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Since its inception, the Journal Faith in the Academy has articulated the 

following purpose: 

The journal’s aim is to investigate and reflect upon. . . . how do we as 

Christians practice our academic craft to incorporate both the 

instrumental and intrinsic or, if you will, the immanent and 

transcendent content of our teaching? How do we demonstrate in our 

curriculum, syllabi, classroom performance, and hallway conversations 

the full implication of education? And how is it that  ...disparate 

academic disciplines. . . . are unified, and not just by writing across the 

disciplines or somehow artificially integrating them, but fully and truly 

one?  
1
 

This purpose has been reflected in a number of ways in the pages of 

this journal. One such way, has been an emphasis on teaching practices within 

the Christian academy. Juanie Walker wrote about teaching paradoxical 

thinking, arguing that: “Christian education must consider seriously how to 

help students think clearly, critically, and reflectively about both faith and 

reason in order to deconstruct views (Christian and secular) and choose as well 

as articulate their own frame in relation to others.”
 2 

Similarly, Baker described 

the service learning and clinical learning activities in a Christian law school. He 

argues, “Service learning is not a service project by itself, but is a teaching 

method through which academic inquiry and professional development occur 

through the means of service.” 
3 

Each of these described specific teaching and 

learning practices, which invite readers to reflect upon how these types of 

teaching practices might be incorporated within other Christian learning 

contexts.  

In a similar way, this article seeks to focus upon teaching and learning 

practices within a Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT) program that is 
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delivered via distance education, in a Christian distance education university, 

looking at two case studies from the distance education classroom in a doctoral 

MFT Program. While it is not uncommon for the literature to focus upon 

teaching and learning practices in MFT programs, it is unusual for an article 

related to MFT pedagogy to be written with an emphasis on faith perspectives 

in the classroom. For example, St. George & Wulff
4  

wrote about postmodern 

teaching practices, which are designed to shape students into community 

oriented practitioners. Likewise, Yankelov, Sar, and Antle
 5 

wrote about how 

their social work program, which includes a dually accredited MFT and Social 

Work specialization, shifted toward teaching an evidence based research 

curriculum, describing their teaching practices in great detail. Further, Leslie 

and Clossick
6 

 wrote about teaching MFT from a feminist perspective, whereas 

Maggio, Chenail, and Todd
7 

wrote about teaching MFT in an electronic age, 

focusing upon the distance education environment. None of these articles 

involved consideration of the aspect of faith in MFT education programs. 

Despite a dearth of literature addressing MFT education in terms of the 

faith perspective of programs, Grauf-Grounds, Edwards, MacDonald, Mui-teng 

Quek, and Schemer Sellers
8
 have examined teaching and learning within an 

MFT program from a Christian perspective. These authors describe how the 

faculty in the MFT Program at Seattle Pacific University developed a 

curriculum that responsibly equips students to work professionally as MFTs, 

which involves training that is faithful to a Christian worldview. In many ways, 

the article describes the socialization that must occur within MFT training in 

order to train therapists to respect, listen to, and join with client worldviews, 

while, as a Christian institution of higher learning, simultaneously highlighting 

a Christian worldview. 

The emergence of distance education programs in MFT has shown the 

usefulness of this educational modality for this discipline. Various viewpoints 
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are warranted in the ongoing evaluation of the benefit of any distance education 

program for training marriage and family therapists. The viewpoint of students 

provides an encouraging evaluation, as increasing numbers choose this 

approach for receiving marriage and family therapy education and training. The 

extent to which a distance education program is able to demonstrate 

consistency with the school’s mission and objectives suggests a second 

perspective for evaluating the potential value of a distance education program. 

The development of distance education programs in the field of marriage and 

family therapy provides sufficient grounds for such programs in Restoration 

Movement schools. As Restoration Movement schools continue to adopt 

distance education programs, in general, there will be increasing opportunity 

for such programs in marriage and family therapy. Additionally, important 

decisions will need to be made related to maintaining integrity between the 

school and the specific distance education program. 

 

Description of Distance Education Programs in the Restoration Movement 

A number of schools within the Restoration Movement have distance education 

programs.  Although it is recognized that distance education may be delivered 

in a variety of formats, this article is focused upon distance education programs 

delivered on-line within Restoration Movement colleges and universities. The 

focus is further limited to schools that are regionally accredited. Excluded are 

those institutions accredited exclusively by the Association for Biblical Higher 

Education.  

Within the Disciples of Christ, two seminaries primarily deliver their 

programs on-line. These are Phillips Seminary and Lexington Theological 

Seminary. In the churches of Christ, Amridge University delivers its programs 

primarily on-line. It appears that within the Independent Christian Church 

schools, there is not a regionally accredited school that offers the majority of its 

programs via distance education. However, Hope International University and 

Lincoln Seminary are two schools which have significant on-line program 

offerings. 

