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Standards of Accreditation

Theological schools accredited by the Commission on 
Accrediting of the Association of Theological Schools  
(the “Commission”) are special-purpose institutions 
of postbaccalaureate, higher education. Prior to meet-
ing the Standards of Accreditation, these schools must 
demonstrate that they are qualified for membership 
in the Commission by virtue of membership in The 
Association of Theological Schools in the United States 
and Canada (the “Association”) and by virtue of offer-
ing graduate theological degrees, functioning within 
the Christian or Jewish faiths, and demonstrating that 
their graduates serve in positions of religious leadership. 
The purpose of the Association is the improvement of 
theological schools, which is implemented through ac-
creditation by the Commission and by the programs and 
services the Association provides to member schools.  

Since 1938, The Association of Theological Schools has 
maintained standards for the accreditation of member 
schools. The standards both define minimal require-
ments for accreditation and identify qualities associ-
ated with good institutional and educational practice; 
as such, they articulate the shared understandings and 
accrued wisdom of the theological school community 
regarding normative institutional performance. The 
standards have been periodically reviewed and revised 

since their inception: the General Institutional Standards 
were approved by the membership after a compre-
hensive redevelopment process undertaken from 2008 
through 2010, and the present Educational and Degree 
Program Standards were approved by the membership 
after a comprehensive revision process undertaken from 
2010 through 2012.

These standards are the basis by which schools are eval-
uated for accredited status with the Commission. More 
than previous editions of ATS standards, these standards 
seek to describe excellence in theological education in 
the context of the different purposes and constituencies 
of accredited schools. They provide the basis for ongo-
ing institutional and educational improvement as well 
as descriptions of minimal expectations. The entire text 
comprises the accrediting standards. Within this text, the 
term “shall” is used to denote minimal expectations of 
accredited schools. Words such as “should” are used to 
identify characteristics of good practice and educational 
quality and to set forth expectations for improvement of 
theological education.

The standards are implemented according to the proce-
dures and policies contained herein and are interpreted 
and administered by the Board of Commissioners (the 
“Board”).
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Educational and Degree Program Standards

The Commission on Accrediting of ATS identifies its 
expectations and requirements for the degrees offered 
by member schools in the following Degree Program 
Standards. These standards for degree programs are 
intended to ensure a common understanding of the 
kind and quantity of academic work involved in a 
degree program undertaken at member schools, and to 
provide common public meaning for a degree, regard-
less of the member school that grants it. 

The revised Educational and Degree Program Stan-
dards were adopted at the June 2012 Biennial Meeting.

The Educational Standard (ES 1 through 8) identifies 
general educational qualities that transcend particular 
degree program expectations. It describes four primary 
patterns of theological education delivery—campus-
based education, extension education, distance educa-
tion, and individualized instruction. It also describes 
expectations related to assessing learning outcomes 
and educational effectiveness as well as technical issues 
related to practices such as transfer of credits and cred-
its shared by more than one degree. Standard ES brings 
together material that was formerly part of Standard 
DS, Standard 10, and Standard M.

The Degree Program Standards (A through J) fall into 
four categories: Basic Programs oriented toward Minis-
terial Leadership, Basic Programs oriented toward Gen-
eral Theological Studies, Advanced Programs oriented 
toward Ministerial Leadership, and Advanced Pro-
grams primarily oriented toward Theological Research 
and Teaching. For each degree, the standards address 
(1) purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational 
assessment; (2) program content; (3) educational re-
sources and learning strategies; and (4) admission.

While the degree standards are intended to ensure a 
common, public meaning for degrees granted by theo-
logical schools that are accredited by the Board of Com-
missioners, a member institution should implement its 
degree programs in ways that meet the standards and 

reflect the school’s values and purpose. Thus, while 
the standards require schools to offer programs that 
provide opportunities through which students may 
grow in personal faith, emotional maturity, moral in-
tegrity, and public witness, each school must determine 
the kind of opportunities that are appropriate to its 
institutional and religious commitments, as well as the 
characteristics that are reasonable indicators of moral 
integrity or personal faith, in the context of the school’s 
institutional and theological commitments. The stan-
dards require institutions to assess the degree to which 
the goals of a degree program have been achieved, but 
schools must identify the qualities by which the attain-
ment of goals will be assessed. 

Because accreditation is somewhat distinctive in North 
American higher education, applicants for admission 
who have completed their prerequisite educational 
work outside North America will typically not present 
degrees from “accredited” schools, and the patterns of 
their previous education may be different from familiar 
patterns of education in North America. Commission 
member institutions are responsible for determining, 
for all applicants, the level of work that has been com-
pleted and whether the work represents the education-
al equivalent of specified, prerequisite degrees.	

When a school offers more than one degree program, 
it is important that each program be designed in a 
way that ensures its educational integrity. While some 
courses in a degree program may also be used to satisfy 
requirements for another degree, in most approved 
degree programs there will be some courses that are 
offered only for that program. In schools that offer both 
master’s-level and doctoral programs, courses should 
be appropriate for each level and generally offered 
for students at only one level, with exceptions made 
only in clearly defined cases. Moreover, in each degree 
program a sufficient number of students should be en-
rolled to ensure an appropriate community of learners 
focused on the purpose and goals of that degree.
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Guidelines for Implementation

The revised Educational and Degree Program Standards should be implemented in a way that provides sufficient 
time for institutions to adjust to the revised standards. The plan of implementation provides for an interim period 
during which both the former Degree Program Standards and the revised Educational and Degree Program Stan-
dards will be in force, allows schools time to align their programs with the revised standards, and moves both the 
Commission and the Association toward functioning with a single set of Educational and Degree Program Stan-
dards as soon as possible. The interim period applies only to the Educational and Degree Program Standards; the 
General Institutional Standards, in effect since July 1, 2010, will continue to be in force.

July 1, 2012–June 1, 2013

1.	 Member schools receiving a comprehensive accredi-
tation evaluation between July 1, 2012, and June 1, 
2013, may choose either the former Degree Program 
Standards or the revised Educational and Degree 
Program Standards adopted at the 2012 Biennial 
Meeting as the criteria by which they would prefer 
to be evaluated. For those choosing the former, Gen-
eral Institutional Standard 10 (Multiple Locations 
and Distance Education), Degree Program Standard 
M (Criteria for Admission, Transfer of Credits, 
Shared Credit in Degree Programs, and Advanced 
Standing Related to Degree Programs), and the 
former Degree Program Standards will apply.

2.	 It is the responsibility of the school to inform ac-
crediting staff in writing of its preference.

3.	 If a school elects in this interim period to be evalu-
ated by the former Degree Program Standards but is 
implementing programs at the time of its comprehen-
sive accreditation evaluation that are allowed by the 
revised Educational and Degree Program Standards, 
the school must include in its institutional self-study 
report or in an addendum to the report a description 
and analysis of these programs, their educational 
effectiveness, and how they conform to the revised 
Educational and Degree Program Standards. 

Plan of Implementation for the Revised Educational and Degree Program Standards

After June 2, 2013

1.	 After June 2, 2013, all decisions of the Board of Com-
missioners shall be based on the General Institutional 
Standards adopted at the 2010 Biennial Meeting and 
the revised Educational and Degree Program Stan-
dards adopted at the June 2012 Biennial Meeting.

2.	 All institutional self-study reports and all accred-
itation-related evaluations conducted after June 2, 
2013, shall be based on the General Institutional 
Standards adopted at the 2010 Biennial Meeting 
and the revised Educational and Degree Program 
Standards adopted at the 2012 Biennial Meeting
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Guide to Educational and Degree Program Standards Relettering

OLD NEW

DS Degree Standard ES Educational Standard

Basic Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership

A Master of Divinity A Master of Divinity

B Education MAs (e.g., MRE, MCE, etc.)
B Master of Arts in [specialized ministry]  

  (e.g., MRE, MCE, MPS, etc.)
C MA in [specialized ministry]

D

Master of Church Music (MCM) 
Master of Sacred Music (MSM) 
Master of Music in Church Music  
  (MM in Church Music) 
Master of Arts in Church Music  
  (MA in Church Music)

C

Master of Church Music (MCM) 
Master of Sacred Music (MSM) 
Master of Music in Church Music  
  (MM in Church Music) 
Master of Arts in Church Music  
  (MA in Church Music)

Basic Programs Oriented Toward General Theological Studies

E Master of Arts (academic: e.g., MA, MAR, MTS) D
Master of Arts (MA) 
Master of Arts [academic discipline] 
Master of Theological Studies (MTS)

Advanced Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership

F Doctor of Ministry (DMin) E Doctor of Ministry (DMin)

H Doctor of Education (EdD) F Doctor of Education (EdD)

G Doctor of Educational Ministry (DEdMin)
G Doctor of [area of specialization]  

  (including the DEdMin and DMiss)
I Doctor of Missiology (DMiss)

J
Doctor of Musical Arts (DMA) 
Doctor of Church Music (DCM) 
Doctor of Sacred Music (SMD)

H
Doctor of Musical Arts (DMA) 
Doctor of Church Music (DCM) 
Doctor of Sacred Music (SMD)

Advanced Programs Primarily Oriented Toward Theological Research and Teaching

K Master of Theology (ThM) 
Master of Sacred Theology (STM) I Master of Theology (ThM) 

Master of Sacred Theology (STM)

L Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 
Doctor of Theology (ThD) J Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 

Doctor of Theology (ThD)

M Criteria for admission, transfer of credits, 
shared credit in degree programs, etc. ES Standard M incorporated into Educational 

Standard
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ES	 Educational standard applicable to all degree programs

The Educational Standard (ES 1 through 8) sets forth expectations relevant to all degree 
programs, including nomenclature; campus-based education; extension education; distance 
education; faculty-directed individual instruction; assessment of student learning outcomes; 
academic guidelines regarding admission, transfer of credits, shared credit in degree pro-
grams, and advanced standing; and nondegree instructional programs.

ES.1	 Degree programs and nomenclature 

ES.1.1	 The postbaccalaureate degree programs approved by the Board of Commis-
sioners fall into several groups. It should be noted that these categories are not mutu-
ally exclusive and that there is some natural overlapping among them. Programs 
at the level of the first graduate theological degree are of two main kinds: (1) some 
oriented primarily toward ministerial leadership and (2) some oriented toward 
general theological studies. Programs at the advanced level, normally presupposing 
a first theological degree, are of two main kinds: (1) those that focus upon advanced 
ministerial leadership and (2) those directed primarily toward theological research 
and teaching.

ES.1.1.1	 When Commission institutions offer more than one degree pro-
gram, they shall articulate the distinctions among the degrees with regard to 
their educational and vocational intent. Institutions shall articulate the goals 
and objectives of each degree program they offer and assure that the design 
of its curriculum is in accordance with the institutional purpose and the ac-
creditation standards of the Commission.

ES.1.1.2	 The number of students enrolled in any degree program, along 
with those who have a shared investment in the educational goals of that 
degree program (i.e., those with regular and substantive interaction with the 
learners), shall be sufficient to ensure a viable community of learning.

ES.1.1.3	 Schools shall follow the recommended nomenclature for all 
Board-approved degree programs. In cases where governmental licensing, 
charter requirements, or institutional federation agreements preclude use 
of recommended nomenclature, the Board will consider alternate degree 
nomenclature. In cases where the standards provide alternate nomenclature 
for the same kind of degree program (e.g., MRE or MA in Religious Educa-
tion, ThM or STM, PhD or ThD), the nomenclature employed should reflect 
the history or policies of the schools offering the degree programs.

ES.1.1.4	 Degree programs shall be approved by the Board according to 
the Commission’s formally adopted procedures (cf. Commission Procedures) 
and individual degree program standards.

ES.1.2	 Basic programs oriented toward ministerial leadership

ES.1.2.1	 Curricula for programs oriented toward ministerial leader-
ship have certain closely integrated, common features. First, they provide a 
structured opportunity to develop a thorough, discriminating understanding 
and personal appropriation of the heritage of the community of faith (e.g., its 
Scripture, tradition, doctrines, and practices) in its historical and contempo-
rary expressions. Second, they assist students in understanding the cultural 
realities and social settings within which religious communities live and 
carry out their missions, as well as the institutional life of those communities 
themselves. The insights of cognate disciplines such as the social sciences, 
the natural sciences, philosophy, and the arts enable a knowledge and appre-
ciation of the broader context of the religious tradition, including cross-cul-
tural and global aspects. Third, they provide opportunities for formational 
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experiences through which students may grow in those personal qualities 
essential for the practice of ministry—namely, emotional maturity, personal 
faith, moral integrity, and social concern. Fourth, they assist students in gain-
ing the capacities for entry into and growth in the practice of the particular 
form of ministry to which the program is oriented. Instruction in these 
various areas of theological study should be so conducted as to demonstrate 
their interdependence, their theological character, and their common orienta-
tion toward the goals of the degree program. The educational program in all 
its dimensions should be designed and carried out in such a way as to enable 
students to function constructively as ministerial leaders in the particular 
communities in which they intend to work and to foster an awareness of the 
need for continuing education. In settings where students are preparing for 
ministry with cultural linguistic communities, a school should attend care-
fully to the characteristics of education for ministry in these contexts.

ES.1.2.2	 The following degree nomenclature is included among these 
kinds of curricular programs: Master of Divinity, Master of Arts in Religious 
Education/Master of Religious Education, Master of Arts in [area of specializa-
tion] (e.g., Counseling), and Master of Sacred Music/Master of Church Music.

ES.1.3	 Basic programs oriented toward general theological studies

ES.1.3.1	 First graduate theological degrees in basic programs oriented 
toward general theological studies have in common the purpose of pro-
viding understanding in theological disciplines. These programs may be 
designed for general knowledge of theology, or for background in specific 
disciplines, or for interdisciplinary studies. They are intended as the basis 
for further graduate study or for other educational purposes. Nomenclature 
may differ according to the history of its use in the particular school. The 
curricula for these degrees should be developed in relation to the institu-
tion’s distinctive goals for the programs. A scholarly investigation of Scrip-
ture, tradition, and theology is essential for all of the programs, while some 
may also emphasize research methods, teaching skills, or competence in spe-
cific theological disciplines. Depending on the intention and specific context 
of the degree, appropriate formational experiences may be provided that will 
develop the qualities essential for the application of the degree. Adequate 
faculty and instructional resources must be available, with special attention 
given to particular areas of focus within the programs.

