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Creating Learning Communities
How educators can enhance learning through cohorts

Introduction

In 1973, Malcolm Knowles published The Adult Learner: A 
Neglected Species in order to address the needs of  the adult 
learner in an educational environment. He uses the term 
andragogy in contrast to pedagogy (the art and science of  
educating children) to emphasize the distinctive 
characteristics of  adult education.

Although Knowles wrote about andragogy in 1973, it has 
been a part of  adult learning theory and technique since 
ancient times. The great prophets and philosophers 
understood learning as a process of  active inquiry on the 
part of  the learner. Jesus modeled learner-focused teaching 
techniques throughout his earthly ministry.

The andragogy model contains several elements. The 
instructor first lets the learners know why it is important to 
learn something. Next, the instructor shows the learners 
how to gain the relevant information. Thirdly the learner is 
aided in relating the information to his own experience. At 
this stage, motivation and readiness to learn are essential 
components. Thus, the instructor helps the learner to 
overcome any fears, attitudes, or behaviors that are 
obstacles to learning.

The goal of  andragogy is to move from teacher-reliance to 
learner-centered education. This goal is more attainable in 
the information age than ever before. It is impossible in this 
era to rely solely on professional educators to be the 
authorities in a field of  knowledge that they once were. 
Adult students today are not seeking the wise man on the 
mountaintop as much as they are asking for an expedition 
guide for navigating their own journey. 

Constructivist Learning Theory states that students learn 
best by constructing their own knowledge with assistance 
from a guide to help in the process. Simply put, this is the 
difference between hearing a professor to lecture on a topic 
versus the student going through the process of  preparing a 
lesson to teach on that topic.

The focus of  a constructivist learning environment is 
problem solving. Several methods can be employed to ask 
questions, investigate a subject, and locate resources for 
solutions. As learners obtain new information they 
determine if  it is consonant or dissonant with their previous 
knowledge. Adopting revisions to prior knowledge is easier 
when a student can collaborate with esteemed peers who 
are likewise engaged in the process.

The learning cohort is a valuable construct for 
accomplishing andragogy that utilizes constructivist 

learning theory. Within a cohort, students form a learning 
team where each contributes information processed 
through a life-filter to enhance the others’ understanding. 
The instructor(s) gives additional information and insight as 
the facilitator of  deeper discussion and learning 
experiences.

My (Rod) first experience with cohort based education took 
place in June 2006 when I joined the Dallas Theological 
Seminary Large Church cohort for my first doctor of  
ministry class. I fell in love with the process. Each member 
of  my cohort was a fellow pastor or parachurch leader who 
ministered in his or her local church. Each member had 
extensive life change outside professional ministry that 
ranged from military to industry. And, of  course each 
person had an interesting story to tell of  God’s grace in 
times of  challenge and heartache.

Our relationships in the cohort were highly supportive and 
non-competitive because we were largely from different 
parts of  the country, and in some cases in different 
denominations and in different types of  churches. This life 
experience, coupled with intellectual sophistication (all of  
us had master’s degrees) meant that we could learn from 
each other. It was truly an iron sharpening iron experience.

This article provides a working architecture for developing 
and sustaining cohorts that increase the effectiveness in 
achieving student learning outcomes.

Definitions

The cohort learning experience is a peer learning affair 
that assumes significant life experience, coupled with 
significant life goal (a degree) with a significant level of  
motivation. Before the internet age, peer groups flourished 
in business schools like Harvard where case study learning 
produced leadership wisdom. Peer based learning also took 
place among physicians in their residency programs. But in 
this internet age, where good information is abundant and 
plentiful, and students are often older, cohort based 
learning can be used in multiple settings. It is ideal in 
scholar-practitioner disciplines like the doctor of  ministry 
and doctor of  missiology degrees.
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Developing a Cohort

A first step in the development of  a cohort is to discover 
emerging needs for those engaged in ministerial leadership.

