid front with the attitude, ‘I could do this’. Plus, I have

? many more resources available through them.” Overall, all those who have finished

have gained from the training.

Because of the quality of Youth Worker’s Academy and the rigor of training

demonstrated in the course work we received Para-professional certification from
the General Board of Higher Education and Ministry of the United Methodist Church.

10
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This has lead to our first out of state participant. With this recognition of the
program we will now have to examine our curriculum once more to make sure it
does not focus to heavily on the needs of the Oklahoma Annual Conference but can
be applicable to other regions as well. We have also had some inquiry from other
mainline denominations wondering if they could send their youth workers to the
training. It will be important to continue to listen to our participants to update the 4;@‘“‘
program as needed while keeping the rigor and broad scope of YWA in place. The & &
partnership between the Oklahoma Annual Conference and the University has been

a positive one. Student’s perceptions of the quality of the training are connected te‘

their positive feedback about the professors, ministers and community resourqe

leaders who teach within the program. &
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Discussion and Implications &

The need for trained youth workers to serve in small, oftem“rural churches
still exists. The participants in this program have expressed thaT when they receive
training they feel equipped to lead youth in new ways. Theys*feel less isolated by
participating in a cohort of other youth ministers in simiLaY:situations Although
turn over in these low-paying, low status, high job expettatlon positions will still
exist, we can help workers feel better prepared for the work they do. By preparing
laity in our churches to work with youth in an m\tentlonal way, through high-quality
training, it is my belief that they will have a better chance to impact the youth they
work with regularly, helping them to develoi) their faith in deeper ways. Only time
and more research will demonstrate whet'her such training affects length of tenure.

[ have had more than one n\ezvcvly hired youth worker share that the pastor
informed them that they neededto attend YWA when they were interviewing with
the church. Although the number of churches and pastors taking advantage of this
program is still a minority within our conference it gives me hope that at least some
of our pastors are seemg“fhe benefit of sending their youth workers to such training.
More research will neéd to be done to see the impact this training academy will have
on both the leaders’ ‘and the youth who are in their care.
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We h_gw‘é also watched several of our participants identify a call to ministry
through thfg experience. Several are now completing college course work to meet
their mmlstry requirements. At this writing one is now a commissioned elder, two
are mthelr last year of seminary and one in his last year of undergraduate work
mong towards seminary. One participant has attended local licensing school and

o‘another is considering it. This academy has proved to be a stepping-stone for
people who may have never considered a call to ministry. Because of their
participation in YWA it is my hope that they will continue to be sensitive to the
needs of youth in their congregations whether they serve in a senior leadership
position or on the staff.

Finally, although it would be possible to do Youth Worker’s Academy without
the help of Oklahoma City University, it has proved to be a positive relationship. The
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ability of the professors to reach out to students who might never attend OCU
extends the connection between our churches and the University they support with
their apportionment dollars. This real connection helps both the University, which
can appear far removed from many of our rural communities and helps the church
take advantage of the assets the University can provide. I believe it is a win-win
situation.

Leslie A. Long, Ph.D. &
Assistant Professor of Religious Education S&%’
Oklahoma City University &
llong@okcu.edu &
405-208-5176 O@\“
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