ES.1.3.2	 Degrees of this kind are offered with the following nomencla-
ture: Master of Arts, Master of Arts (Religion), and Master of Theological 
Studies.

ES.1.4	 Advanced programs oriented toward ministerial leadership 

ES.1.4.1	 Advanced programs in ministerial leadership presuppose a 
basic theological degree. All are designed to deepen the basic knowledge and 
skill in ministry so that students may engage in ministry with increasing pro-
fessional, intellectual, and spiritual integrity. Emphasis is upon the practice 
of ministry informed by analytic and ministerial research skills. Certain cur-
ricular features are common to the advanced programs in this category. Each 
degree program emphasizes the mastery of advanced knowledge informing 
the understanding of the nature and purposes of ministry, the competencies 
gained through advanced study, and the integration of the many dimensions 
of ministry. Each degree program includes the completion of a final culmi-
nating written project/report or dissertation. Schools offering any of these 
advanced degrees are expected to make explicit the criteria by which the 
doctoral level of studies is identified, implemented, and assessed.
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ES.1.4.2	 Degrees offered in this broad category have the following 
nomenclature: Doctor of Ministry, Doctor of Educational Ministry, Doctor of 
Education, Doctor of Missiology, and Doctor of Musical Arts.

ES.1.5	 Advanced programs primarily oriented toward theological research 
and teaching 

ES.1.5.1	 These programs oriented toward theological research and teach-
ing presuppose a basic postbaccalaureate theological degree and permit 
students to concentrate in one or more of the theological disciplines. They 
equip students for teaching and research in theological schools, colleges, and 
universities, or for the scholarly enhancement of ministerial practice, or for 
other scholarly activities. They provide for both specialization and breadth 
in education and training; they provide instruction in research methods and 
procedures relevant to the area of specialization; and normally they provide 
training in teaching methods and skills or in other scholarly tasks. Curricula 
for these programs provide, first of all, a structured opportunity to develop 
an advanced critical understanding and appreciation of a specific area of 
theological studies or in interdisciplinary relationships and cognate studies. 
Second, they assist students in understanding cultural realities and social 
settings within which religious communities and institutions of theological 
or religious education exist and carry out their missions, as well as the insti-
tutional life of these communities and institutions themselves. Third, they 
assist student growth in those personal and spiritual qualities essential for 
the practice of scholarly ministry in theological environments. Fourth, they 
allow students to gain the capacities for teaching, writing, and conducting 
advanced research.

ES.1.5.2	 The nomenclature for advanced master’s degrees includes the 
Master of Theology and Master of Sacred Theology. The nomenclature for 
doctoral degrees oriented toward research and teaching includes the Doctor 
of Philosophy and Doctor of Theology.

ES.1.6	 Degree Program Standards

To provide for a common public recognition of theological degrees, to assure quality, 
and to enhance evaluative efforts, the Commission establishes standards for each de-
gree program. Each degree program should reflect the characteristics of the theologi-
cal curriculum (see ES.1.3.1–ES.1.3.2) and meet all relevant expectations of Standard 
ES and the pertinent degree program standard. The Degree Program Standards ar-
ticulate the following requirements for each degree program: purpose, goals, learning 
outcomes, and educational assessment; program content; educational resources and 
learning strategies; and admissions and access. 

ES.1.6.1	 While approved degrees are required to conform to the expec-
tations of this standard and the individual degree program standard, the 
Board may approve for experimental reasons modified requirements for 
programs that embody an educational design that ensures high standards of 
quality, congruence with the educational mission of the school, and coher-
ence with the educational values and outcomes of theological education. In 
granting an exception, the Board of Commissioners will require the school 
to engage in an extended comprehensive evaluation of the experimental 
program and, on the basis of the comprehensive evaluation, determine the 
future approval of the experimental program.

ES.1.6.2	 Schools offer programs of theological education using several 
different educational practices: courses offered on the main campus of the 
school granting the degree, at an approved branch campus or extension site, 
by approved programs of distance learning, and as needed, by faculty-guided 
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individual instruction. In all cases, faculty shall have regular and substantive 
interaction with students throughout courses and regularly be available to 
students to mentor, advise, and counsel. Because correspondence education 
lacks regular and substantive interaction between faculty and students, no 
Commission-approved courses can be offered by correspondence education.

ES.2	 Campus-based education

Campus-based education involves classroom-based learning and a range of opportunities for 
student-faculty interaction and interaction among students. While it may take different forms 
and reflect different educational qualities, campus-based education is a model of theological 
education that typically includes the presence of faculty, students, administrative support 
services, and library and information resources in a common location. It provides in-person 
classroom teaching and learning and opportunities for corporate worship, informal interac-
tion, and other activities that support or enhance students’ educational experiences.

ES.2.1 	 Residency

ES.2.1.1	 Residency is understood as in-person interaction of students with 
instructors or other educators, such as field education instructors or spiritual 
or formation directors, in locations approved for the offering of a full degree.

ES.2.1.2	 Schools shall ensure educational opportunities that contribute 
to the intellectual, spiritual, personal, and professional formation necessary 
for religious leadership.

ES.3	 Extension education

In order to meet the needs of their constituencies, theological schools may offer parts or all 
of degree programs in extension programs of study. This pattern of theological education 
gathers students and faculty for in-person classroom learning at locations away from the 
main campus of the institution. Programs of this nature shall be offered in ways that maintain 
the educational integrity of postbaccalaureate study, ensure that students receive academic 
support and essential services, provide formational components as stipulated by the relevant 
degree program standards, and give appropriate attention to both the general institutional 
and the relevant degree program standards.

ES.3.1	 Definitions 

ES.3.1.1	 Branch campuses. A branch campus is geographically apart and 
independent of the main campus of the institution as evidenced by perma-
nence in nature, offering courses in educational programs leading to degrees, 
having its own faculty and administrative or supervisory organization, and 
having its own budgetary and hiring authority.

ES.3.1.2	 Complete degree sites. These sites provide all course work neces-
sary for completion of a Board-approved degree and provide all the educa-
tional support and formational opportunities necessary to achieve the goals 
identified with each approved degree that can be earned at the location. The 
number, diversity, and sequence of courses available shall be adequate to 
fulfill all the stated purposes of the degree. All appropriate resources shall be 
available, including classroom facilities, library and information resources, 
faculty, administrative support, student services, and technological support 
appropriate for the administrative and educational needs of the program.

ES.3.1.3	 Ongoing course-offering sites. This type of extension site offers, 
on an annual basis, a range of courses for credit, but a Board-approved 
degree cannot be earned without study at the institution’s campus(es), at 
other extension site(s), or via distance learning, provided these are approved 
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to offer complete degree programs. For the portion of the degree program 
that can be completed at the extension site, the institution shall provide all 
appropriate resources, including classroom facilities, library and information 
resources, faculty, administrative support, student services, and technologi-
cal support appropriate for the administrative and educational needs of the 
program.

ES.3.1.4	 Occasional course-offering sites. These are sites where courses are 
offered less frequently than on an annual basis. Whenever such courses are 
offered, the institution should ensure access to resources students need for 
successful attainment of the courses’ objectives, including classroom facili-
ties, library and information resources, faculty, administrative support, stu-
dent services, and technological support appropriate for the administrative 
and educational needs of the program.

ES.3.1.5	 International sites

ES.3.1.5.1	 Outside Canada and the United States. Programs offered 
at extension sites outside Canada and the United States shall meet 
all relevant standards of the Commission. Such programs—as dis-
tinct from study-abroad programs—should be initiated by church 
bodies, religious agencies, or theological schools located in the host 
country; should be developed collaboratively with constituencies in 
the host country; and shall reflect the cultural context in which the 
programs are offered. The school shall demonstrate that it has legal 
authority to offer courses or grant degrees according to the laws of 
the country where the program is offered.

ES.3.1.5.2	 Across the Canadian/US border. Institutions that offer de-
grees or courses of study across the Canadian/US border shall give 
appropriate attention to cultural differences; should be initiated by 
church bodies, religious bodies, or theological schools located in the 
host country; and should consult with Commission member schools 
near the location where the courses of study are being offered.

ES.3.2	 Educational design, resources, and institutional procedures

ES.3.2.1	 Programs of study offered in extension education shall be 
established, approved, and reviewed by the regular institutional policies and 
procedures.

ES.3.2.2	 When a school contracts for educational services from another 
agency, the school is responsible for the academic quality and integrity of all 
such educational services provided by the other agency.

ES.3.2.3	 Institutions that provide instruction for extension education 
courses by electronic delivery, such as interactive video, shall ensure that 
students at each site have access to faculty support.

ES.3.2.4	 Library and other information resources shall be available as 
needed to achieve the purposes of the educational course or program.

ES.3.2.5	 Institutional faculty and library staff shall be involved in the de-
velopment and maintenance of library resources and services at extension sites.

ES.3.2.6	 Schools that rely on libraries of other institutions to support 
educational programs at extension sites shall have a written agreement with 
those institutions, shall be able to demonstrate the functional availability and 
adequacy of appropriate resources and facilities, and shall provide evidence 
that students are required to make appropriate use of these resources.
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ES.3.2.7	 Appropriate technology and technological support services will 
be made available to faculty and students at extension sites, as necessary.

ES.3.2.8	 Faculty participating in extension programs should be selected 
according to the procedures that govern personnel for the institution and 
should possess credentials and demonstrated competence appropriate to the 
specific purposes of these instructional programs.

ES.3.2.9	 The institution’s full-time faculty shall share significant respon-
sibility for teaching and academic oversight of extension education sufficient 
to ensure that the institution’s goals and ethos are evident wherever the in-
stitution conducts its work. Full-time faculty teaching in extension programs 
should be available to students for consultation in addition to their avail-
ability when classes are in session. Adjunct and part-time faculty teaching 
in extension settings should have appropriate access to the administrative 
structures of the employing institution, be accountable to the institution’s 
academic administration, and be appropriately oriented to the purposes of 
the sponsoring institution and of the extension education being offered.

ES.3.2.10	 When administrative responsibilities for extension education 
programs are shared with local advisory groups or other entities, the func-
tions and powers of those groups shall be articulated in the institution’s 
governance policies and procedures. Institutions planning extension educa-
tion should consult with theological schools in the geographical area of the 
projected offerings; assess the needs for additional programs; and make use 
of faculty, courses, or facilities of other schools only by formal arrangements. 
In all cases, the school granting credit for the work completed at an extension 
site shall have full academic control of the program.

ES.3.2.11	 Institutions establishing extension education programs of study 
shall meet licensing or chartering regulations in the locations where the 
courses are offered.

ES.3.2.12	 Institutions shall provide adequate financial resources to ensure 
the educational quality of extension education programs and maintain ap-
propriate fiscal responsibility for the programs.

ES.4	 Distance education

ES.4.1	 Definition

Distance education is a mode of education in which a course is offered without stu-
dents and instructors being in the same location. Instruction may be synchronous or 
asynchronous and employs the use of technology. Distance education courses may 
consist of exclusively online or other technologically assisted instruction or a blend 
of intensive classroom and online instruction. In all cases, distance education courses 
shall ensure regular and substantive interaction of faculty with students.

ES.4.2	 Educational design, resources, and institutional procedures

ES.4.2.1	 Distance education courses shall contribute to the goals of the 
degree programs to which the courses are credited. Schools shall demon-
strate how programs offered through distance education implement both the 
institutional and the relevant degree program standards.

ES.4.2.2	 Distance education programs shall address matters of coherence, 
educational values, and patterns of interactions among all courses offered 
within a degree program. Institutions shall guard against allowing the accumu-
lation of distance education courses that lack coherence and curricular design.
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ES.4.2.3	 According to the relevant degree program standards, distance 
education programs shall seek to enhance personal and spiritual formation, 
be sensitive to individual learning styles, and recognize diversity within 
the community of learners. Courses shall require regular and substantive 
interaction between teachers and learners and among learners to ensure a 
community of learning.

ES.4.2.4	 The development and review of courses shall be a collaborative 
effort among faculty, librarians, technical support staff, and students, show-
ing sensitivity to ministry settings and the goals of the entire curriculum.

ES.4.2.5	 Programs of study and courses for distance education programs 
shall be established, approved, and reviewed by the regular institutional 
policies and procedures regarding content, requirements, learning goals, and 
assessment of student learning.

ES.4.2.6	 Degree programs that include distance education courses shall 
conform to the residency requirements required by the relevant degree pro-
gram standard.

ES.4.2.7	 When a school contracts for educational services from another 
agency, the school is responsible for the academic quality and integrity of all 
such educational services provided by the other agency. The school should 
have policies and procedures delineating the manner by which it exercises this 
responsibility and the faculty capacity for oversight of educational services.

ES.4.2.8	 Library and other information resources shall be available in 
such number and quality as needed to achieve the purposes of the curricu-
lum, and the institution shall demonstrate that students are required to make 
appropriate use of these resources. Programs shall provide access to librar-
ians and instruction by library staff regarding the selection and use of library 
resources.

ES.4.2.9	 When libraries of other institutions are used to meet the needs 
of distance education programs, the Commission member school shall have 
written agreements with those libraries to ensure that they offer the function-
al availability and adequacy of resources, facilities, and librarian support.

ES.4.2.10	 Sufficient technical support services shall ensure that faculty 
and students are able to focus on their central tasks of teaching and learning. 
Schools offering distance education courses shall create systems for faculty 
development to ensure support for course development, training, imple-
mentation of the programs, and troubleshooting. Schools shall ensure that 
students have training and one-on-one technical support for their participa-
tion in a distance education program.

ES.4.2.11	 Technological support services should include both (1) staff 
with a sufficiently high level of technical skills to ensure student facility 
in handling software and the technological aspects of course offerings and 
(2) the systemic evaluation and upgrading of technological resources and 
services consistent with the learning goals of theological scholarship.

ES.4.2.12	 The program shall also ensure that the educational objectives 
are not hindered by time delays in support services or the lack of capable 
personnel to ensure the several bridging functions between technology and 
theological education, between theological curriculum and delivery systems, 
between teachers and learners, and between the distance education program 
and the goals of the overall curriculum for the courses and degree program 
being offered.
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ES.4.2.13	 Procedures that govern personnel for the total institution shall 
be used for selection of faculty in distance education. Faculty must possess 
requisite credentials, demonstrate competence appropriate to the specific 
purposes of these instructional programs, and benefit from institutional 
practices regarding scholarly development and support for faculty research. 
Institutions shall provide regular and formal procedures for evaluating fac-
ulty engaged in distance education.