1. Discover emerging needs. 

The path to discovery is learning to ask the right questions. 
Nehemiah modeled this well. What set this servant apart 
however was not only the in depth interview questions he 
asked his brothers from Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1:1-3). What 
was remarkable is how his theological core directed his 
journey of  discovery. Nehemiah was driven not by 
sociological curiosity, but by theological necessity. Out of  a 
deep and abiding relationship with the LORD, an 
understanding of  His Word and compassion for God's 
people (Nehemiah 1:4 ff) Nehemiah was on a mission to 
discover emerging needs in order to lead to change and 
spiritual transformation.

2. Frame the cohort.

Once the emerging need(s) are surfaced the second step is 
to build a framework for the cohort. Paint in broad brush 
strokes a picture of  the central focus. For example, will it be 
for all pastors or only lead/senior pastors? Will this cohort 
serve non-pastoral ministry leaders that serve with NGOs? 
The framework of  the cohort in addressing the emerging 
needs will dramatically impact who facilitates and 
participates in the cohort learning community.

3. Identify leader-coaches.

The third step in the development of  a cohort is to identify 
seasoned leader-coaches that have travelled down the road 
of  ministerial leadership and have the scars to show it. It 
has been found effective to team two or three primary 
leader-coaches together. In this sense the leader-coaches 
model a micro community for the larger cohort. These 
leader-coaches are free to bring in other guests to help 
facilitate the student learning process. The leader-coaches 
will make or break a cohort. It is essential that they have 
the character, competence and experience related to the 
cohort focus. 

4. Search for cohort participants.

Emerging needs have been surfaced providing enough 
information to frame a general picture of  the cohort. In 
addition, you have two or three leader-coaches ready to 
pioneer this learning community. Together, with your 
leader-coaches begin to develop a short list of  potential 
participants. Tap into your own networks and the networks 
of  the leader-coaches. Make use of  social networking, email 
and, word of  mouth. Once you have identified a minimum 
of  six to twelve participants you are ready to launch.

5. Finalize the cohort program

The excitement grows as you see God bringing together 
each person and part of  the cohort. At this stage the 

leader-coaches finalize an outline of  the schedule, the 
lectures, guest instructors, case studies, field trips, lodging, 
and so forth. Administrative support with these details is 
paramount. Now you are ready to launch the cohort. 

Sustaining a Cohort

1.Pour into the leader-coaches.

Leader-coaches are the backbone of  a cohort. Provide 
personal, pastoral presence with each of  the leader-
coaches. Know them. Serve them. Love them. Pray for 
them. Find out their most pressing vocational and/or 
personal needs and make every effort to meet those needs. 
Provide backup support. Be a sounding board. Link the 
leader-coaches with logistical and administrative resources 
as much as possible so that they are free to concentrate on 
their main thing. Find creative ways to say thank you. 
Demonstrate how significant their ministry is in serving the 
cohort participants.

2. Create a positive feedback loop.

Establish a system for formal and informal feedback. 
Formally, provide a survey evaluation form for the students 
to write their reflection on the quality and impact of  the 
cohort. Informally, meet with each cohort member 
individually or in a small group context. Engage with them 
about their life, ministry, and their experience in the cohort. 
Pray with them. Ask them open ended questions about 
their experience in the cohort. Make use of  stories and the 
grapevine. Let some stories flow freely in and through the 
network of  interactions both within the cohort and the 
larger cohort community. 

3. Innovate and promote.

Healthy feedback can serve as a catalyst for ongoing 
innovation, collaboration and buzz. This is huge to the 
future sustainability of  a cohort. The word on the street 
needs to get out in a positive way through stories, 
testimonies, and sound bites of  God at work in the lives and 
ministries of  the students through the cohort. Harness the 
web and word of  mouth as much as possible.

4.Go with the ebb and flow. 

