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1. Executive summary: 

A thematic analysis of the ICETE C21/22 forums has provided insights into the sectors of formal and non-
formal theological education and their continued dialogue. In total, 18 forums were analyzed in which 
76 individuals contributed. Of those who contributed, 20 individuals work exclusively in non-formal 
theological education (NFTE), 43 work exclusively in formal theological education (FTE), and 12 work in 
both NFTE and FTE. These individuals serve in 34 countries across 6 continents. The threads on the 
C21/22 forums have been used to generate the data. 

The results of the analysis indicate FTE and NFTE confluency is desired, though there are obstacles to 
overcome relating to perceptions, concessions, and standards. Further, accreditation is a helpful 
framework but is not seen as a viable solution. Thus, a form of quality assurance is desired as an avenue 
for NFTE’s recognition and support. Additionally, competency-based education has a growing appeal as 
an alternative and supplement to traditional forms. Finally, facilitator and instructor development 
continue to be a concern for ensuring quality assurance at all levels but specifically in the NFTE. 

Reflection on improvement and action points follow the analysis. 

2. Introduction 

Following the cancellation of the 2020 ICETE consultation in Rome, Italy, the C21/22 online consultation 
was created. The online consultation has met three times: 16, 17 November 2021, 11 February 2022, 
and 13 May 2022. The consultation is scheduled to meet online once more on 23 September 2022. In 
addition to the online meetings, forum discussions have preceded and followed each event. The theme 
of the consultation and forum discussions is “Formal and Non-Formal Theological Education in 
Dialogue.” The culminating event will be held in person in Turkey 14-18 November 2022 with the theme 
“Formal and Non-Formal Theological Education Beyond Dialogue.” 

Forums have been examined in this thematic analysis to determine the most pressing subjects in the 
dialogue between formal and non-formal theological education. Most pressing has been determined by 
the number of times a particular subject was mentioned and how widespread the issue was across both 
the formal and non-formal sectors. 

The analysis was principally carried out by Julie Shoemaker, a ThM student at Dallas Theological 
Seminary and intern under the supervision of Dr. Michael Ortiz, International Director of ICETE and Vice 
President for Global Ministries at Dallas Theological Seminary. 
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The sources of the data are 18 of the C21/22 Consultation forum threads from 2021 November to 2022 
July.1 These forums reflect the views of 76 participants from 34 countries across 6 continents. The 
forums include threads on the topics of accreditation, quality assurance, and definitions of FTE and 
NFTE. Quality assurance emerged as a topic of great interest to all those who participated. As such, the 
forums chosen for analysis were related to these same three topics, though all the forums relate to this 
topic either directly or indirectly. 

Qualitative data is analyzed from both the FTE and NFTE sectors without separation between the 
perspective of the two. A total of 20 participants work exclusively with NFTE programs, 43 work 
exclusively with FTE programs, and 12 work with both FTE and NFTE programs.2 All perspectives 
regardless of sector were included in the data set. 

The forums are on the ICETE Academy website, and no ethical concerns are identified. 

3. Data and findings 

3.1 - Chart 1: FTE and NFTE confluency: Mutuality in purpose and implementation 

The following chart illustrates the coding combinations leading to identifying FTE and NFTE confluency 
as a concern of the forum participants. The chart summarizes the data collected from the forums related 
to bringing the FTE and NFTE sectors together and what must happen first. 

 
1 https://icete.academy/course/view.php?id=172  
2 One participant did not identify their primary sector. 
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The chart shows the upper-level codes that point to the need for FTE and NFTE confluency. FTE and 
NFTE confluency is desired as both segments look at their ultimate goals. However, as this chart shows, 
currently there is not a mutual respect allowing collaboration to take place. Yet, in addition, the data 
shows a lack of direction in how to make this happen while still maintaining distinctives.  

3.2 - Chart 2: Accreditation: Role in FTE and NFTE 

This second chart illustrates the proposed role accreditation should have in the future of FTE and NFTE. 
The chart summarizes the data collected from the forums related to the current role accreditation 
carries in FTE. 

 

The chart shows accreditation is not the solution, but it is a starting point for collaboration. To be used 
for both the FTE and NFTE, the data posits a desire for redefining accreditation leading to a broader 
scope than how it is currently defined. The data also pointed toward a spectrum of participants ranging 
from accreditation agencies to the local church. These were further noted as possible participants in 
determining quality standards for both sectors of education. 

3.3 - Chart 3: Quality Assurance 

This third chart illustrates the need for quality assurance in both the FTE and NFTE sectors. The chart 
summarizes the data collected from the forums related to the role of quality assurance and who needs 
to be involved in its future. 
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This chart shows quality assurance is separate from accreditation and needs to continue to be defined to 
be accurately applied to the NFTE as well as the FTE. In addition, there is a known need for quality 
assurance as 35 problems were surfaced within NFTE quality assurance. A major concern for the NFTE 
sector is how quality assurance and/or accreditation would affect contextualization. Within the forums, 
contextualization is related to the established needs and standards of a context rather than the 
assimilation of forms and content from another context. 

3.4 – Consideration of form and function 

The data communicates a desire to consider competency-based education as an alternative to 
traditional forms of education. This is presented to bring together the knowledge formation of a student 
in the FTE context with the practical skills formation and contextualization emphasized in NFTE. Re-
Forma’s thirty-five competencies were mentioned multiple times as a model to follow and build upon. 