ES.4.2.14	 The institution’s full-time faculty shall have significant participa-
tion in and responsibility for academic development, teaching, and oversight of 
distance education. They shall ensure that the institution’s goals and ethos are 
evident, the program is rigorous, and the instruction is of a high quality.

ES.4.2.15	 Adjunct and part-time faculty should have appropriate access 
to the administrative structures of the employing institution. They should 
receive a thorough orientation to the purposes of the institution and to its 
particular distance education programs.

ES.4.2.16	 In recruitment efforts, services, and publications, institutions 
shall accurately represent their distance education programs, including but 
not limited to a description of the technology used and the technological 
ability, skill, and access needed to participate in the program satisfactorily.

ES.4.2.17	 Admission requirements shall effectively inform students re-
garding the necessary skills and mastery of technology to participate fully in 
the distance education programs to which they are admitted.

ES.4.2.18	 Students in distance education programs shall have access to 
appropriate services including advisory and administrative support, techno-
logical support, program and vocational counseling, financial aid, academic 
records, and placement. The policies and procedures governing financial 
assistance shall be published and administered equitably.

ES.4.2.19	 The credits awarded for a hybrid or blended distance education 
course will count toward residency for those degrees that require residential 
instruction only if the majority of instructor-directed learning occurs in situ-
ations where both faculty and students are in person on the school’s main 
campus or at an extension approved for the school to offer the full degree.

ES.5	 Faculty-directed individual instruction

Courses for any Commission-approved degree program may be offered through individual-
ized instruction directed by a faculty member qualified in the academic discipline and content 
of the course. The work shall involve both one-on-one instruction with the faculty member 
and student work comparable to other campus, extension, or distance programs of study. 
Individualized instruction should be limited to meeting unique educational and student 
needs and, in all cases, ensure regular and substantive interaction between the student and 
the faculty member. 

ES.6	 Assessment of student learning outcomes

Assessment of student learning requires schools to be able to demonstrate the extent to which 
students have achieved the various goals of the degree programs they have completed as well 
as indicators of program effectiveness, such as the percentage of students who complete the 
program and the percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intention and theological education.

ES.6.1	 The school shall maintain an ongoing process for assessing student learning 
outcomes and degree program goals. An effective plan of assessment should be as 
simple and sustainable as possible while adequate to answer fundamental questions 



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
STA

N
D

A
R

D
S

2012  |  Bulletin 50, Part 1	 G–35

about educational effectiveness. This plan should include (1) a process for evaluat-
ing components or the full degree program in an ongoing manner; (2) the identifica-
tion of appropriate direct and indirect indicators of student learning; (3) the routine 
involvement of faculty in the review and evaluation of the results of the assessment; 
and (4) linking assessment results to curriculum and educational planning, institu-
tional strategic planning, and resource allocation.

ES.6.2	 Overall assessment strategy

ES.6.2.1	 The process and goals of assessment shall be conducted in ways 
that are congruent with the educational mission of the school.

ES.6.2.2	 The design for assessing student learning outcomes should at-
tend carefully to the alignment of individual course learning outcomes and 
degree program goals.

ES.6.2.3	 Appropriate administrative and financial resources shall be 
allocated to ensure that the process for assessment of student learning is 
maintained in an effective and sustainable manner.

ES.6.2.4	 Schools shall include in their assessment plans a comprehensive 
evaluation of the assessment plan itself and its various activities.

ES.6.3	 Data

ES.6.3.1	 Assessment of student learning outcomes and degree program 
goals should utilize both qualitative and quantitative kinds of information. 
Determination of which qualitative and quantitative instruments are most 
appropriate should be based on the institutional size, educational mission, 
and specific learning outcomes.

ES.6.3.2	 Assessment requires both direct (performance based) and indi-
rect (perception based) measures of student learning. Schools should identify 
sources of information that best support the essential task of making deci-
sions about educational effectiveness.

ES.6.3.3	  Schools shall guard the confidentiality of student work used in 
the assessment of student learning and, as necessary, provide for the ano-
nymity of student identity in certain artifacts of their work.

ES.6.4	 Faculty, students, and trustees

ES.6.4.1	 Evaluation of student learning is the responsibility of the fac-
ulty. Effective assessment of student learning requires that the faculty review 
and analyze the results of the assessment activities, discern appropriate 
changes to curriculum and educational practices, and document the results 
of both its interpretation of assessment data and decisions about educational 
changes.

ES.6.4.2	 Schools shall communicate the learning goals of degree pro-
grams and expected student achievement through the school’s catalog, 
website, and course syllabi.

ES.6.4.3	 The governing board of the school is responsible for ensuring 
that the school has a program of assessment of student learning and that 
the results of these activities inform and shape educational and institutional 
decisions.



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
ST

A
N

D
A

R
D

S

G–36	 Bulletin 50, Part 1  |  2012

ES.6.4.4	 The institution shall, on a regular basis, make available to the 
public a summary evaluation of the educational effectiveness of its approved 
degree programs. The school shall determine the frequency and manner of 
this information.

ES.7	 Academic guidelines: admission, transfer of credits, shared credit in degree 
programs, and advanced standing

ES.7.1	 Admission

While each degree program a theological school offers should have particular admission 
requirements, all master’s-level programs share the following common requirements:

ES.7.1.1	 Students must possess a baccalaureate degree from an institu-
tion of higher education accredited by a US agency recognized by the Coun-
cil for Higher Education Accreditation, or approved by a Canadian provin-
cial quality assurance agency, or the demonstrated educational equivalent of 
a North American baccalaureate degree.

ES.7.1.2	 Educational equivalency for a baccalaureate degree shall be 
determined by the institution. The institution shall demonstrate that its 
means for determining equivalency requires formal postsecondary education 
consisting of general and specialized studies comparable to the baccalaureate 
degree.

ES.7.1.3	 Exceptions to the baccalaureate degree requirement are noted in 
the Commission standards for individual degrees.

ES.7.1.4	 Persons admitted without possession of the baccalaureate 
degree or its educational equivalent shall possess the knowledge, academic 
skill, and ability necessary for postbaccalaureate studies. Admission of 
such applicants should be restricted to persons with life experience that has 
prepared them for theological study at the graduate level. An institution ad-
mitting persons without a baccalaureate degree or its educational equivalent 
shall demonstrate that its process and criteria for evaluating academic ability 
are educationally appropriate and rigorous. 

ES.7.1.5	 When an institution permits undergraduate students to enroll 
in its postbaccalaureate courses, the institution must differentiate course 
requirements and student learning outcomes for postbaccalaureate or under-
graduate credit.

ES.7.2	 Transfer of credits

ES.7.2.1	 A theological school has the right and responsibility to deter-
mine if it will accept credits for work completed at other institutions toward 
the degrees it grants.

ES.7.2.2	 If an institution determines that it will accept transfer credits, 
it should ensure that courses in which the credits were earned were eligible 
for graduate credit in the institution at which they were taken and, prefer-
ably, were completed at an institution accredited by a recognized accrediting 
body.

ES.7.2.3 	 Two-thirds of the credits required in a Board-approved degree 
may be granted on the basis of transfer credits, subject to the limitation in 
ES.7.3.1 below.
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ES.7.3	 Shared credit in degree programs

ES.7.3.1	 Institutions have the right to determine if credits that have been 
earned as part of the award of another graduate degree program can be 
transferred to the institution’s approved degree programs. If an institution 
determines it will accept credits applied to other graduate degree programs, 
not more than half of the credits required for the other degree may be trans-
ferred into a Board-approved degree program.

ES.7.3.2	 Students may be either simultaneously or sequentially enrolled 
in two master’s programs as long as each degree program has a clear integ-
rity and meets the stated standards. The programs may in some instances 
use the same resources and be overlapping. The total time required will be 
determined by the demands of the two degrees combined but must conform 
to the stipulations on shared credit in degree programs in section ES.7.3.1.

ES.7.4	 Advanced standing

ES.7.4.1	 Institutions may admit students with advanced standing to 
master’s-degree programs if they so choose. If they do admit students with 
advanced standing, they may grant such standing (1) without credit by 
exempting students from some courses but not reducing the total number 
of academic credits required for the degree, or (2) with credit by reducing 
the number of credits required for the degree. The term advanced standing, in 
these standards, is distinct from transfer of credits and refers to decisions about 
students’ competence when no transcripts of graduate credit are presented.

ES.7.4.2	 If the institution chooses to grant advanced standing with credit 
on the basis of prior academic work, it shall determine by appropriate means 
of assessment that students have the knowledge, competence, or skills that 
would normally be provided by the specific courses for which they have 
been admitted with advanced standing. Advanced standing with credit can-
not be granted on the basis of ministerial or life experience.

ES.7.4.3	 If advanced standing is granted with credit on the basis of appro-
priate evaluation, not more than one-fourth of the total credits required for a 
degree approved by the Board of Commissioners may be granted in this way.

ES.8	 Nondegree instructional programs

In addition to their degree programs, theological schools contribute to their various publics 
through other programs of learning and teaching. Although these programs do not culminate 
in degrees, they should be compatible with the institution’s primary purpose of graduate 
theological education. 

ES.8.1	 Characteristics

ES.8.1.1	 Programs that do not lead to degrees should remain appropri-
ate to institutional purpose and will differ according to their learning goals.

ES.8.1.2	 Such programs should be conducted with the proper adminis-
trative and faculty oversight, including design, approval, staffing, financing, 
and evaluation.

ES.8.1.3	 Faculty who teach in such programs should be appropriately 
qualified. Normally, qualification will be demonstrated by the possession of 
an appropriate graduate theological degree and by significant experience in 
the field in which one is teaching. Students in these programs should have 
appropriate access to the instructor and to learning resources commensurate 
with the level and purpose of the program.
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ES.8.2	 Types of programs

ES.8.2.1	 Schools may offer programs of study consisting of either 
courses for which graduate academic credit is granted or educational events 
without such credit. 

ES.8.2.2	 Programs of study that grant graduate credit are appropriate 
for enrichment; personal growth; the development of lay leaders; or special, 
nondegree emphasis for vocational ministerial leaders. Such programs re-
quire students to have a baccalaureate degree, or its educational equivalent, 
for admission and to complete a program comprising courses appropriate 
for graduate credit. Completion of the program of study results in some 
formal recognition but not a degree. Credits earned toward these programs 
may subsequently be transferred into a graduate degree program. 

ES.8.2.3	 Programs of study that do not carry academic credit may 
include courses, workshops, lectures, and other types of educational experi-
ences on topics related to the theological curriculum or to the mission and 
ministry of the church. These programs and events may be designed for con-
tinuing education of ministers, for basic theological education, for personal 
enrichment, or for other purposes consistent with the character of the school. 
Because no academic credit is offered, those enrolled need not hold the bac-
calaureate degree. Requirements for admission to particular programs or 
events are at the discretion of the institution.
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Basic Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership

A 	 Master of Divinity (MDiv)

A.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

A.1.1	 Purpose of the degree 

A.1.1.1	 The purpose of the Master of Divinity degree is to prepare persons 
for ordained ministry and for general pastoral and religious leadership 
responsibilities in congregations and other settings. Because of its breadth, it 
is the recommended degree for admission to the Doctor of Ministry degree 
program and a recommended degree for admission to advanced programs 
oriented to theological research and teaching.

A.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

A.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for an MDiv degree should be re-
lated to the institution’s mission and foster students’ knowledge of religious 
heritage, understanding of the cultural context, growth in spiritual depth 
and moral integrity, and capacity for ministerial and public leadership.

A.1.3	 Learning outcomes

A.1.3.1	 The primary goals of the program shall be further delineated as de-
monstrable learning outcomes congruent with the institution’s mission and 
purpose. Institutions shall demonstrate that students have achieved the goals 
or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and indirect 
evidence of student learning. 

A.1.3.2	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses, supervised ministry experiences, formation activities, 
and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent and integrated cur-
riculum for the degree program.

A.1.4	 Educational assessment

A.1.4.1	 The institution offering the MDiv shall articulate the assessment 
strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational effec-
tiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the extent to 
which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program by the 
use of both direct and indirect evidence. 

A.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain ongoing assessment by which it 
determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs of 
students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including mea-
sures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and the 
percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intentions.

A.2 	 Program content

A.2.1	 The MDiv program should provide a breadth of exposure to the theological 
disciplines as well as a depth of understanding within those disciplines. It should 
educate students for a comprehensive range of pastoral responsibilities and skills by 
providing opportunities for the appropriation of theological disciplines, for deepen-
ing understanding of the life of the church, for ongoing intellectual and ministerial 
formation, and for exercising the arts of ministry. The learning outcomes for the 
MDiv shall encompass the instructional areas of religious heritage, cultural context, 
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personal and spiritual formation, and capacity for ministerial and public leadership. 
Each of the degree requirements shall be further refined as specific, demonstrable 
learning outcomes that are congruent with the institution’s mission and purpose.

A.2.2	 Religious heritage: The program shall provide structured opportunities to 
develop a comprehensive and discriminating understanding of the religious heritage.

A.2.2.1	 Instruction shall be provided in Scripture, in the historical develop-
ment and contemporary articulation of the doctrinal and theological tradi-
tion of the community of faith, and in the social and institutional history of 
that community.

A.2.2.2	 Attention should be given both to the broader heritage of the 
Christian tradition as such and to the more specific character of particular 
Christian traditions and communities, to the ways the traditions transcend 
particular social and cultural settings, and to the ways they come to unique 
expression in them.

A.2.2.3	 Instruction in these areas shall be conducted so as to indicate their 
interdependence with each other and with other areas of the curriculum as 
well as their significance for the exercise of pastoral leadership.

A.2.3	 Cultural context: The program shall provide opportunities to develop a criti-
cal understanding of and creative engagement with the cultural realities and struc-
tures within which the church lives and carries out its mission.

A.2.3.1	 The program shall provide for instruction in contemporary cultural 
and social issues and their significance for diverse linguistic and cultural 
contexts of ministry. Such instruction should draw on the insights of the arts 
and humanities, the natural sciences, and the social sciences.

A.2.3.2	 MDiv education shall engage students with the global character of 
the church as well as ministry in the multifaith and multicultural context of 
contemporary society. This should include attention to the wide diversity of 
religious traditions present in potential ministry settings, as well as expres-
sions of social justice and respect congruent with the institution’s mission 
and purpose.