Every cohort has a life cycle. There is a rhythm and an ebb 
and flow to a cohort. This is normal. Some years it may feel 
like there is a significant momentum going and other years 
is will plateau and feel less euphoric. It is important that 
you ride the cycle anchored in the Lord Jesus. If  a cohort is 
a setting sun it may give birth to something new or it may 
require some tweaking to bring renewal. Also what for the 
rising stars as new needs, different challenges emerge it is 
an opportunity to birth a cohort.
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Follow up with a Cohort

1. Remind cohort alumni they are family.

Over the years cohorts begin and soon come to completion. 
Soon enough you may have hundreds of  alumni. It is 
important to remind them over and over again that they 
are a part of  a family. Regular communication, perhaps 
reunions and other occasion gatherings can foster their 
continued growth post the cohort learning experience.

2. Empower alumni to mentor new cohort members.

Alumni are often further along than new members and can 
make great mentors. Provide opportunities for one or two 
alumni to join with a new cohort to help shepherd and 
encourage participants in partnership with the leader-
coaches. This cross-pollination can be provide a continuity 
of  learning from cohort to cohort.

3. Evaluate ongoing needs of  alumni. 

It is important to keep up with alumni and determine ways 
to formally and informally assess how they are doing and if 
there are surfacing gaps in their ministry. If  gaps are 
determined alumni cohorts or modified peer groups could 
be established to help further encourage them to stay the 
course in God's call on their life. Often times alumni go 
through a major crisis or ministry transition and need an 
extra measure of  support that may not have surfaced 
during their cohort program. 

Summary

The cohort learning community approach is a proven 
method for ministerial training. It is a powerful means by 
which godly, global servant leaders can be equipped for 
ministry. These basic steps outlined in this article serve as a 
starting point for ministry leaders who are wrestling with 
the process of  developing, sustaining, and following up with 
cohort participants.

✴As the Director of  Dallas Theological Seminary’s Doctor of  
Ministry program, Scott aspires to equip and empower global 
executive, pastoral, and educational ministry leaders who impact the 
next generation for the cause of  Christ.

✴Rod is pastor of  Grace Community Church, Bartlesville and fellow 
with  the Veritas Worldview Institute at Oklahoma Wesleyan 
University. He also serves as the U.S. Director of  the Simiente 
Misionera, an innovative church planter training school in the Spanish 
speaking Caribbean.

✴Jeanne is a current D.Min. student serving as an administrator for 
the Doctor of  Ministry program at Dallas Theological Seminary. She 
draws from over thirty eight years of  ministry experience with heart for 
mentoring and equipping future ministry leaders.
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Questions to Consider:

1. Developing a Cohort.

✦ What is the pressing need a group of  ministry 
leaders face? 

✦ Who are proven leaders/thinkers/practitioners 
that understand the pressing needs of  this group 
of  ministry leaders?

✦ Who are ministry leaders that would benefit from 
this type of  focus?

2. Sustaining a Cohort. 

✦ What are the logistical details that can be 
addressed to keep the cohort leaders-coaches 
focused on their main thing?

✦ What are their needs vocationally and personally 
to provide prayer and other support?

✦ How can I say thank you in a special way?

✦ What systems do I have in place to draw out 
insightful feedback about the cohort experience by 
participants?

✦ What processes are in place to allow for positive 
upgrades? 

✦ What avenues are there for participants to tell 
their story of  how God worked through the cohort 
experience?

✦ What is the cohort’s rhythm, ebb and flow?

✦ Is this cohort a rising star or a setting sun?

✦ Is this cohort continuing to address a pressing 
need?

3. Following up with a Cohort. 

✦ What special ways are cohort alumni being 
encouraged?

✦ What avenues are there for cohort alumni to 
mentor new cohort members?

✦ What emerging gaps do the cohort alumni 
experience?

Web Resources:

www.dts.edu/dmin

www.leadershipnetwork.com

www.plcwashington.org/study-groups

www.4faculty.org/includes/digdeeper/lesson4/
learning_communities.htm

www.evergreen.edu/washcenter/home.asp#

www.nationalministries.org/mcle
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