Disciples of Christ 

Phillips Seminary: Phillips Seminary’s Spring 2012 Catalog has the following 

statement about distance education: 

Comprehensive Online Program: After five years of providing high 

quality graduate courses online, the faculty of PTS was approved by the 

Association of Theological Schools in the United States and Canada 



 

 

(ATS) to offer a comprehensive online education program, effective 

with the fall 2009 semester. Now many of the required and elective 

courses which contribute to the CGTS, MDiv, MTS, and MAMC 

academic programs at PTS may be taken online as well as on campus. 

Online course projections are available well in advance. Because of 

registration limits, the seminary may privilege enrollments in some 

online courses of students who must travel more than 150 miles one-

way to campus. In accord with current ATS accreditation standards, a 

minimum of 24 semester-hours of the coursework required for MDiv, 

MAMC, and MTS degrees (the equivalent of one year of full-time 

academic study) must be completed “in residence” (i.e., in a classroom 

setting on our Tulsa campus, or elsewhere). However, those hours may 

be completed in a number of convenient formats—week-long 

concentrated courses, weekend courses, weekly seminars, or arranged 

courses—scheduled in the January term, the fall and spring semesters, 

or in the summer. Every effort is being made to integrate fully within 

the life of the seminary community those students who are taking the 

majority of their courses online and those who are taking the majority 

of their courses on-campus, providing appropriate student services and 

academic advisement for all enrolled.
9
 

For those programs which are Association of Theological Schools 

(ATS) accredited, such as the one at Phillips, a face-to-face component is 

required. Thus, the school’s ATS accredited programs cannot be delivered fully 

on-line. The current catalog has a statement about online education in its 

description of the seminary’s Masters Programs. In each of these, students have 

the option of taking all the courses online, with the exception of the 24 hours 

face-to-face courses required by ATS. Further the catalog makes it clear that the 

19 hour Certificate in Graduate Theological Studies may be taken entirely 

online, if the student selects the general theological studies emphasis in the 

certificate program. For the DMin program, the seminary states that all of the 

Foundations courses and many of the specialization phase courses are taught on 

campus in two week intensives. Thus, the seminary offers two Masters Degrees 

(the MAMC and the MTS) which are 48 hour degrees, which means that half of 

the credits for these degrees may be obtained online, whereas in the 82 hour 

MDIV, 58 hours may be taken online and 24 hours must be taken face-to-face. 
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Additionally, the catalogue notes that some specialization courses may be 

taught online or in other formats.  

However, as one can observe from the school’s catalog statement about 

distance education, online education is a significant part of how the seminary 

delivers its programs. Additionally, the catalogue statement makes it clear that 

the face-to-face classes may be taken in a variety of “convenient formats”, 

through week-long concentrated courses, weekend courses, weekly seminars 

and other arranged courses.   

What is significant in the catalogue statement is that Phillips explicitly 

claims that every effort is made to fully integrate those students who are taking 

most of their courses online, with those who are taking their courses primarily 

on campus. This claim is strengthened by the emphasis in the catalog statement 

about providing appropriate student services and academic advising to all 

students. It seems that in the catalog statement, as well as in their other 

published materials, including the Phillips Seminary online portion of their 

website, every effort is being made to ensure potential students that online 

educational is a viable and credible option. 

The effort to highlight the quality of both the Phillip’s online courses 

and the online learning experience may be noted in the way Phillips describes 

the online learning experience in the section of their website that is designated 

as PTS Online. This section highlights the qualities of a successful distance 

learner (e.g., highly self-motivated, a disciplined and well organized person, 

and willing to stretch to obtain research materials). It further explains that the 

courses are offered via Blackboard, with some professors offering lectures via 

such free resources as Skype. The website further explains that the quality is the 

same for the online courses as the on campus courses, noting the goals, syllabi, 

and quality of the professors are the same. It also notes the online courses are 

reviewed and evaluated in the same ways on-campus courses are evaluated. The 

website further describes how Phillips fosters a strong sense of community 

online and how the library helps students obtain information from quality 

databases. 

Lexington Theological Seminary: Lexington Theological Seminary is another 

Disciples of Christ school that has made a significant transition to online 

education. The seminary’s website notes that ⅔ of the courses are offered 

online with the remaining courses being offered on campus in classes that are 



 

 

short in duration and offered in an intensive format.
10 

This seminary’s website 

highlights this new model of theological education, which is provided largely 

online. The seminary is also ATS accredited.  

The seminary’s website seems to reach out to students who might have 

thought that theological education was only attainable in the more traditional 

delivery models. It promotes a new model of theological education, which is 

holistic in nature. Of course prominent in this new method is the delivery 

system mentioned above that highlights a combination of online and intensive 

campus courses. The model also highlights mentoring, which occurs by being 

assigned to a pastor/mentor, professor, and a group of fellow students in a 

mentoring group. 