A.2.4	 Personal and spiritual formation: The program shall provide opportunities 
through which the student may grow in personal faith, emotional maturity, moral 
integrity, and public witness. Ministerial preparation includes concern with the de-
velopment of capacities—intellectual and affective, individual and corporate, eccle-
sial and public—that are requisite to a life of pastoral leadership. 

A.2.4.1	 The program shall provide for spiritual, academic, and vocational 
counseling and careful reflection on ministerial roles such as leader, guide, 
and servant of the faith community.

A.2.4.2	 The program shall provide opportunities to assist students in de-
veloping commitment to Christian faith and life (e.g., expressions of justice, 
leadership development, the devotional life, evangelistic witness) in ways 
consistent with the overall goal and purpose of the institution’s MDiv pro-
gram.

A.2.5	 Capacity for ministerial and public leadership: The program shall provide theo-
logical reflection on and education for the practice of ministry. These activities should 
cultivate the capacity for leadership in both ecclesial and public contexts.
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A.2.5.1	 The program shall provide for courses in the areas of ministry 
practice and shall ensure a constructive relationship among courses dealing 
primarily with the practice of ministry and courses dealing primarily with 
other subjects.

A.2.5.2	 The program shall specifically provide for training in professional 
and ministerial ethics.

A.2.5.3	 The program shall provide opportunities for education through 
supervised experiences in ministry. These experiences should be of sufficient 
duration and intensity to provide opportunity to gain expertise in the tasks 
of ministerial leadership within both the congregation and the broader pub-
lic context and to reflect on interrelated theological, cultural, and experiential 
learning.

A.2.5.4	 Qualified persons shall be selected as field supervisors and trained 
in supervisory methods and the educational expectations of the institution.

A.2.5.5	 The institution shall have established procedures for selection, de-
velopment, evaluation, and termination of supervised ministry settings.

A.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

A.3.1 	 Location

A.3.1.1	 MDiv education has a complex goal: the personal, vocational, spiri-
tual, and academic formation of the student. Because of the importance of a 
comprehensive community of learning, the MDiv cannot be viewed simply 
as an accumulation of courses or of individual independent work. The loca-
tion, or learning environment, can occur in multiple patterns that include, 
but are not limited to, in-person faculty-student instructional contact on a 
campus or extension site, online/technologically mediated forms of instruc-
tion, supervised ministry practice, and formats that blend instructional mo-
dalities. Institutions shall clearly articulate the manner in which they provide 
the learning environment or supportive context for effective, comprehensive, 
theological education. An institution shall demonstrate that its students are 
engaged in a community of learning whereby faculty and students have sig-
nificant opportunities for interaction, peer learning, development of pastoral 
skills, supervised experiences of ministry, and growth in personal, spiritual 
formation.

A.3.1.2	 The institution shall provide instruction in a manner and at locations 
that facilitate the achievement of stated degree-program learning outcomes, 
shall state the rationale for the location(s) or learning environment(s) utilized, 
and shall devise a suitable means of assessment for evaluating the effective-
ness of its location(s) or learning environment(s) to ensure that its students 
achieve the learning outcomes stipulated for the MDiv degree program.

A.3.1.3	 Because MDiv education expects regular and substantive student-
faculty interaction to achieve the stipulated learning outcomes, this in-
teraction requires that at least one year of full-time academic study or its 
equivalent shall be completed at the main campus of the school awarding the 
degree or at an extension site of the institution that has been approved for 
MDiv degree-granting status. An exception may be granted if a school can 
demonstrate how its educational design and delivery system accomplishes 
the learning outcomes associated with residential theological study.

A.3.1.4	 If an institution has Board approval for MDiv degree-program 
requirements to be completed in approved extension sites or by means of 
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distance learning, the institution must be able to demonstrate how students 
access the community of learning, education for skills particular to this de-
gree, and formational elements of the program.

A.3.1.5	 Courses should be provided on the institution’s main campus, on 
an approved branch campus or approved extension site, or in an approved 
distance education program that provides access to appropriate resources of 
faculty, library, and a community of learners pursuing a similar program of 
study.

A.3.1.6	 A limited number of courses may be taken as independent study or 
directed research. 

A.3.1.7	 The institution shall have established procedures and policies 
regarding supervised ministry practice, independent study, and directed 
research. These procedures and policies shall indicate the means the institu-
tion uses to assess the educational effectiveness of these forms of education.

A.3.2	 Duration

A.3.2.1	 In order to fulfill the broad educational and formational goals of the 
MDiv, an MDiv program shall require a minimum of three academic years of 
full-time work or its equivalent. 

A.3.2.2	 All course credits applied toward degree requirements should be 
earned within ten years of the awarding of the degree.

A.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed 

A.3.3.1	 The MDiv degree requires the resources identified in the General 
Institutional Standards. In addition, MDiv students shall have access to com-
munity life that provides informal educational experiences, a sustaining reli-
gious fellowship, and adequate opportunity for reflection upon the meaning 
of faith in its relation to education for ministry. MDiv education is enhanced 
by faculty and community resources that support the goals of general educa-
tion for ministerial leadership.	  

A.3.3.2	 Faculty

A.3.3.2.1	 Faculty shall relate the insights of their disciplines to 
the practice of ministry and shall be attentive to students’ spiritual 
development and professional growth.

A.3.3.2.2	 Faculty resources should include some persons who are 
currently engaged in parish, congregational, or specialized ministe-
rial leadership.

A.3.3.2.3	 Faculty shall be of adequate number, shall demonstrate 
instructional skills, and shall possess sufficient diversity of perspec-
tive to achieve the degree-program goals.

A.3.3.3	 Community resources

A.3.3.3.1	 The theological institution shall maintain a vital relation-
ship with the religious community or communities to which it is 
related and other support systems, both to ensure that students have 
meaningful ministry contexts in which to work and to facilitate the 
placement of graduates.
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A.3.3.3.2	 The theological institution should maintain an open and 
mutually enhancing relationship with other theological institutions, 
universities, professional schools, and social agencies insofar as that 
relationship contributes to the accomplishment of the program’s 
goals.

A.4	 Admission

A.4.1	 The MDiv is a postbaccalaureate degree. Admission requirements shall 
include (1) a baccalaureate degree from an institution of higher education accredited 
by a US agency recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, or 
approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency, or the demonstrated 
educational equivalent of an accredited or approved North American baccalaureate 
degree; (2) evidence of the commitment and qualities desired for pastoral leadership; 
and (3) the academic ability to engage in graduate education.

A.4.2	 As many as 15 percent of the students in the MDiv degree program may 
be admitted without possession of the baccalaureate degree or its educational 
equivalent. An institution admitting persons without a baccalaureate degree or its 
educational equivalent shall demonstrate that its process and criteria for evaluating 
academic ability are educationally appropriate and rigorous. 
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Basic Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership

B 	 Master of Arts in [specialized ministry] (MA in [specialized ministry]), 
or Master of [specialized ministry] (MRE, MCE, MPS, etc.)

B.1 	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

B.1.1 	 Purpose of the degree

B.1.1.1	 The primary purpose of these graduate-level professional degrees 
is to equip persons for competent leadership in some form of specialized 
ministry in congregations and other settings. These degrees are organized in 
three groups or broad areas of specialization: 

Classification I: Religious Educational Leadership (including the 
Master of Religious Education [MRE], the Master of Christian 
Education [MCE], the Master of Arts in Religious Education [MA in 
Religious Education], and the Master of Arts in Christian Education 
[MA in Christian Education]) 

Classification II: Master of Arts in [specialized ministry] (MA in [spe-
cialized ministry]), including areas such as youth or senior ministry, 
counseling, social or ethnic ministries, or missiology 

Classification III: Master [of Arts] in Pastoral Studies (MAPS, MPS) 
for congregational/parish ministry or service with a general or spe-
cialized focus

B.1.2 	 Primary goals of the program

B.1.2.1	 Primary goals for this kind of degree program include (1) the capac-
ity for critical and constructive theological reflection regarding the content 
and processes of the areas of specialized ministry; (2) skill in the design, 
implementation, and assessment of ministry in these specialized areas; (3) an 
understanding of the various disciplines that undergird the area of special-
ized ministry; and (4) growth in personal and spiritual maturity.

B.1.2.2	 Because these programs may vary considerably with the size of the 
institution and the specialized ministry practices of the denominations or 
religious communities to which the theological school relates, each program 
shall clearly identify the ministerial roles that graduates of the degree might 
assume and shall articulate the particular educational goals of the degree 
program.

B.1.3 	 Learning outcomes

B.1.3.1	 The primary goals of the program shall be further delineated as de-
monstrable learning outcomes congruent with the institution’s mission and 
purpose. Institutions shall demonstrate that students have achieved the goals 
or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and indirect 
evidence of student learning. 

B.1.3.2	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses, supervised ministry experiences, formation activities, 
and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent and integrated cur-
riculum for the degree program.
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B.1.4 	 Educational assessment 

B.1.4.1	 The institution offering one of these degrees shall articulate the as-
sessment strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational 
effectiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the ex-
tent to which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program 
by the use of both direct and indirect evidence.

B.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain ongoing assessment by which it 
determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs of 
students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including mea-
sures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and the 
percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intentions. 

B.2 	 Program content

B.2.1	 Degree programs oriented toward specialized ministerial leadership should 
provide instruction in the wide range of theological disciplines as well as those dis-
ciplines critical for the practice of the specialized ministry. Learning outcomes shall 
encompass the instructional areas of religious heritage, cultural context, personal 
and spiritual formation, and capacity for ministerial and public leadership in the 
designated area of specialization. Each of the degree-program requirements shall be 
further refined into specific, demonstrable learning outcomes that are congruent with 
the institution’s mission and purpose.

B.2.2	 Religious heritage: The program shall provide instruction in the religious heri-
tage, including Scripture, theology, and history of the tradition.

B.2.3	 Cultural context: The program shall provide instructional settings and oppor-
tunities for students to gain understanding of the context of the specialization in the 
broader range of ministerial practice and the purposes of the church and to develop 
appropriate understandings of the broader social context in which the specialized 
ministry is performed, including diverse cultural, religious, and linguistic contexts of 
ministry.

B.2.4	 Personal and spiritual formation: The program shall provide opportunities 
through which the student may grow in personal faith, emotional maturity, moral in-
tegrity (including personal, professional, and ethical standards), and public witness. 

B.2.5	 Specialization: The program shall provide structured opportunities for stu-
dents to gain understanding and skill in practice related to the areas of specialization, 
to acquire the capacity to design and maintain effective practices and programs in the 
areas of the specialty, and to develop skill in assessing the efforts and contributions of 
the specialized ministry.

B.2.5.1	 The program shall provide students with supervised experiences in 
the area of the ministry specialization. These experiences should be of suf-
ficient duration and intensity to provide opportunity to gain expertise in the 
tasks of ministerial leadership and to reflect on the interrelated theological, 
cultural, and experiential learning. 

B.2.5.2	 The theological school shall select qualified persons as field supervi-
sors and train them in supervisory methods and the educational expectations 
of the institution. Schools shall also have a procedure for selection, develop-
ment, evaluation, and termination of supervised ministry settings.

B.2.5.3	 In a program of study that might lead to licensure or certification by a 
professional or ecclesiastical authorizing authority, practica and other require-
ments should conform to generally accepted standards of the area of specialty. 
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B.2.5.4	 In a program of study for a Classification I degree, the theological 
school shall provide structured opportunities for students to gain skill in the 
understanding and practice of educational areas of study, including history 
and philosophy of education, teaching and learning, administration, and the 
behavioral and social sciences.

B.2.5.5	 In a program of study for a Classification III degree, the school shall 
provide courses in pastoral formation that are oriented toward the practice 
of ministry.

B.3 	 Educational resources and learning strategies 

B.3.1	 Location 

B.3.1.1	 Because of the importance of a comprehensive community of learn-
ing, the professional MA cannot be viewed simply as an accumulation of 
courses or of individual independent work. The location, or learning envi-
ronment, can occur in multiple patterns that include, but are not limited to, 
in-person faculty-student instructional contact on an approved campus or 
approved extension site, online/technologically mediated forms of instruc-
tion, supervised ministry practice, and formats that blend instructional mo-
dalities. Institutions shall clearly articulate the manner in which they provide 
the learning environment or supportive context for effective, comprehensive, 
theological education. An institution shall demonstrate that its students are 
engaged in a community of learning whereby faculty and students have 
opportunities for regular and substantive interaction; peer learning; develop-
ment of ministry skills; supervised experiences of ministry; and growth in 
personal, spiritual formation. 

B.3.1.2	 The institution shall provide instruction in a manner and at loca-
tions that facilitate the achievement of stated degree-program learning out-
comes, shall state the rationale for the location(s) or learning environment(s) 
utilized, and shall devise a suitable means of assessment for evaluating the 
effectiveness of its location(s) or learning environment(s) to ensure that its 
students achieve the learning outcomes stipulated for the professional MA 
degree program. 

B.3.1.3	 Because professional MA education expects regular and substan-
tive student-faculty interaction to achieve the stipulated learning outcomes, 
this interaction requires that at least one-third of the required credits for the 
degree shall be completed at the main campus of the school awarding the 
degree or at an extension site of the institution that has been approved for 
professional MA degree-granting status. An exception may be granted if 
a school can demonstrate how its educational design and delivery system 
accomplishes the learning outcomes associated with residential theological 
study.

B.3.1.4	 If an institution has Board approval for professional MA degree-
program requirements to be completed in extension centers or by means of 
distance learning, the institution must be able to demonstrate how students 
access the community of learning, education for skills particular to this de-
gree, and formational elements of the program. 

B.3.1.5	 Courses should be provided on the institution’s main campus, on 
an approved branch campus or approved extension site, or in an approved 
distance education program that provides access to appropriate resources of 
faculty, library, and community of learners pursuing a similar program of 
study. 
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B.3.1.6	 A limited number of courses may be taken as independent study or 
directed research.

B.3.1.7	 The institution shall have established procedures and policies 
regarding supervised ministry practice, independent study, and directed 
research. These procedures and policies shall indicate the means the institu-
tion uses to assess the educational effectiveness of these forms of education.

B.3.2 	 Duration 

B.3.2.1	 In order to fulfill the broad educational and formational goals of 
the professional MA, the program shall require a minimum of two academic 
years of full-time work or its equivalent. 