The data presented a deficiency in facilitator competence, specifically in the NFTE sector. Thus, 
continued education and prior vetting to ensure the expected outcomes can be met by facilitators were 
presented within the data. 

4. Reflection and actions 

All reflections are from the viewpoint of the data and action points are suggestions from the data both 
explicitly and implicitly. Action points need to be reviewed and ratified by ICETE within its own strategies 
and possibilities before being implemented. 

4.1 Confluency within FTE and NFTE 

The first reflection resulting from this analysis is that both FTE and NFTE desire mutuality in 
accomplishing their educational goals. While this ongoing dialogue has increased respect amongst both 
sectors, a class discrepancy still exists between the two sectors. This is not the situation everywhere, but 
it is prevalent. There is a desire to make pathways for those with NFTE training to be admitted to FTE. 
Though the desire for mutuality and establishing pathways are well intentioned, there is not much 
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planning or implementation taking place. At the very least, NFTE desires a unifying standard to indicate 
quality and to seek recognition by the FTE. 

Action Point 1: The action point from this reflection is to continue conversations between the FTE and 
NFTE sectors for the purpose of identifying common goals and ways to work together. A part of this is 
encouraging participation at the in-person ICETE consultation in November 2022. 

4.2 Understanding the role of accreditation in FTE and NFTE collaboration 

Accreditation is a standard FTE knows and understands as useful for their purposes. FTE does not 
necessarily wish to force this on NFTE, but they do desire a similar standard for both sectors. However, 
the data provided by the forums and other consultation conversations shows an awareness of some 
fundamental differences between the two forms of education and how accreditation is not the best way 
to unify the FTE and NFTE sectors. Accreditation provides a standard against which to measure the 
implementation of quality, however, quality is established separately from accreditation. Utilizing 
accreditation as a means of unity only provides an objective standard but does not establish 
relationship. 

A primary reason why accreditation should not be the primary means of unity is the NFTE sees it as 
overshadowing contextualization needs. NFTE desires to focus on practical skill development and 
character formation as a part of an evaluative standard. Further, FTE’s current standards are not 
obtainable or sustainable for the NFTE. Thus, if this means were employed, it would remain unreachable 
by those it seeks to engage. 

Action Point 2: The action point resulting from this analysis will be to determine ways outside of 
accreditation to determine a mutually satisfying standard of accountability. 

4.3 Planning for collaboration 

There is, however, a mutual interest in defining quality assurance at all levels. This was the most 
prevalent subject on the forums and where many discussions steered. However, there was a lack of 
consensus on how to move forward in defining and measuring quality assurance for both sectors. 
Nevertheless, there was the specific statement that FTE should not set these standards for the NFTE. 
Yet, there is a hesitancy in someone(s) stepping forward for this purpose from outside the FTE. Even so, 
a list of suggested quality standards was created that could serve as a starting point for bringing this part 
of the dialogue to reality. 

Action Point 3: Gather respected NFTE leaders to create a quality standard for the NFTE. 

4.4 Considering other concerns 

The final reflection is on competency-based education which is not specifically related to the other three 
but discussed to some extent on the forums, thus is included within this analysis. Competency-based 
education can fulfill the desires of both FTE and NFTE in providing proven mastery of material before 
certification. However, it is readily recognized that this mode demands more of faculty, staff, and 
students within a program as completion does not rest on accomplished assignments but on actualized 
abilities. Thus, there is also an additional time element that makes it unlike other traditional forms of 
education in that the student’s acumen and application determine passing to the next level. 
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Facilitator incompetency was cited as a reason for students not meeting standards. Primarily within the 
NFTE sector, the comments in the forums suggest more training and vetting of instructors is needed. 
This is presented as an opportunity for FTE to provide continuing education and for NFTE to require 
credentials. Regardless, facilitators need community and support around them, especially as they view 
themselves as mentors to students and are thus pouring out much of themselves. 

Action point 4: An action point resulting from this analysis will be for FTE and NFTE to further research 
and test competency-based methods of education for effectiveness. This educational method will 
require a mindset shift for those in both the FTE and NFTE. 

Action point 5: Another action point will be for both FTE and NFTE to consider what continuing 
education they can offer to facilitators. This can be both to further education in the developments of 
their disciplines and in teaching methods. 

5. Conclusions 

This thematic analysis has examined posts from the ICETE forums pertaining to the role of FTE and NFTE 
in relationship to each other. The analysis has resulted in five main action points: 

1. FTE and NFTE identify common goals and collaboration opportunities, specifically attend the 
ICETE 21/22 in-person consultation 

2. Determine a way outside of accreditation to determine accountability 
3. NFTE leaders need to gather to establish quality standards and guidelines 
4. Research and evaluation of competency-based education for effectiveness within the FTE and 

NFTE sectors 
5. FTE and NFTE need to offer continuing education to facilitators 

Further analysis is suggested concerning the next steps the FTE should take in assisting the NFTE in 
pursuing quality assurance. Additionally, further analysis is suggested, based on comments within the 
forums, in understanding the role of the church in determining outcomes for the NFTE while also 
acknowledging the educational purposes of the training. 