Independent Christian Church 

Hope International University: Hope International University is an Independent 

Christian Church institution, located in Southern California.  According to 

Hope’s published materials, the school offers a variety of programs, which may 

be taken fully online.
11

The university makes the claim that these programs offer 

students the same one-on-one attention they would receive in a traditional 

classroom, with the online difference being the delivery method.  

Hope offers the following programs completely online: B.S. in 

Business Administration, B.S. in Christian Ministry, and B.S. in Human 

Development. The M.B.A. program, The Masters of Science in Management, 

and the Masters of Education programs, and the Masters of Arts in Ministry are 

offered either completely on-line or through on-campus courses. 

Lincoln Christian University: Lincoln Christian University is another school 

affiliated with the Independent Christian Churches, which offers a variety of 

programs online. The university offers the programs through the Hargrove 

School of Adult and Graduate Studies. On-line programs include the A.A.S. in 

Early Childhood Education, A.A. in General Studies, A.A. in Biblical Studies, 

B.A. in Leadership and Management, B.A. in Individualized Study, B.A. in 

Human Services (Psychology), B.A. in Christian Ministry, M.A. in TESOL, 
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M.A. in Organizational Leadership, and M.A. in Bible. Additionally, the 

university plans to offer an M.A. in Intercultural Studies in the future. 

It is interesting that the 2011-2012 Course Catalog
12

 has only one 

paragraph dedicated to online programs as a whole, which refers students back 

to the university’s website
13 

for more information about the online offerings. 

However, throughout the catalog, there are specific statements related to each 

online program, explaining how the specific online program operates.  

The Lincoln Christian University website claims their distance 

education programs are taught from a Christian perspective, attempting to 

situate their programs as unique because of this: 

Online learning is one of the fastest growing areas in higher education, 

with nearly five million online students in this country. Very few online 

programs, however, are taught from a Christian perspective. LCU's 

commitment to Christian values and Biblical truth is an important part 

of the online programs in the Hargrove School of Adult & Graduate 

Studies.
14

 

It is interesting to note that the Lincoln Seminary programs are ATS 

accredited. The seminary and the Hargrove School of Adult & Graduate Studies 

are separate schools within Lincoln. The website and the specific catalog which 

highlights distance education are affiliated with the Hargrove School. It is 

abundantly clear from the website and catalog that Lincoln views the programs 

in the Hargrove School as being taught from a Christian perspective. 

Non-Instrumental Church 

Amridge University: Amridge is the only completely distance education 

university representing the non-instrumental church. The School of Human 

Services at Amridge University prepares Masters and Doctoral students to be 

effective as family therapists, professional counselors, or pastoral counselors 

through didactic and practice-based courses that offer a variety of teaching and 

learning experiences, with an emphasis on context and process. The PhD 

Programs in MFT and Professional Counseling have a face-to-face residency 
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requirement that is fulfilled through coming to campus for three, one week 

intensive courses. The Turner School of Theology, an Associate Member of 

ATS, offers much of its coursework in the Masters and Doctoral programs in 

Biblical Studies through short intensive, campus-based courses. The College of 

Business and Leadership and the undergraduate College of General Studies 

offer their programs fully on-line. 

An additional aspect of the Amridge programs that must be noted is 

that this is the only school within the non-instrumental churches of Christ that 

has a regionally accredited PhD Program in Biblical Studies, as well as the only 

institution affiliated with churches of Christ that has a regionally accredited 

PhD Program in MFT.   

Known formerly as Southern Christian University, Amridge University 

was one of 15 institutions of higher education selected by the U.S. Department 

of Education to be a distance education demonstration institution. This situated 

them as a pioneer in distance education.  

The Amridge catalog strongly makes the claim that Amridge is a leader 

in distance education, and has much more experience than many schools in 

delivering its curriculum via distance education in a manner that reflects high 

quality: 

Amridge University takes every reasonable effort to ensure that the 

distance learning system, programs, and components are of high 

quality. As a pioneer in distance learning, Amridge University 

understands that its students have busy lives and must balance multiple 

priorities that may include work, family obligations, and trying to 

complete their educational goals that may include completion of a 

college degree.  Distance learning is Amridge University’s main mode 

of delivery of instructional programs.  Amridge University has been in 

the distance learning arena since 1993.  Equally important is the fact 

that Amridge University has been providing online, or web-enabled, 

distance learning since 1999.  As the Internet is still a fairly new 

technology, Amridge University has been providing online education 

for more years than have most other colleges and universities in the 

United States.  As a result, Amridge University has been through and 



 

 

worked out problems and issues that a majority of the colleges and 

universities just entering the market have yet to encounter.
15

 

 

Unique Challenges in Distance Education 

The distance education classroom offers unique challenges. One such challenge 

is the ability to become familiar with one’s students in the same way that is 

possible in the traditional classroom. In a traditional classroom, instructor-

student interaction takes place in a face-to-face manner and allows instructors 

to know a bit more about their students because multiple levels of 

communication occur, both verbal and non-verbal. The asynchronous distance 

education classroom does not provide the opportunity for students and 

instructors to interact verbally, experience one another’s non-verbal behavior, 

or have the give-and-take “chit chat” that occurs before and after class, in the 

hallways, and informally on campus. It is difficult for instructors to build 

relationships with students who only send papers and submit tests on-line. 