B.3.2.2	 All course credits applied toward degree requirements should be 
earned within ten years of the awarding of the degree.

B.3.3 	 Distinctive resources needed 

B.3.3.1	 Adequate faculty, library resources, and support services shall be 
available to sustain students in these programs. Where specializations are 
offered in specific disciplines, more than one faculty member shall teach in 
the discipline, and special attention must be given to the faculty and library 
resources in those areas. 

B.3.3.1.1	 Faculty shall relate the insights of their disciplines to 
the practice of ministry and shall be attentive to students’ spiritual 
development and professional growth. 

B.3.3.1.2	 Faculty resources should include some persons who are 
currently engaged in parish, congregational, or specialized ministe-
rial leadership. 

B.3.3.1.3	 Faculty shall be of adequate number, shall demonstrate 
instructional skills, and shall possess sufficient diversity of perspec-
tive to achieve the degree-program goals.

B.3.3.2 	 Students should be provided with guidance and support for the 
particular vocational decisions related to the purposes of their programs.

B.3.3.2.1	 The theological institution shall maintain a vital relation-
ship with the religious community or communities to which it is 
related and other support systems, both to ensure that students have 
meaningful ministry contexts in which to work and to facilitate the 
placement of graduates. 

B.3.3.2.2	 The theological institution should maintain an open and 
mutually enhancing relationship with other theological institutions, 
universities, professional schools, and social agencies insofar as that 
relationship contributes to the accomplishment of the program’s 
goals.

B.4 	 Admission

B.4.1	 The professional master’s program grants a postbaccalaureate degree. 
Admission requirements shall include (1) a baccalaureate degree from an institution 
of higher education accredited by an agency recognized by the Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation, or approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance 
agency, or the demonstrated educational equivalent of an accredited or approved 
North American baccalaureate degree; (2) evidence of the commitment and qualities 
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desired for ministerial leadership; and (3) the academic ability to engage in graduate 
education. 

B.4.2	 As many as 15 percent of the students in the professional master’s degree 
program may be admitted without possession of the baccalaureate degree or its 
educational equivalent. Admission of such applicants should be restricted to persons 
with life experience that has prepared them for theological study at the graduate lev-
el. An institution admitting persons without a baccalaureate degree or its educational 
equivalent shall demonstrate that its process and criteria for evaluating academic 
ability are educationally appropriate and rigorous.



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
STA

N
D

A
R

D
S

2012  |  Bulletin 50, Part 1	 G–49

Basic Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership

C	 Master of Church Music (MCM)
	 Master of Sacred Music (MSM)
	 Master of Music in Church Music (MM in Church Music)
	 Master of Arts in Church Music (MA in Church Music)

C.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment 

C.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

The purpose of these master’s-level degrees in church music is to equip persons for 
competent leadership in church or sacred music in congregational and other settings.

C.1.2	 Primary goals of the program 

Primary educational goals of the program include (1) capacity for constructive theologi-
cal reflection, (2) an understanding of music theory and history, (3) competence in an 
applied music performance area, (4) skill in conducting and leadership of musical en-
sembles, (5) knowledge of church music literature, (6) capacity to lead a comprehensive 
program of church music education, and (7) growth in personal and spiritual maturity.

C.1.3	 Learning outcomes

C.1.3.1	 The primary goals of the program shall be further delineated as de-
monstrable learning outcomes congruent with the institution’s mission and 
purpose. Institutions shall demonstrate that students have achieved the goals 
or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and indirect 
evidence of student learning.

C.1.3.2	 These specific learning outcomes should shape and inform the de-
sign of all courses, supervised ministry experiences, formation activities, and 
other instructional strategies to establish a coherent and integrated curricu-
lum for the degree program.

C.1.4 	 Educational assessment 

C.1.4.1	 The institution offering one of these degrees shall articulate the as-
sessment strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational 
effectiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the ex-
tent to which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program 
by the use of both direct and indirect evidence. 

C.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain ongoing assessment by which it 
determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs of 
students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including mea-
sures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and the 
percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intentions.

C.2	 Program content

C.2.1	 Degree programs oriented toward leadership in music ministry should 
provide instruction in the wide range of theological disciplines as well as those 
disciplines critical for the practice of the music ministry. Learning outcomes shall 
encompass the instructional areas of religious heritage, cultural context, personal and 
spiritual formation, musical arts, and music ministry leadership. Each of the degree 
requirements shall be further refined into specific, demonstrable learning outcomes 
that are congruent with the institution’s mission and purpose.
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C.2.1.1	 Religious heritage: The program shall provide basic instruction in 
Scripture, theology, and history of the tradition, including worship, liturgy, 
and hymnology.

C.2.1.2	 Cultural context: The program shall provide instructional settings 
and opportunities for students to gain understanding of the context of the 
music ministry in the broader range of ministerial practice, and to develop 
appropriate understanding of the broader social context in which a music 
ministry is exercised.

C.2.1.3	 Personal and spiritual formation: The program shall provide opportu-
nities through which the student may grow in personal faith, emotional ma-
turity, and moral integrity, the latter including the appropriation of personal 
and professional standards of conduct.

C.2.1.4	 Musical arts: The program shall provide graduate-level instruction 
in the various musical arts and training in performance skill areas. For US 
schools, the ATS Board of Commissioners recommends that the degree pro-
gram follow the guidelines of the National Association of Schools of Music 
(NASM) for the musical arts requirements in master’s-level work. For Cana-
dian schools, the ATS Board of Commissioners recommends that the degree 
program require the BMus (Bachelor of Music) degree from an institution of 
higher education that is approved by a provincial quality assurance agency.

C.2.1.5	 Music ministry leadership: The program shall include opportunities 
for students to gain skill as conductors of musical ensembles and leaders 
of worship, preferably in supervised ministry contexts. These opportuni-
ties should reflect concern for the relationship of the churches’ worship and 
ministry as well as awareness of the intercultural and cross-cultural nature of 
ministry in North American society.

C.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

C.3.1	 Location

C.3.1.1	 As a degree preparing persons for ministerial leadership in church 
music, this program requires a comprehensive community of teachers and 
peers who have opportunity for common experiences over time, as well as 
access to studio and ensemble resources and the range of courses in musi-
cal arts and theological studies. The location, or learning environment, can 
occur in multiple patterns that include, but are not limited to, in-person 
faculty-student instructional contact on a campus or extension site, online or 
technologically mediated forms of instruction, supervised ministry practice, 
and formats that blend instructional modalities. Institutions shall clearly 
articulate the manner in which they provide the learning environment or 
supportive context for effective, comprehensive theological and musical 
education. An institution shall demonstrate that its students are engaged in 
a community of learning whereby faculty and students have opportunities 
for regular and substantive interaction; peer learning; development of music 
ministry skills; supervised experiences of music ministry; and growth in 
personal, spiritual formation.

C.3.1.2	 The institution shall provide instruction in a manner and at loca-
tions that facilitate the achievement of stated degree-program learning out-
comes, shall state the rationale for the location(s) or learning environment(s) 
utilized, and shall devise a suitable means of assessment for evaluating the 
effectiveness of its location(s) or learning environment(s) to ensure that its 
students achieve the learning outcomes stipulated for the music master’s 
degree program. 
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C.3.1.3	 Because professional master’s-level education expects regular and 
substantive student-faculty interaction to achieve the stipulated learning out-
comes, this interaction requires that at least two-thirds of the required credits 
for the degree shall be completed at the main campus of the school awarding 
the degree or at an extension site of the institution that has been approved 
for professional MA degree-granting status. An exception may be granted 
if a school can demonstrate how its educational design and delivery system 
accomplishes the learning outcomes associated with residential study.

C.3.1.4	 If an institution has Board approval for degree-program require-
ments to be completed in extension centers or by means of distance learning, 
the institution must be able to demonstrate how students access the com-
munity of learning, education for skills particular to this degree, and forma-
tional elements of the program. 

C.3.1.5	 Instruction may be offered on an institution’s main campus, branch 
campus, or extension site, or through a distance-education program subject 
to Commission Procedures and Board of Commissioners’ approval. 

C.3.1.6	 The institution shall have established procedures and policies 
regarding supervised ministry practice, independent study, and directed 
research. These procedures and policies shall indicate the means the institu-
tion uses to assess the educational effectiveness of these forms of education.

C.3.2	 Duration

C.3.2.1	 This degree program requires the equivalent of two years of full-
time academic study. 

C.3.2.2	 All course credits applied toward degree requirements should be 
earned within ten years of the awarding of the degree.

C.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed 

C.3.3.1	 In addition to general theological faculty resources, this program 
requires sufficient, qualified faculty who can provide instruction in the range 
of musical arts disciplines, performance areas, conducting, and ensemble 
leadership; and who can promote integration of music specialization within 
the broader context of ministry. 

C.3.3.2	 Schools offering this degree shall have adequate facilities for graduate 
instruction in the musical arts, such as appropriate studio and practice space. 

C.3.3.3	 These programs also require library collections that include musical 
scores, recordings, books, periodicals, and other media that support gradu-
ate instruction and faculty research in the various disciplines related to the 
musical arts.

C.4	 Admission

C.4.1	 Persons seeking admission to this program should (a) possess a baccalaure-
ate degree from a program approved by the National Association of Schools of Music 
(NASM) or alternatively the BMus degree from an institution of higher education 
that is approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency or (b) meet the 
standards of such a degree in either the United States or Canada or the educational 
equivalent of a North American baccalaureate music degree; or (c) take instruction 
without graduate credit until the competencies assumed by (a) or (b) are met.

C.4.2	 Member institutions shall require qualifying or placement exams of all 
graduate applicants. If deficiencies are indicated, remedial work may be required 
without graduate credit. 
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Basic Programs Oriented Toward General Theological Studies 

D 	 Master of Arts (MA)
	 Master of Arts [academic discipline]
	 Master of Theological Studies (MTS)

D.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

	 D.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

D.1.1.1	 The purpose of these degree programs is to provide a basic under-
standing of theological disciplines for further graduate study or for general 
educational purposes. The specific nomenclature for these degree programs, 
which are governed by the same standards, may be chosen according to an 
institution’s specific purpose in offering the program or to reflect the needs 
and interests of the students enrolled.

D.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

D.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for these degree programs should 
include the attainment of a survey knowledge of various theological disci-
plines, or focused knowledge in a specific discipline, or interdisciplinary 
knowledge. Achievement of student learning outcomes for these degrees 
shall contribute to meeting these programmatic goals. 

D.1.3	 Learning outcomes

D.1.3.1	 The institution shall identify demonstrable student learning out-
comes for these degrees and shall state those outcomes in terms of how 
student knowledge and outlook will change as a result of having completed 
the degree.

D.1.4	 Educational assessment

D.1.4.1	 The institution offering the degree shall articulate the assessment 
strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational effec-
tiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the extent to 
which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program by the 
use of both direct and indirect evidence.

D.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain ongoing assessment by which it 
determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs of 
students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including mea-
sures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and the 
percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intentions.

D.2	 Program content

D.2.1	 Depending on the goals of the specific degree, the program of study shall in-
clude exposure to the broad range of theological disciplines or to the focused study of a 
theological discipline in depth and in the context of the broader theological disciplines. 
A predominant number of courses should be academic rather than professional in 
focus, and the summative requirement shall reflect the academic goals of the degree.

D.2.2	 In addition to course work, these degrees should require a concluding exer-
cise that allows for a summative evaluation; this exercise may be a thesis in the area 
of concentration, a comprehensive examination, or another summative process of 
evaluation.
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D.2.3	 The study of languages shall be required if a level of competence in a lan-
guage is integral to the specific degree program.

D.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

D.3.1	 Location 

D.3.1.1	 Courses should be provided on the institution’s main campus; on 
an approved branch campus or approved extension site; or in an approved 
distance education program that provides access to appropriate resources 
of faculty, library, and community of learners pursuing similar programs 
of study. An institution shall demonstrate that its students are engaged in a 
community of learning whereby faculty and students have opportunities for 
regular and substantive interaction.

D.3.1.2	 If requirements can be completed on branch campuses, at exten-
sion centers, or by means of distance learning, the institution must be able to 
demonstrate how the community of learning, education for skills particular 
to this degree, and formational elements of the program are made available 
to students.

D.3.1.3	 A limited number of courses may be taken as independent study or 
directed research. 

D.3.2	 Duration 

D.3.2.1	 Normally these degrees require two academic years of full-time 
study or the equivalent in order to fulfill the broad educational goals of 
the program. In some cases, and in exception to ES.7.4, however, persons 
admitted with some advanced theological study or with prior extensive 
undergraduate studies in religion and/or other appropriate foundational 
areas may complete the program in one year of course work, in addition to 
the thesis, comprehensive examination, and/or other summative process of 
evaluation. 

D.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

D.3.3.1	 In general, adequate faculty, library resources, and support services 
shall be available to sustain students in these programs. Where concentra-
tions are offered in specific disciplines, more than one faculty member shall 
teach in the discipline, and special attention must be given to the faculty and 
library resources in those areas.

D.3.3.2	 Students should be provided with guidance and support for the 
particular vocational decisions related to the purposes of their programs.

D.4 	 Admission

D.4.1	 Admission to any of these degree programs requires a baccalaureate degree 
from an institution of higher education accredited by a US agency recognized by the 
Council for Higher Education Accreditation, or approved by a Canadian provincial 
quality assurance agency, or the demonstrated educational equivalent of an accred-
ited or approved North American baccalaureate degree. 

D.4.2	 Educational equivalency for a baccalaureate degree shall be determined 
by the institution. The institution shall demonstrate that its means for determin-
ing equivalency require formal postsecondary education consisting of general and 
specialized studies comparable to the baccalaureate degree. Students should have the 
interests, aptitudes, and personal qualities necessary for the particular application of 
the degree they are seeking. 
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D.4.3	 Admission to these degrees should be offered to students whose background 
and academic records indicate the ability to engage in graduate-level study for aca-
demic pursuits or personal development.
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Advanced Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership 

E 	 Doctor of Ministry (DMin)

E.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

E.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

E.1.1.1	 The purpose of the Doctor of Ministry degree is to enhance the prac-
tice of ministry for persons who hold the MDiv or its educational equivalent 
and who have engaged in substantial ministerial leadership.

E.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

E.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for the DMin should include an ad-
vanced understanding of the nature and purposes of ministry, enhanced com-
petencies in pastoral analysis and ministerial skills, the integration of these 
dimensions into the theologically reflective practice of ministry, new knowl-
edge about the practice of ministry, continued growth in spiritual maturity, 
and development and appropriation of a personal and professional ethic with 
focused study on ethical standards and mature conduct in the profession.

E.1.2.2	 Programs may be designed to advance the general practice of minis-
try in its many forms or to advance expertise in a specialized area of ministe-
rial practice (e.g., pastoral care, preaching, missions, leadership, organiza-
tional administration, multicultural ministries).

E.1.2.3	 The achievement of student learning outcomes for the DMin degree 
shall contribute to meeting these programmatic goals.

E.1.3	 Learning outcomes

E.1.3.1	 The institution shall specify demonstrable learning outcomes for 
the Doctor of Ministry degree that demonstrate an advanced competency 
in the practice of ministry, give evidence of being informed by analytic and 
ministerial research, and show the integration of enhanced knowledge with 
growth in one’s ministerial capacity and spiritual maturity.

E.1.4	 Educational assessment

E.1.4.1	 The institution offering the DMin shall articulate the assessment 
strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational effec-
tiveness of the degree program. Institutions offering the DMin degree shall 
be able to demonstrate the extent to which students have met the goals of the 
degree program through student performance in courses, ministry experi-
ence, and a final, summative project reflecting theological insight into the 
practice of ministry.

E.1.4.1.1	 The institution shall establish a system of gathering 
quantitative and qualitative data related to both student learning 
outcomes and degree-program goals, analyze the data gathered, and 
make revisions as necessary based on that assessment. This assess-
ment cycle shall be ongoing, regularized, and sustainable.

E.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain an ongoing assessment by which 
it determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs 
of students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including 
measures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and 
report vocational enhancement of the practice of ministry.
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E.2	 Program content

E.2.1	 DMin programs shall provide advanced-level study of the comprehensive 
range of theological disciplines that provides for 

E.2.1.1	 an advanced understanding and integration of ministry in relation 
to various theological and other related disciplines;

E.2.1.2	 the formulation of a comprehensive and critical understanding of min-
istry in which theory and practice interactively inform and enhance each other;

E.2.1.3	 the development and acquisition of skills and competencies, includ-
ing methods of research, that are required for ministerial leadership at its 
most mature and effective level; 

 E.2.1.4	 a contribution to the understanding and practice of ministry 
through the completion of a doctoral-level project that contributes new 
knowledge and understanding of the practice of ministry; 

E.2.1.5	 the fostering of spiritual, professional, and vocational competencies 
that enable witness to a maturing commitment to appropriate religio-moral 
values for faith and life; and

E.2.1.6	 engagement with the diverse cultural, religious, and linguistic con-
texts of ministry.

E.2.2	 The DMin program shall provide for varied kinds of learning, including

E.2.2.1	 peer learning and evaluation as well as self-directed learning experi-
ences; 

E.2.2.2	 significant integrative and interdisciplinary activities involving the 
various theological disciplines and careful use of the student’s experience 
and ministerial context as a learning environment;

E.2.2.3	 various opportunities for learning and using the disciplines and 
skills necessary for the DMin project, including sustained opportunities for 
study and research on an approved campus or site of the institution offering 
the degree; and 

E.2.2.4	 opportunities for personal and spiritual growth. 

E.2.3	 The institution shall demonstrate how the program is attentive to global 
awareness and engagement as well as local settings in its educational design and 
delivery systems, including its efforts to form a community of learners.

E.2.4	 The program shall include the design and completion of a written doctoral-
level project that addresses both the nature and the practice of ministry. This final 
summative project should be of sufficient quality that it contributes to the practice of 
ministry as judged by professional standards and has the potential for application in 
other contexts of ministry or presentation in professional forums.

E.2.4.1	 The project should demonstrate the candidate’s ability to identify a 
specific theological topic in ministry, organize an effective research model, 
use appropriate resources, and evaluate the results. It should also reflect the 
candidate’s depth of theological insight in relation to ministry.

E.2.4.2	 Upon completion of the doctoral project, there shall be an oral pre-
sentation and evaluation. The completed written project, with any supple-
mental material, should be accessioned in the institution’s library.
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E.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

E.3.1	 Location

E.3.1.1	 Because of the importance of a comprehensive community of learn-
ing, at least one-third of the course work for the degree shall be completed 
on an ATS Board of Commissioners-approved campus or full-degree exten-
sion site of the member institution. Upon petition by the school, the Board 
may grant an exception if a school can demonstrate how the program’s 
educational design and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes 
and program goals of the Doctor of Ministry degree. The school should be 
able to demonstrate for the duration of the program (a) sufficient opportu-
nity for disciplined reflection on one’s ministerial experience and needs for 
educational growth; (b) regular and substantive interaction of students with 
regular full-time faculty, appropriate adjunct faculty, and other instructional 
personnel; (c) extended involvement in peer learning; and (d) access to the 
resources of the institution, such as the library and academic and profes-
sional advising.

E.3.1.2	 Where DMin course work occurs away from the main campus of the 
institution, the program should make effective educational use of the candi-
date’s ministerial context. 

E.3.1.3	 If the institution has Board approval for the requirements to be 
completed in branch campuses, at extension centers, or by means of distance 
learning, the institution must be able to demonstrate how the community 
of learning, education for skills particular to the DMin degree, formational 
elements of the program, and educational resources are made available to 
students.

E.3.2	 Duration

E.3.2.1	 The DMin program shall require the equivalent of one full year of 
academic study and the completion of the doctoral project. Normally, the de-
gree shall require not fewer than three nor more than six years to complete, 
although the Commission on Accrediting may approve alternative degree 
designs.

E.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

E.3.3.1	 In addition to a community of peer learners that is adequate in both 
number and quality for advanced study, resources such as particular faculty, 
library, and academic support services are required for the degree.

E.3.3.2	 Institutions shall have faculty and other instructional personnel in 
adequate numbers to staff the program and with the competencies required 
for the specific goals of the general or specialized programs.

E.3.3.2.1	 Program administrative procedures should include 
full-time faculty in determining the program goals; provide for the 
evaluation of all participating faculty (full-time and adjunct), men-
tors, and supervisors; and make available opportunities for faculty 
development in relation to the DMin program.

E.3.3.2.2	 Teaching responsibility in the DMin program for full-
time faculty should be assigned in a manner comparable to that for 
other degree programs in that institution.

E.3.3.2.3	 Whenever adjunct faculty, qualified mentors, or other 
personnel are employed, they shall receive appropriate orientation 
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to the purposes and expectations of the DMin program, and their 
roles shall be exercised and evaluated in full collaboration with full-
time faculty.

E.3.3.2.4	 It is expected that faculty in the DMin program shall be 
committed to structuring learning experiences that are oriented to 
the professional practice of ministry. Whenever needed, institutions 
shall have effective procedures of faculty development to achieve 
the particular competencies required for teaching in this program.

E.3.3.3	 Library resources and services shall be of sufficient kind and sub-
stance to support the DMin program and its goals. This will include access to 
adequate existing collections, electronic resources, services, and staffing.

E.3.3.4	 The regular academic support services and resources of the institu-
tion (e.g., recruitment, admissions, academic records, academic advisement, 
faculty consultation, and evaluation) shall be available for the DMin pro-
gram and its students.

E.4	 Admission

E.4.1	 Students must possess an ATS Board of Commissioners-approved MDiv or 
its educational equivalent from an institution of higher education accredited by a US 
agency recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation or approved by 
a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency. Degrees from institutions outside of 
North America may be accepted provided schools can demonstrate that they meet the 
standards of the Board-approved degrees for admission. MDiv equivalency is defined 
as 72 graduate semester hours or comparable graduate credits in other systems that 
represent broad-based work in theology, biblical studies, and the arts of ministry and 
that include a master’s degree and significant ministerial leadership. Ministerial expe-
rience alone is not considered the equivalent of or a substitute for the master’s degree.

E.4.2	 Educational equivalency for these master’s degrees shall be determined by 
the institution through appropriately documented assessment that demonstrates that 
students have the knowledge, competence, or skills that would normally be provided 
by specific MDiv-level courses. The process, procedures, and criteria for such deter-
mination shall be published in the institution’s public documents.

E.4.3	 Applicants to the DMin degree program should have at least three years of 
experience in ministry subsequent to the first graduate theological degree, and, as 
part of the program goal, show evidence of capacity for an advanced level of com-
petence and reflection in the practice of ministry beyond that of the master’s level. 
However, as many as 20 percent of the students in the DMin degree program may be 
enrolled without the requisite three years of ministry experience at the time of admis-
sion, provided that the institution can demonstrate objective means for determining 
that these persons have been prepared by other ministry experience for the level of 
competence and reflection appropriate for advanced, professional ministerial studies.

E.4.4	 If an institution offers specialized DMin programs, it should set appropriate 
standards for admission to such programs.	
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Advanced Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership 

F	 Doctor of Education (EdD)

F.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

F.1.1	 Purpose of the degree 

F.1.1.1	 The purpose of the Doctor of Education degree is to equip persons 
for leadership positions in education and in teaching and research.

F.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

F.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for this program should include 
mastery of educational disciplines, graduate-level understanding of theo-
logical disciplines, and capacity to engage in administration, teaching, and 
research.

F.1.3	 Learning outcomes

F.1.3.1	 The primary goals of the program shall be further delineated as 
demonstrable learning outcomes congruent with the institution’s mission 
and purpose. The institution shall demonstrate that students have achieved 
the goals or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and 
indirect evidence of student learning.

F.1.3.2	 The institution shall specify learning outcomes that reflect the goals 
of the program and demonstrate advanced competency in the discipline of 
religious education and capacity to conduct original research and writing 
that advances understanding of the discipline.

F.1.3.3	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent 
and integrated curriculum for the degree program.

F.1.4	 Educational assessment 

F.1.4.1	 The institution offering this degree shall articulate the assessment 
strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational effec-
tiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the extent to 
which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program by the 
use of both direct and indirect evidence.

F.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain ongoing assessment by which it 
determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs of 
students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including mea-
sures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and the 
percentage of graduates who find placement appropriate to their vocational 
intentions. 

F.2	 Program content

F.2.1	 The program shall provide for advanced study in several areas, includ-
ing theological disciplines; behavioral sciences (e.g., human development, learning 
theory, counseling theory); the social sciences (e.g., regarding culture and context in 
which religious communities function, social change); philosophy of education; and 
measurement and evaluation. The program shall require a comprehensive examina-
tion in these areas before proceeding to the writing phase.
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F.2.2	 The program shall include a culminating dissertation, written project, or 
report of field research reflecting a high quality of research skill applied to some 
problem or area of religious education.

F.2.3	 The program shall require demonstrated competence in modern languages, 
statistics, or other research tools determined by the student’s research or professional 
needs.

F.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

F.3.1	 Location

F.3.1.1	 Courses, seminars, and colloquia for doctoral degrees shall normally 
be completed on the main campus of the institution offering the degree. 
Any petition for exception shall demonstrate how its educational design 
and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes associated with 
doctoral residential theological study. If course work completed at other 
institutions is to be accepted for credit in an ATS Board of Commissioners-
approved doctoral program, that work shall have been eligible for credit in 
the doctoral program(s) offered by the institution at which it was completed 
or other advanced programs primarily oriented toward theological research 
and teaching.

F.3.2	 Duration

F.3.2.1	 The program normally requires the equivalent of two years of full-
time academic study, plus the time needed to complete a doctoral thesis or 
dissertation.

F.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

F.3.3.1	 There shall be faculty members who are specialists in the field of 
religious education, including a sufficient number in the cognate theological 
disciplines that are integral to the EdD program. Faculty shall have proven 
competence in teaching and research, with established reputations for schol-
arship. They should have published the results of their own scholarly work 
and be currently engaged in productive research.

F.3.3.2	 The program should have a community of peer learners that is 
adequate in number and quality for advanced study, a faculty with special-
ties in educational and theological disciplines, library holdings that reflect 
a breadth of bibliographic resources, ready access to sufficient material in 
religious education related behavioral and social sciences, and the theologi-
cal disciplines to enable it to achieve its goals and objectives. It should also 
include or have ready access to educational technologies, educational labora-
tories, clinical training, and other learning media as required to accomplish 
its objectives.

F.4	 Admission

F.4.1	 Students must possess an ATS Commission on Accrediting-approved MA/
MRE degree or comparable degree from an institution of higher education accredited 
by a US agency recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, or ap-
proved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency, or the demonstrated edu-
cational equivalent of an accredited or approved North American MA/MRE degree.

F.4.2 	 Applicants must also demonstrate promise of contribution to the educational 
leadership in churches and denominations.
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Advanced Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership 

G	 Doctor of [area of specialization] including the DEdMin and DMiss

G.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment 

G.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

G.1.1.1	 The purpose of the Doctor of [area of specialization] is to advance 
theologically competent leadership in a global context by equipping students 
with advanced knowledge and skill sets that integrate the study of theology 
with a variety of cognate disciplines that enhance advanced ministerial practice. 
These degrees are organized in two groups or broad areas of specialization: 

Classification I: Religious Educational Leadership, including the 
DEdMin

Classification II: Ministry and the Human Sciences, including the 
DMiss

G.1.1.2	 Classification I programs require two years of additional study 
beyond the appropriate ATS Board of Commissioners-approved master’s 
degree (e.g., Master of Arts or Master of Arts in Religious Education), or, as 
necessary, in the cognate discipline or field of study, plus the time needed 
to complete the doctoral project, thesis, or culminating dissertation research 
project.

G.1.1.3	 Classification II programs require two years of additional study 
beyond the appropriate ATS Board of Commissioners-approved master’s 
degree (e.g., Master of Divinity, or its equivalent, or in an appropriate theo-
logical, missiological, or pastoral discipline), or, as necessary, in the cognate 
discipline or field of study plus the time needed to complete the doctoral 
project, thesis, or culminating dissertation research project. 