Without this “real time” verbal interaction and the experience of the other’s 

non-verbal behavior, professors do not build this level of relationship with 

students.  

The same types of concerns are present with synchronous distance 

education environments, but to a lesser extent. In the synchronous distance 

education classroom, students may be logged onto the internet in “real time”, 

have the opportunity to experience the lecture live, and have the opportunity to 

make real time comments and ask questions. However, the interaction is limited 

to streaming video or other media, and instructors do not have the type of 

contextual understandings of students that occurs in the face-to-face classroom. 

In a similar manner, the worldviews of distance education students are 

sometimes much more difficult to assess. In a faith based institution, it is often 

assumed that a great number of students are enrolled because of a sense of fit 

with the worldview promoted by the institution. However, the promotional 

materials of some of the faith based schools would suggest the convenience of 

the online educational experience is highlighted as much as (or perhaps more 

than) the faith component of the school. For example, in our brief description of 

the faith based schools above, Lincoln highlighted the uniqueness of faith based 

education, while Hope International’s pitch is:  
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We offer a variety of 100% online programs and courses that provide 

students with the same one-on-one attention you would expect in a 

traditional classroom, with the only difference being the delivery 

model! Online courses allow students to access the classroom 24 hours 

a day, seven days a week, at their convenience
16

 

Amridge’s website and other advertisements include the slogan: 

“Where traditional and online education merge.” 
17 

 Likewise, on Amridge’s 

“Future Students” webpage the following aspects of the Amridge experience 

are highlighted: “You will find strong academic programs, professors who will 

know and care about you as an individual, an opportunity-filled location, and a 

vibrant, diverse community of peers.”
18

 

It should be noted that in other places within their published 

promotional materials, both Hope International and Amridge make it 

abundantly clear they are faith based institutions.  However, in their 

promotional strategies, it appears that outside of their theology programs, 

neither institution is highlighting their faith perspectives. We did not mention 

Phillips or Lexington Theological Seminary in this discussion because they are 

both seminaries, which exclusively offer theological education. 

 

Opportunities for Promoting Faith Perspectives in the Distance Education 

Academy 

Clearly, in Biblical Studies programs there is an inherent aspect of the 

curriculum which explores matters of faith, and invites students to explore their 

personal epistemological and ontological perspectives. However, outside of 

programs that are inherently theologically focused, the challenges of infusing a 

faith perspective in a distance education environment, within faith based 

institutions, might be a bit more difficult. 

The authors will share their experiences teaching distance education 

courses in Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT), Professional Counseling, and 

Pastoral Counseling within a faith based university affiliated with the churches 

of Christ. These disciplines are generally known for the relational elements of 
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the training, which seemingly invite programs to deliver the curriculum in face-

to-face contexts. Further, these disciplines all have a strong “self-of-the-

therapist” training component in which students are invited to explore personal 

biases, worldviews, unresolved issues from their family-of-origin, and so forth.  

Assessing worldview differences, personal biases, and other matters that would 

negatively impact a student’s ability to do therapy is difficult in a face-to-face 

context, let alone in a distance education environment. The example from a 

doctoral level sex therapy course that follows highlights those challenges in a 

distance education environment. 

 

Teaching a Doctoral Level Relational Sexual Therapy Course 
MFTs, Professional Counselors, and Pastoral Counselors all have a need to be 

equipped to work with sexual issues in counseling. Likely, almost anyone who 

has been on a ministry staff in a local congregation, or has served in leadership 

in local congregations, has familiarity with the issues that congregants face in 

their lives. Often, church leaders refer people struggling with sexual issues out 

to a therapist in the community. When a referral is made, the church member 

hopes the therapist will be able to skillfully address the complex and difficult 

sexual issues that prompted the referral (e.g., affairs, sexual performance issues, 

gender identity concerns, same sex attractions, excessive and compulsive usage 

of internet pornography, and so forth). 

When a church leader refers to a therapist there is an expectation the 

therapist has been well trained to address these issues. The difficulty for MFT 

and Professional Counseling educators in Christian universities is in delivering 

this type of essential training within university cultures that might not be 

appreciative of the specific and explicit instruction necessary to equip 

therapists-in-training to work well with sexually related issues. Similarly, the 

self-of-the-therapist work that a therapist-in-training must do to examine 

personal beliefs, biases, etc. might prove problematic for some therapists-in-

training to pursue. Sex is viewed as a private topic by many and something that 

might be out of sync with the academic culture of a Christian university. Thus, 

professors work diligently to create a safe environment for students to explore 

these issues and pursue this training. They open up space for students to clarify 

and manage their biases and develop a level of comfort in asking clients about 

sexual issues and converse with them about sex related concerns. 

The tasks described in the previous paragraph are challenging in the 

traditional “brick-and-mortar” classroom. They are more challenging in the 

synchronous distance education classroom, in which students may be logged 

into class from different states, maybe even different continents.  Likewise, in a 

distance education environment, there is not the opportunity to experience 



 

 

student non-verbal cues and to have many of the props of a traditional 

classroom, which make it easier to create a context for discussing issues that 

many students have been socialized to keep private and, especially, not discuss 

in a classroom context. As this case study describes a synchronous distance 

learning experience, it must be offered as an aside that the tasks under 

discussion here are even more difficult in an asynchronous distance education 

classroom. 

In the doctoral sexual therapy course taught by the first author, there 

were reading assignments, discussion board questions, short papers, and two 

tests distributed throughout the 15 weeks of the course. The actual synchronous 

lectures occurred during week 12 of the semester and were delivered in an 

intensive format with lectures from 9-00 AM-12:00 PM and 2:00 PM-5:00 PM 

each day from Monday through Friday, resulting in 30 hours of synchronous 

classroom time. Not every student could log on for the entire series of lectures. 

However, they had the opportunity to watch the missed lectures later, since the 

streaming video sessions were recorded and archived. 

Obviously, a sexual therapy course delivered in a university identified 

with the churches of Christ, invites discourse about issues of morality and 

spirituality. There are a number of topics that invite such reflection such as 

couples who cohabitate outside of marriage, clients who are in same sex 

relationships, theological concerns about re-married couples, and so forth.  

There was an opportunity for students to address these issues within the 

first week of class. They were to write a paper and distribute it to their 

classmates addressing the question: “How would you make a decision about 

whether to see or refer a same-sex couple? If you would choose to refer, how 

would you do so in a manner that would do no harm? Please refer to the Code 

of Ethics which governs your discipline in answering this question”. In week 

two, the students had to dialogue on a discussion board post about their 

thoughts on the topic and on each other’s papers. Of course, this was an 

invitation for the students to reflect upon their personal values and worldviews 

in addressing a question that was at the heart of many of their theological 

beliefs.   

For these therapists-in-training, this was not a set of purely academic 

questions. They are questions about how one manages personal beliefs, one’s 

commitment to following the Code of Ethics that governs the discipline, and 

one’s commitment to do no harm to clients. These all are questions that 

competent professionals must answer. Because the class had students from a 

variety of worldviews and theological backgrounds, the discussion around these 

questions was quite robust. The discussion also created an opportunity for the 

instructor to interact with students in a way that encouraged open and respectful 

dialogue with one another. Through the discussion board, the instructor was 



 

 

able to ask questions of students, inviting them to look more deeply into their 

preferred perspectives and more deeply into the perspectives of students with 

whom they disagreed. A context was created for students to appreciate how 

perspectives other than their own might have structural integrity, rather than 

feel the need to be dismissive of the perspectives of others. 

A second strategy in the course was to assign readings that would 

create a context of both ease and dis-ease for students in the class, at differing 

times in the experience. Some of the class members held similar religious views 

around issues related to sexuality, whereas others had differing views. There 

appeared to be more dissimilarity within those who held differing views than 

among those who held similar views. The students read three books during 

weeks 1-4 of the course. These were all considered consumer literature 

appropriate for people who wanted to obtain “self-help” with issues of 

sexuality. The books were: The Act of Marriage
19

, Intended for Pleasure 
20

, and 

Sheet Music.
21

 These readings also fit with one of the PhD program’s goals to 

help students develop skill in critically thinking about and evaluating consumer 

literature, with the dual intention of helping them to be responsible in 

recommending readings for clients and also encouraging them to think about 

what would be involved in writing excellent consumer literature in the future, 

should they decide to do so. 

These three books were written from faith-based perspectives. Students 

were required to write short papers that critiqued each book and a paper in 

which they juxtaposed the books and critiqued them in terms of identifying the 

intended audiences and the usefulness of the books to those audiences and 

identifying other audiences that might benefit from the books, as well as those 

that might not benefit from the books. Additionally, students were asked to 

describe how reading these books might inform their choice to write consumer 

literature.  Students shared their papers with the entire class and the papers 

created topics for discussion board conversations. It appeared that most of the 

religiously conservative students who shared similar views liked these books, 

with the exception of differing opinions about some of them being written in a 

style and giving suggestions that were out of touch with the current culture. 

Students who were less religiously conservative almost uniformly voiced 

dislike for these books, for a variety of reasons.  

                                                           
19 Timothy LaHaye and Beverly LaHaye, The Act of Marriage: The Beauty of Sexual Love (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1998). 
20 Ed Wheat and Gaye Wheat, Intended for Pleasure: Sex Technique and Sexual Fulfillment in Christian 

Marriage, 3rd Ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 1997). 
21 Kevin Leman, Sheet Music: Uncovering the Secrets of Sexual Intimacy in Marriage (Carol Stream, IL: 

Tyndale House Publishing, 2003). 