G.1.2	 Primary goals of the program 

G.1.2.1	 The primary goals an institution adopts for these degree programs 
shall include (1) competence in theological disciplines at the graduate level 
within culturally diverse contexts of ministry as relevant or pertinent to 
the area of specialization; (2) advanced capacity for critical and construc-
tive theological reflection regarding content and practices of the various 
disciplines that undergird the areas of specialization; (3) skill in the design, 
implementation, and assessment of ministry in the area of specialization, 
including ministerial effectiveness; (4) development and appropriation of a 
personal and professional ethic with focused study on ethical standards and 
mature conduct in the profession; (5) advanced understanding of the various 
disciplines that undergird the area of specialization; and (6) enhanced op-
portunities for growth in spiritual maturity. (See also G.2, Program content.)

G.1.2.2	 Programs may be designed to advance expertise in a specialized 
area of ministerial practice (e.g., pastoral care, missiology, religious educa-
tion, leadership, organizational administration, and intercultural ministries). 
Each degree shall clearly articulate the particular educational and profes-
sional goals appropriate to the degree specialization.

G.1.2.3	 Classification I and II degrees require acquisition of skills and com-
petencies for effective practice of ministry as well as capacity to engage in 
administration, teaching, and research, particularly in the area of specializa-
tion, and shall require critical appropriation and respectful engagement of 
diverse cultural contexts.



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
ST

A
N

D
A

R
D

S

G–62	 Bulletin 50, Part 1  |  2012

G.1.2.4	 In addition to the above (G.1.2.3), Classification I and II degrees may 
require acquisition of necessary language skills.

G.1.2.5	 The achievement of student learning outcomes for these degrees 
shall contribute to meeting the programmatic goals for the appropriate de-
gree specialization.

G.1.3	 Learning outcomes

G.1.3.1	 The institution shall specify demonstrable learning outcomes for 
the Doctor of [area of specialization] degree that demonstrate an advanced 
competency in the practice of ministry; give evidence of being informed by 
analytic, ministerial, and disciplinary research; and show the integration of 
these areas of advanced knowledge with opportunities for growth in one’s 
ministerial capacity and spiritual maturity.

G.1.3.2	 Institutions shall demonstrate that students have achieved the goals 
or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and indirect 
evidence of student learning, including quantitative and qualitative assess-
ments.

G.1.3.3	 The institution shall demonstrate the doctoral candidate’s ability to 
identify a specific theological topic in ministry, organize an effective research 
model, use appropriate resources, and evaluate the results, reflecting depth 
of theological insight in relation to ministry and leadership in the context of 
the cognate disciplines.

G.1.3.4	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses, relevant competency-based experiences, and formative 
and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent and integrated cur-
riculum for the degree program.

G.1.4	 Educational assessment

G.1.4.1	 The institution offering the Doctor of [area of specialization] degree 
shall articulate the assessment strategy and criteria by which it regularly 
evaluates the educational effectiveness of the degree program.

G.1.4.2	 The institution shall provide evidence that demonstrates the extent 
to which students have met the goals of the degree program through the de-
sign and completion of a doctoral thesis, research project, or dissertation that 
demonstrates high levels of research skill applied to a ministerial context or a 
problem in the field of study and shall be of sufficient quality that, judged by 
professional standards, has the potential for application in other contexts of 
ministry or presentation in professional forums.

G.1.4.3	 Upon completion of the doctoral thesis, research project, or dis-
sertation, there shall be an oral presentation and evaluation. The completed 
written project, with any supplemental material, should be accessioned in 
the institution’s library.

G.1.4.4	 The institution shall also maintain an ongoing assessment by which 
it determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs 
of students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including 
measures such as the percentage of students who complete the program and 
report vocational enhancement of the practice of ministry or leadership in 
the field.
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G.2	 Program content

G.2.1	 The Doctor of [area of specialization] shall provide advanced level study of 
the comprehensive range of disciplines appropriate to the areas of specialization that 
provides for

G.2.1.1	 an advanced understanding and integration of ministry in relation 
to various theological and other related disciplines;

G.2.1.2	 respectful engagement with the diverse cultural, religious, and lin-
guistic contexts of ministry;

G.2.1.3	 the formulation of a comprehensive and critical understanding of 
ministry leadership in which theory and practice interactively inform and 
enhance each other; 

G.2.1.4	 the fostering of spiritual, professional, ethical, and vocational com-
petencies that witness to personal and spiritual maturity;

G.2.1.5	 the development and acquisition of skills and competencies, includ-
ing methods of research, that are required for ministerial leadership at its 
most effective level; and

G.2.1.6	 the completion of a doctoral-level project that contributes new 
knowledge and understanding to the practice of ministry.

G.2.2	 The Doctor of [area of specialization] shall provide for varied kinds of learn-
ing, including

G.2.2.1	 peer learning and supervised learning, as well as self-directed learn-
ing experiences; 

G.2.2.2	 significant integrative and interdisciplinary activities involving the 
various theological disciplines and careful use of the student’s experience 
and ministerial context as a learning environment; 

G.2.2.3	 various opportunities for learning and using the disciplines and 
skills necessary for the doctoral project, thesis, or dissertation, including 
sustained opportunities for study, critical thinking, and research;

G.2.2.4	 opportunities for personal and spiritual reflection, self-correction, 
and growth; and

G.2.2.5	 opportunities for ministerial engagement in culturally and racially 
diverse contexts.

G.2.3	 The Doctor of [area of specialization] shall provide content-specific kinds of 
learning. 

G.2.3.1	 Classification I programs shall provide advanced critical and ana-
lytical study of theology, educational theory, and administration for profes-
sional application in distinct contexts; competencies necessary for research, 
planning and evaluation of the practice of ministerial leadership in distinct 
contexts; and competence and appreciation for modern languages as a re-
search tool and a ministerial asset.

G.2.3.2	 Classification II programs shall provide advanced study in social 
scientific disciplines (anthropology, psychology, intercultural studies, con-
textual studies, gender studies), history and theology (including world reli-
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gions); and competence in at least one modern language other than English, 
or other languages relevant to social research methods. 

G.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies 

G.3.1	 Location

G.3.1.1	 Because of the importance of a comprehensive community of learn-
ing, at least one-third of the course work for the Doctor of [area of specializa-
tion] shall be completed on a Board-approved campus or full-degree exten-
sion site of the member institution. Upon petition by the school, the Board 
may grant an exception if a school can demonstrate how the program’s 
educational design and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes 
and program goals associated with the degree program. The school should 
be able to demonstrate

G.3.1.1.1	 sufficient opportunity for disciplined reflection on one’s 
ministerial experience, appropriate areas of specialization, and 
needs for educational growth;

G.3.1.1.2	 regular and substantive interaction of the students with 
regular full-time faculty, appropriate adjunct faculty, and other 
instructional personnel;

G.3.1.1.3	 extended involvement in peer learning; and

G.3.1.1.4	 access to the resources of the institution, such as the 
library, and to academic and professional advising.

G.3.1.2	 Where specialized doctoral course work occurs away from the main 
campus of the institution, the program should make effective educational 
use of the candidate’s ministerial context. 

G.3.1.3	 If the institution has Board approval for requirements to be com-
pleted in branch campuses, at extension centers, or by means of distance 
learning, the institution must be able to demonstrate how the community of 
learning, education for skills particular to the doctoral degree, formational 
elements of the program, and educational resources are made available to 
students on location in the context of a demonstrable community of learning.

G.3.2	 Duration

G.3.2.1	 These degree programs shall require the equivalent of two full years 
of academic study plus the time needed to complete the doctoral project, the-
sis, or culminating dissertation research project. Normally, the degrees shall 
require not fewer than three nor more than six years to complete.

G.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

G.3.3.1	 In addition to a community of peer learners that is adequate both in 
number and quality for advanced study, resources such as particular faculty, 
library, and academic support services are required for the degree.

G.3.3.2	 Institutions shall have faculty and other instructional personnel in 
adequate numbers to staff the program and with the competencies required 
for the specific goals of the general or specialized programs.

G.3.3.2.1	 Schools shall provide a core of qualified faculty with the 
appropriate terminal degrees in the specialized field of instruction 
as well as sufficient faculty governance in curriculum development 
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and assessment of overall effectiveness of the Doctor of [area of 
specialization] degrees.

G.3.3.2.2	 Program administrative procedures should include 
full-time faculty in determining the program goals; provide for 
the evaluation of all participating faculty (full time, adjunct, men-
tors, and supervisors); and make available opportunities for faculty 
development in relation to the Doctor of [area of specialization] 
degrees.

G.3.3.2.3	 Whenever adjunct faculty, qualified mentors, or other 
personnel are employed, they shall receive written and oral orienta-
tion to the purposes and expectations of the Doctor of [area of spe-
cialization] degree, and their roles shall be exercised and evaluated 
in full collaboration with full-time faculty.

G.3.3.2.4	 It is expected that faculty in the Doctor of [area of special-
ization] degree programs shall be committed to structuring learning 
experiences that are oriented to the professional practice of ministry. 
Whenever needed, institutions shall have effective procedures of 
faculty development to achieve the particular competencies required 
for teaching in this program.

G.3.3.2.5	 Teaching responsibility for full-time faculty shall be as-
signed in a manner comparable to that for other degree programs in 
that institution.

G.3.3.3	 Library resources and services shall be of sufficient kind and sub-
stance to support these respective Doctor of [area of specialization] degree 
programs and their goals. This shall include access to adequate existing col-
lections, electronic resources, services, and staffing.

G.3.3.4	 The regular academic support services and resources of the institu-
tion (e.g., recruitment, admissions, academic records, academic advisement, 
faculty consultation, and evaluation) shall be available for Doctor of [area of 
specialization] degree programs and its students.

G.4	 Admission

G.4.1	 Admission to these degrees shall conform to the standards and expectations 
of the ATS Commission on Accrediting for advanced programs oriented toward min-
isterial leadership. Admission requirements shall include a master’s degree from an 
institution of higher education accredited by a US agency recognized by the Council 
for Higher Education Accreditation, or approved by a Canadian provincial quality 
assurance agency, or the demonstrated educational equivalent of an appropriate 
accredited or approved North American master’s degree. Comparable degrees from 
institutions outside North America may be accepted provided schools can demon-
strate that they meet the standards of the Board-approved degrees for admission.

G.4.2	 Institutions offering the Doctor of [area of specialization] shall set appropri-
ate standards for admission.

G.4.2.1	 Classification I programs (for example, the DEdMin) as well as 
other cognate disciplines require completion of a Board-approved master’s 
program or other advanced master’s-level degrees in the related cognate dis-
cipline. Other areas of specialization shall require the appropriate master’s 
degrees.

G.4.2.2	 Classification II programs (for example, the DMiss) require the 
completion of the MDiv degree or its educational equivalent, or other ad-
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vanced master’s-level degrees in the related cognate discipline. Other areas 
of specialization shall require the appropriate master’s degrees.

G.4.3	 Educational equivalency for these master’s degrees shall be determined by 
the institution through appropriate and documented assessment that demonstrates 
that students have the knowledge, competence, or skills that would normally be pro-
vided by specific ATS Board of Commissioners-approved MDiv-level course work or 
the appropriate master’s-level course work in the appropriate disciplines or areas of 
specialization. The process and procedures for such determination shall be published 
in the institution’s public documents.

G.4.4	 Ministerial experience alone is not considered the equivalent of or a substi-
tute for the master’s degree.

G.4.5	 The achievement of a new level of competence in the practice of ministry 
requires that students have at least three years of experience in ministry and demon-
strated capacity for an advanced level of competence prior to beginning the program.

G.4.6	 As many as 15 percent of the students in the specialized doctoral degree 
program may be admitted in any given year without the requisite three years of 
ministry experience, provided that the institution has demonstrable, objective means 
for determining that these persons have the capacity for the level of competence and 
reflection appropriate for advanced, professional ministerial studies. The admission 
of such applicants should be restricted to persons with ministry experience that has 
prepared them for theological study at the advanced level.
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Advanced Programs Oriented Toward Ministerial Leadership 

H	 Doctor of Musical Arts (DMA)
	 Doctor of Church Music (DCM)
	 Doctor of Sacred Music (SMD)

H.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

H.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

H.1.1.1	 The purpose of these degrees is to equip persons for teaching, re-
search, and leadership in church and sacred music.

H.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

H.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for these programs should include 
mastery of the various disciplines included in the study of music, including 
the liturgical and historical repertory of church music, competence and profi-
ciency in a performance area or areas, and capacity to engage in research and 
teaching.

H.1.3	 Learning outcomes

H.1.3.1	 The institution shall specify appropriate demonstrable learning 
outcomes for these degrees that demonstrate an advanced competency in 
the areas of church and sacred music, give evidence of being informed by 
analytic, ministerial, and disciplinary research, and show the integration of 
these areas of advanced knowledge with opportunities for growth in one’s 
teaching, research, and leadership. 

H.1.3.2	 Institutions shall demonstrate that students have achieved the goals 
or learning outcomes of the degree program by means of direct and indirect 
evidence of student learning, including quantitative and qualitative assess-
ments.

H.1.3.3	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses, relevant competency-based experiences, and formative 
and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent and integrated cur-
riculum for the degree program.

H.1.4	 Educational assessment

H.1.4.1	 The institution offering these degrees shall articulate the assessment 
strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educational effec-
tiveness of the degree program. The institution shall determine the extent to 
which students have achieved the stated goals of the degree program by the 
use of both direct and indirect evidence.

H.1.4.2	 The institution shall be able to demonstrate that students complet-
ing these degrees have a comprehensive and critical understanding of the 
music disciplines and exhibit appropriate advanced proficiency in perfor-
mance skills, the competence to conduct original research that can contribute 
to their field, and the capacity to teach with skill.

H.2	 Program content

H.2.1	 The program shall provide for advanced study in several areas, including 
liturgy, hymnology, theory, musicology, composition, and conducting.



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
ST

A
N

D
A

R
D

S

G–68	 Bulletin 50, Part 1  |  2012

H.2.2	 The program shall provide for the study of foreign languages as appropriate 
for advanced scholarly work in music.

H.2.3	 The program shall contain a major emphasis on musical performance.

H.2.4	 The program shall include a comprehensive assessment of doctoral-level 
knowledge of the course of studies and a culminating dissertation reflecting a high 
quality of research skill.

H.2.4.1	 The dissertation shall demonstrate the doctoral candidate’s ability 
to identify an appropriate disciplinary topic, organize an effective research 
model, use appropriate resources, and evaluate the results, reflecting depth 
of insight in relation to the music disciplines.