 

 

These readings were followed by more scholarly readings, which 

would be considered more appropriate for a doctoral level course. An on-line 

link was provided to the selected papers written by the late Gary Sanders, a 

systemically oriented family therapist and psychiatrist from the University of 

Calgary
22

 .  After this, they read Quickies, a book edited by Flemons and 

Green
23 

, in which they present various approaches to doing brief, systemic 

therapy with couples who face sexual issues. This was followed by another 

more heavily research focused book entitled Systemic Sex Therapy edited by 

Hertlein, Weeks, and Gambescia.
24

 The Sanders material, some of which 

focused upon homosexual relationships and the material in Flemons & Green’s 

Quickies was particularly troubling to some, but not all, of the more religiously 

conservative students in the class, whereas it was welcomed as a “breath of 

fresh air” by many of the other students. Again, students wrote short papers 

critiquing the books, which they distributed to each other, which opened space 

for creating discussion board forums that allowed students to thoughtfully 

explore their views with one another in a more detailed and on-going manner. 

All but the last book to be read for the class, Systemic Sex Therapy, 

were read at a point in the semester before the week 12 intensive lectures. They 

also did an essay test that was distributed in week 6, to be submitted in week 8, 

which allowed for deeper reflection on the readings and also included a case 

study for the students to complete. All of these assignments allowed for 

reflection around personal worldviews and how to work with clients with 

differing worldviews or personal practices and how to decide to refer if a 

therapist believes that his or her personal biases could not be transcended and 

he or she would do more harm than good by working with particular clients. 

By the time the week 12 lectures were rolled out, students had already 

interacted considerably through the asynchronous activities in the class (e.g., 

                                                           
22 Students read the following resources which were either written by Gary Sanders , M.D., or which he co-

authored with Karl Tomm, M.D.: Gary Sanders and Karl Tomm, "A Cybernetic-Systemic Approach to 

Problems in Sexual Functioning," in Kantor, D., and Okun, B., eds., Intimate Environments (New York, 

Guilford Press, 1989), 346-380. Gary Sanders, “Sexplay - Five Sexy Words." The Calgary Participator Vol. 

1, No. 3, Winter 1991. Gary Sanders, "The Love That Dares To Speak Its Name - From Secrecy To Openness 

- Gay and Lesbian Affiliations." Chapter in Secrets in Families and Family Therapy, ed. (New York: Imber-

Black, E., Norton & Co., 1993). Gary Sanders, “Recovering From Paraphilia: An Adolescent's Journey from 

Despair to Hope.” Journal of Child & Youth Care, Vol. 11, No. 1., Winter, 1996. Gary Sanders, "An 

Invitation to Escape Sexual Tyranny." Journal or Strategic and Systemic Therapies, Vol. 7, Number 3, Fall 

1988, 23-35. Gary Sanders, "Systemic Rituals in Sex Therapy." in Family Therapy and Rituals, edited by 

Imber-Black, Roberts and Whiting, Aspen Publications, 1988. 
23 Shelley Green & Douglas Flemons, eds, Quickies: The Handbook of Brief Sex Therapy (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 2007). 
24Katherine Hertlein, Gerald Weeks, &  Nancy Gambescia,  eds , Systemic Sex Therapy (New York: 

Routledge Taylor and Francis Group,2009). 



 

 

writing papers and distributing them to each member of the class and 

dialoguing on the discussion boards about each other’s papers and other ideas). 

Accordingly, their level of comfort around discussing sexually related topics 

had increased. 

During the week of lectures, students were given opportunity to discuss 

a number of issues via streaming video. The lectures began with the instructor 

describing difficult and unusual cases and the challenges involved in working 

with these cases. This opened up space for the doctoral students, most of whom 

were experienced clinicians who were either licensed or pursuing licensure, to 

discuss their reactions to the cases, as well as to share similar challenges they 

had from their clinical experience. During the first day of lectures, discussion 

inevitably would turn toward managing the “self-of-the-therapist” in clinical 

conversations related to sexuality, and the skill needed to pursue necessary 

conversations with clients around topics many students had been socialized to 

“not talk about” in their families-of-origins and their faith communities. 

Alternatively, students who did not have these types of constraints, or who had 

emerged from families-of-origin or other contexts with fewer constraints 

expressed their views and sometimes surprise at the level of constraint some 

students manifested in discussing sexual issues in therapy.  

Also, during the week of lectures, students had the opportunity to 

revisit earlier conversations about working with same sex couples and were 

given an opportunity within the streaming video classroom to dialogue with one 

another about their worldviews around this, as well as their theological 

perspectives.  During some semesters, these discussions would become a bit 

animated. However, as a whole, the doctoral students engaged in very 

respectful dialogue with one another around these issues and in discussing their 

responsibility to same sex clients, including how much their personal 

theological perspective should influence their decisions to see or to refer same 

sex couples. The instructor would utilize these conversations to expand the 

conversation to how they viewed working with cohabitating heterosexual 

couples, as well as remarried couples who previously had been divorced for a 

variety of reasons. For those in the class with a Stone Campbell background, as 

well as theologically conservative students from other backgrounds, these were 

conversations that were not just academic, but conversations that went to the 

heart of who they were epistemologically. Further, they were necessary 

conversations from a professional ethics standpoint, as each of those clinicians-

in-training had (or will) have to make decisions about if and/or how they will 

limit who they see in therapy, and how those decisions impact them as 

professionals, their ability to follow the code of ethics that govern their 

profession, as well as helping them evaluate how their spirituality and religious 

beliefs inform the choices they make and don’t make as professionals.  



 

 

Of course, inevitably there were a variety of views about these topics in 

class. The variety of views and variety of voices in the class were utilized to 

move the discussion deeper and to build upon their readings, discussion board 

posts, papers, and midterm examination. In short, it looked like the doctoral 

classroom, a place of open inquiry and examination of multiple perspectives. In 

this context, it also looked like a doctoral classroom in a faith based university 

context, because of the students’, as well as the instructor’, willingness to 

dialogue about these issues and about the place of theological perspectives in 

the conversations.  

After the week of lectures, students had three weeks to complete the 

final exam and to read the last book in the course, which was Systemic Sex 

Therapy. The final exam involved having students watch the 2002 movie:  

“Unfaithful”, which was about a woman who had an affair with a much 

younger man she met.   Her husband discovered the affair, confronted the man, 

killed him in a moment of anger, and covered up the murder. Based on the 

movie, students answered a series of essay questions relevant to course. The 

students wrote essays looking at the anatomy of the affair and what could be 

learned from it. They looked at the murder and the cover up, and they looked at 

how they would have done therapy with the couple, if they had come to therapy 

after the murder and after the affair. The test was designed to help students 

conceptualize the affair in terms of the sequence of interactions that occurred 

between the husband-wife-paramour. More importantly, students were required 

to look at systemic ways to intervene in helping couples who experience affairs. 

Additionally, students turned in a book report during the final week of 

class in which they juxtaposed the ideas from all five books in the class and 

were given an opportunity to give voice to what was most and least useful to 

them in the readings. The book report also gave them an opportunity again to 

explore the differences between consumer and scholarly readings, to have a 

final opportunity to evaluate the quality of each of the books in terms of the 

genre in which each was written, and to express what had been the most 

beneficial to them from the assigned readings in the course. 

 

Relevance of this Course to Spiritual Formation and Professional 

Development 

The students in this course came from a variety of religious backgrounds and 

were enrolled in the doctoral program for a number of reasons. Some were 

enrolled in the program and course because they perceive a spiritual fit between 

the program and themselves. Others were enrolled because it was a distance 

education doctoral program, which fit with their schedule and lifestyle needs 



 

 

(e.g., they did not have to move to do the program nor quit their jobs). 

Regardless, each student in the course needed to be trained to work with clients 

who have very diverse views about sexual mores, and diverse sexual practices. 

The asynchronous, classroom discussions during 14 weeks of the 

course, as well as the one week of synchronous, streaming video lectures and 

digitally mediated conversations, gave students a safe opportunity to discuss 

differing views and generously listen to the perspectives of others. Their 

dialogue around differing views about sexual ethics and mores, and about what 

constitutes appropriate sexual behavior, is isomorphic to the discussions that 

occur between therapists and clients and within couples who seek therapy for 

disagreement in these areas. 

Likewise, the variety of reading assignments, some selected 

intentionally because they fit with a Christian worldview and others selected 

because they offered perspectives different from the worldview of many 

conservative Christian class members, created a context in which almost every 

student expressed great satisfaction and agreement with some of the readings, 

while expressing dissatisfaction and disagreement with others. This ultimately 

led students by the end of the 15th week of class, to express gratitude they had 

to read so widely because it helped them appreciate the wide range of 

perspectives that professionals take, as well as the perspectives of clients. 

The aim of legitimate Christian higher education, to expose students to 

a variety of ideas, involves consideration of ideas that fit with a Christian 

perspective as well as some that don’t align as well with a Christian worldview. 

Teaching from a Christian perspective does not mean censoring ideas that are in 

disagreement with that perspective or cutting off dialogue with those who have 

differing perspectives. Rather, teaching from a Christian perspective means 

engaging in conversations about ideas, and critiquing those ideas from a 

decidedly Christian perspective, while seeking to understand the perspectives of 

others. 

 

Teaching Doctoral Students Applied Adult Development 

 

The study of human development provides clinicians a basis for addressing the 

problems clients bring to them, arising from inner turmoil and from difficult 

environmental circumstances and interpersonal interactions. An awareness of 

aspects and processes of human development and the application of 

corresponding concepts and theories is essential for assisting individuals with 



 

 

life’s difficulties. It is vital to the therapeutic effort that clinicians conceptualize 

typical aspects of development, as well as deviations from such. Although the 

study of child development and developmental psychology is common at the 

undergraduate level, the advanced study of child development and its 

application is offered in Masters as well as Doctoral programs. In recent 

decades, adult development and life span development have received increasing 

academic attention. 