H.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

H.3.1	 Location

H.3.1.1	 Courses, seminars, and colloquia for the degree shall be completed 
on a Board-approved campus or full-degree extension site of the member 
institution. If course work completed at other institutions is to be accepted 
for credit in a Board-approved doctoral program, that work shall have been 
eligible for credit in the doctoral programs offered by the institution at which 
it was completed.

H.3.1.2	 An institution offering distance education courses for these degrees 
shall demonstrate in the courses the collaborative, performative, and re-
search dimensions of scholarship in the various disciplines included in the 
study of music, including the liturgical and historical repertory of church 
music. Courses shall provide regular and substantive interaction between 
teachers and learners and among learners to ensure a viable community of 
learning.

H.3.1.3	 Because of their performative character, no more than one-third 
of the course work for these degrees may be completed through distance 
education. An exception may be granted if a school can demonstrate how its 
educational design and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes 
required for these degrees.

H.3.2	 Duration

H.3.2.1	 The program requires the equivalent of three years of full-time 
study beyond the MCM/MSM.

H.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

H.3.3.1	 There shall be faculty members who are specialists in the field 
of church music, including a sufficient number to instruct students at the 
doctoral level in the variety of relevant disciplines. Faculty shall have proven 
competence in teaching and research, with established reputations for schol-
arship or music performance. It is desirable that they should have published 
the results of their own scholarly work and be currently engaged in produc-
tive research.

H.3.3.2	 The program shall provide ready access to resources for the devel-
opment of performance skills and opportunities to lead ensembles.

H.3.3.3	 The program shall have adequate library resources for research in 
the fields of music, especially church music, including access to scores, musi-
cal texts, recordings, books, and other media.
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H.3.3.4	 The Board of Commissioners strongly recommends that any institu-
tion offering the research/performance doctorate in music have program-
matic accreditation by the National Association of Schools of Music or its 
institutional counterpart in Canada.

H.4	 Admission

H.4.1.	 Admission requirements shall include (a) completion of an NASM/ATS 
Commission on Accrediting-approved master’s degree program, or (b) demonstra-
tion that the candidate has the competencies provided by the MCM/MSM degree in 
church music as prescribed by the National Association of Schools of Music (NASM), 
or alternatively by the master’s-level degree programs earned from an institution 
of higher education that is approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance 
agency or the demonstrated educational equivalent of an accredited or approved 
North American music master’s degree; or (c) an acceptable plan for completing these 
requirements in the course of study for the doctorate if the student has not met them 
through other prerequisites 

H.4.2	 Admission should be based on appropriate performance and academic abil-
ity as well as the potential to contribute to leadership in church music.
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Advanced Programs Primarily Oriented Toward Theological Research and 
Teaching

I	 Master of Theology (ThM)
	 Master of Sacred Theology (STM)

I.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

I.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

I.1.1.1	 The purpose of this degree is to provide a fuller mastery of one area 
or discipline of theological study than is normally provided at the MDiv 
level. The program may serve a variety of aims, including further gradu-
ate study at the doctoral level, preparation for some forms of teaching, the 
scholarly enhancement of ministerial practice, or disciplined reflection on a 
specialized function in ministry.

I.1.1.2	 The nomenclature, Master of Theology (designated as MTh), is also 
used in some Canadian institutions for programs of continued study of theo-
logical disciplines or specialization in an area of ministry practice.

I.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

I.1.2.1	 The primary goals an institution adopts for these programs should 
include an advanced understanding of a focused area or discipline in the 
context of general theological study, the ability to formulate productive 
questions, and the capacity to use research methods and resources in the 
discipline.

I.1.3	 Learning outcomes

I.1.3.1	 The institution shall specify demonstrable learning outcomes that 
demonstrate an advanced competency in one area or discipline of theological 
study and capacity to conduct original research in that area.

I.1.3.2	 The institution shall demonstrate, by direct and indirect evidence, 
that students have achieved the learning outcomes of the degree program, 
including mastery of a theological discipline and scholarly competence in 
research.

I.1.3.3	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent 
and integrated curriculum for the degree program.

I.1.4	 Educational assessment

I.1.4.1	 The institution offering the ThM or STM degree shall articulate the 
assessment strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educa-
tional effectiveness of the degree program.

I.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain an ongoing assessment by which 
it determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs 
of students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including 
measures such as the percentage of students who complete the program.

I.1.4.3	 Student learning outcomes shall be stated in terms of how students’ 
skills and knowledge change as a result of having completed the degree. The 
institution shall gather quantitative and qualitative data related to each of 
those outcomes, analyze the data gathered, and make revisions as necessary 
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based on that assessment. This assessment cycle shall be ongoing, regular-
ized, and sustainable.

I.2	 Program content

I.2.1	 The program of study shall consist of regular course work and faculty-direct-
ed independent study and research.

I.2.2	 To encourage an appropriate level of academic engagement, at least one-half 
of the work required shall be in courses designed for students in advanced programs.

I.2.3	 Requirements for language study and other disciplines necessary for re-
search should be appropriate to the field of specialization, typically one ancient 
language and one modern language.

I.2.4	 Degree requirements should ordinarily include an examination that dem-
onstrates mastery of a theological discipline and a thesis demonstrating scholarly 
research competence.

I.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

I.3.1	 Location

I.3.1.1	 The program shall be undertaken chiefly in courses offered on the 
institution’s main campus with the appropriate research library resources 
and a sufficient number of students to provide a peer community for mutual 
criticism and stimulus. Any petition for exception shall demonstrate how its 
educational design and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes 
associated with research-oriented residential theological study.

I.3.2	 Duration

I.3.2.1	 The program shall require one year of full-time study or its equiva-
lent.

I.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

I.3.3.1	 Faculty teaching in this program should be actively engaged in re-
search that provides effective models of theological research for students and 
should be of sufficient number to provide a variety of scholarly perspectives.

I.3.3.2	 The library shall have collections of sufficient quality to support 
research in the disciplines in which the ThM or STM is offered as well as ap-
propriate databases and other scholarly resources.

I.4	 Admission

I.4.1	 Admission to the program shall require an ATS Board of Commissioners-
approved MDiv, or first graduate theological degree providing equivalent theological 
background, or its educational equivalent, from an institution of higher education 
accredited by a US agency recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accredita-
tion, or approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency; and evidence 
of aptitude for advanced theological study. Comparable degrees from institutions 
outside North America may be accepted provided schools can demonstrate that they 
meet the standards of the Board-approved degrees for admission.
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Advanced Programs Primarily Oriented Toward Theological Research and 
Teaching

J	 Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
	 Doctor of Theology (ThD)

J.1	 Purpose, goals, learning outcomes, and educational assessment

J.1.1	 Purpose of the degree

J.1.1.1	 These degree programs are intended primarily to equip persons for 
vocations of teaching and research in theological schools, colleges, and uni-
versities, or for the academic study of ministerial practice. The same overall 
aims and standards apply to both the PhD and the ThD; the nomenclature 
differs according to the history of its use in a particular school.

J.1.2	 Primary goals of the program

J.1.2.1	 The goals an institution adopts for the research doctorate should in-
clude a comprehensive knowledge of the disciplines of study; a competence to 
engage in original research and writing that advance theological understand-
ing for the sake of church, academy, and society; and a breadth of knowledge 
in theological and religious studies and in other academic disciplines.

J.1.2.2	 The program should also enable the student to develop a sense of 
and a commitment to the vocation of theological scholarship in its dimen-
sions of teaching, learning, and research.

J.1.3	 Learning outcomes

J.1.3.1	 The institution shall specify learning outcomes that are demonstrable, 
that reflect the goals of the program, and that demonstrate advanced compe-
tency in the disciplines of theological or religious studies and capacity to con-
duct original research and writing that advances theological understanding.

J.1.3.2	 The institution shall demonstrate, by direct and indirect evidence, 
that students have achieved the learning outcomes of the degree program, 
including mastery of a theological discipline and scholarly competence in 
advanced research.

J.1.3.3	 These specific, learning outcomes should shape and inform the 
design of all courses and other instructional strategies to establish a coherent 
and integrated curriculum for the degree program.

J.1.4	 Educational assessment

J.1.4.1	 The institution offering the PhD or ThD degrees shall articulate the 
assessment strategy and criteria by which it regularly evaluates the educa-
tional effectiveness of the degree programs. 

J.1.4.2	 The institution shall also maintain an ongoing assessment by which 
it determines the extent to which the degree program is meeting the needs 
of students and the institution’s overall goals for the program, including 
measures such as the percentage of students who complete the program. 

J.1.4.3	 The institution shall gather quantitative and qualitative data related 
to learning outcomes, analyze the data gathered, and make revisions as 
necessary based on that assessment. This assessment cycle shall be ongoing, 
regularized, and sustainable.
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J.2	 Program content

J.2.1	 The program of study shall either presuppose or provide grounding in the 
content and methods of theological studies in general, as a basis for the development 
of specialized competence.

J.2.2	 The program shall facilitate an orderly progression of studies toward its 
goals within a specified length of time, allowing students sufficient flexibility to meet 
professional interests and special needs. For the sake of the program as well as of the 
individual student, students should be carefully evaluated after a year of study so 
that those who do not show sufficient signs of promise can be so advised.

J.2.3	 The curriculum shall include training in the research methods and proce-
dures relevant to the area of specialization. Attention should be given not only to 
commonly accepted approaches but also to newly emerging possibilities for framing 
inquiries and organizing and examining data.

J.2.4	 The program shall assist students to grow in those qualities essential for 
practice of scholarly ministry in theological environments.

J.2.5	 Opportunities shall be provided for instruction in teaching methods and for 
the development of competence in teaching.

J.2.6	 The program shall include course work, comprehensive examinations, and 
the writing of a doctoral dissertation.

J.2.6.1	 The course work shall include a majority of courses intended for 
doctoral students or students in other advanced programs oriented toward 
theological research and teaching.

J.2.6.2	 During both their course of studies and their dissertation research, 
students shall be required to use competently the language(s) in which rel-
evant primary texts are written, as well as those in which there is important 
secondary material. Normally, this would include at least one ancient and 
one or more modern languages. Students engaged in theological disciplines 
that use behavioral or social scientific research methods shall be required to 
demonstrate competence in these research methods.

J.2.6.3	 Students are expected to devote the kind of attention to their doc-
toral programs that ensures opportunity for intensive study, research, and 
interaction with other students.

J.3	 Educational resources and learning strategies

J.3.1	 Location

J.3.1.1	 Courses, seminars, and colloquia for research doctoral degrees shall 
normally be completed on the main campus of the institution offering the 
degree. Any petition for exception shall demonstrate how its educational 
design and delivery system accomplishes the learning outcomes associated 
with research-oriented residential theological study. If course work com-
pleted at other institutions is to be accepted for credit in an ATS Board of 
Commissioners-approved research doctoral program, that work shall have 
been eligible for credit in the research doctoral programs offered by the 
institution at which it was completed or other advanced programs primarily 
oriented toward theological research and teaching.
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J.3.2	 Duration

J.3.2.1	 The total time devoted to the program shall include the equiva-
lent of two years of full-time course work and sufficient time to prepare for 
comprehensive examinations, to acquire teaching skills, and to conduct the 
research for and writing of a doctoral dissertation.

J.3.3	 Distinctive resources needed

J.3.3.1	 The institution shall demonstrate the availability of resources in ad-
dition to those necessary for master’s-level degree programs.

J.3.3.2	 The faculty shall be broadly representative of the areas or disciplines 
of theological inquiry, including at least two faculty specialists in each field 
in which doctoral students may specialize and a sufficient number in cognate 
fields to support the program.

J.3.3.2.1	 The faculty should have been trained in a variety of 
graduate institutions and should include a variety of scholarly view-
points and approaches. Working relationships with faculty in other 
graduate institutions, in both research and graduate instruction, 
should be encouraged.

J.3.3.2.2	 In general, faculty members should be competent in 
teaching and research, with a record of contributions to their disci-
plines. They should have published the results of their own schol-
arly work and should be currently engaged in significant research.

J.3.3.2.3	 Faculty members shall be willing and able to offer guid-
ance to doctoral students throughout the course of the program, 
both with regard to their development as scholars (e.g., in tutorials 
and independent study projects and in the writing of the disserta-
tion) and with regard to their development as teachers and prospec-
tive colleagues in the academic profession.

J.3.3.2.4	 The teaching and administrative loads of graduate faculty 
members—both junior and senior—shall be limited to permit ample 
time for attending to the needs of graduate students and for faculty 
research. The faculty shall participate in making academic policies 
relevant to the program.

J.3.3.3	 Freedom of inquiry is fundamentally important for research doc-
toral programs. The institution must assure that not only faculty but also 
students have freedom to conduct research in their respective disciplines 
and, within any formally adopted confessional commitments of the institu-
tion, the freedom to communicate the findings of their research.

J.3.3.4	 The institution shall allocate sufficient financial resources to support 
degree programs.

J.3.3.5	 Research doctoral programs require substantial library holdings 
and facilities. Provision shall be made for the development and maintenance 
of research-quality collections and appropriate databases in each field of 
doctoral studies, together with collections in closely related fields. Adequate 
dedicated study space, technological support, information accessibility, and 
acquisitions and reference staff shall be ensured.

J.3.3.6	 Where the faculty of a school participates to a significant degree in 
a doctoral program offered under the auspices of another institution (or of 



Educational and DEGREE PROGRAM STANDARDS
STA

N
D

A
R

D
S

2012  |  Bulletin 50, Part 1	 G–75

another division of its own institution), the school shall account for this use 
of its resources.

J.4	 Admission

J.4.1	 Admission to the program shall require an ATS Board of Commissioners-
approved MDiv, or first graduate theological degree providing equivalent theological 
background, or its educational equivalent from an institution of higher education 
accredited by a US agency recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accredi-
tation or approved by a Canadian provincial quality assurance agency. Comparable 
degrees from institutions outside North America may be accepted provided schools 
can demonstrate that they meet the standards of the Board-approved degrees for 
admission.

J.4.2	 Admission should be selective and offered only to students who have dem-
onstrated the intellectual ability, the preparation, and the motivation for a scholarly 
vocation.

J.4.3	 Because of the importance to scholarly growth of a sustained period of study 
in residence, admission should not be offered unless financial resources and ar-
rangements are available to enable students to engage in full-time study for at least a 
significant part of their program.

J.4.4	 The number of students admitted in each field should be sufficient to 
provide a community of peers but should not be so large as to imperil the quality of 
instruction.
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