The second author teaches doctoral students pursuing work in marriage 

and family therapy or professional counseling or preparing for academic careers 

or other positions in these or related areas. Students enroll in Applied Adult 

Development, normally during the second year of their program. An important 

aspect of the course is the opportunity it offers students to explore the “self of 

the therapist”. The study of self and human nature as a whole is a general 

feature of teaching and learning within sociological and psychological 

disciplines. However, beyond this general goal of understanding self and 

others, two objectives in Applied Adult Development offer students specific 

opportunities for self-understanding. First, adult development as a concept is 

presented with the stated objective of encouraging each student’s pursuit of 

inner development. Second, the prospect of students learning theories they will 

apply to others carries the expectation they will use inner development and 

personal experience in assessing the relevance of any theory. Both aspects are 

fundamental to the course and to the integration of theory and practice. Such 

integration involves students attending to aspects of inner development by 

reflecting on their experiences in therapeutic settings and in their daily life and 

relationships with others. Accordingly, a central objective of Applied Adult 

Development involves students learning to value the opportunity to “work on” 

themselves, as therapists and as evolving human beings.  

The encouragement to work on oneself is accompanied by regular 

discussions of inner awareness and the effect it has on the efforts one makes for 

self and others. Although work on self is not promoted from a clearly Christian 

spiritual perspective, the faith-based aspect of the inner development is 

emphasized in every way possible. Throughout the course, students are asked to 

look within and identify a personal goal for taking the course. Similarly, 

students are encouraged to approach coursework and the tasks that constitute 

their work in other areas of life with intention, based on a desire to connect 

their goal with the necessary effort to realize it. In general, student responses to 



 

 

coursework and class discussions indicate their awareness of the spiritual 

implications of past and current experiences and decisions they or others have 

made. The deliberate and thoughtful evaluation students offer in reflecting on 

their lives and relationships is a clear indication that a faith-based perspective is 

desired and amply provided in this course.  

The course is offered in two formats: (a) fifteen, three-hour periods of 

synchronous, online instruction spanning the 15 week semester, for a total of 45 

hours; or (b) ten, three hour seminars, presented live on campus over five 

consecutive days, totaling 30 hours. In either modality, the course involves 

discussion of numerous substantive topics that have social and/or bio-cognitive 

relevance to adult development. A central objective of the teaching effort and, 

ostensibly a student learning objective, is the advancement of approaches for 

speaking and writing with intention. Emphasis is given to students’ 

development of the skills needed to use language clearly and respectfully, 

especially in speaking with clients and one another and in writing their 

thoughts. Class discussions and writing assignments are designed to highlight 

parallels between these two forms of expression. Students are encouraged to 

consider the purposefulness of language and to recognize the essential and 

predominant role language has in assessing the family system and the person-

in-environment. Goals for the course include students gaining increased 

competence to do the following: 

1. Describe theories and developmental pathways relevant to adult 

human development and aging, individual and family system 

development, and life-span and career development. 

 2. Express understanding of issues related to ideas about “normal and 

abnormal” development. 

3. Distinguish theories of adult development from notions commonly 

held in the public discourse, and critique and integrate these two types 

of knowledge. 

4. Consider adult development from the perspective of impressions of 

experience. 

5. Discuss how perspectives on adult development can be applied to 

therapeutic work. 

6. Approach the complex ideas comprising the literature on adult 

development in ways that further writing and practice. 



 

 

7. Acknowledge age, race, and gender differences and show respect for 

the beliefs and practices of others, including fellow students. 

Students use Demick and Andreoletti’s
25

  Handbook of Adult 

Development as their textbook, exploring aspects of bio-cognitive and social 

development in adulthood that have theoretical and methodological relevance to 

adult development. Primary readings for the course, organize class discussions 

around the following fifteen topic areas: (1) adult development and 

psychotherapy; (2) theory in adult development (3) learning in adulthood; (4) 

adult development and change; (5) systems approach to adult development; (6) 

research methods in adult development; (7) development of adult intelligence 

and memory in aging; (8) wisdom and development; (9) post-formal thought, 

creativity, and self-image; (10) reflection, value reasoning and moral 

metacognition; (11) health and gender in bio-cognitive development; (12) 

attachment theory, parenting and development; (13)gender and race in social 

development; (14) eldercare and grandparent-grandchild relationships; and (15) 

recovery, religious development and service.
26

 

Three primary “tools” organize the teaching and learning effort and 

reinforce the goals and objectives for the course. The first involves discussion 

of the material students have read in preparation for each class session. The 

second involves students’ participation in the on-line, asynchronous discussion 

of questions designed by the instructor to provide students the chance to reflect 

on a prior topic of class discussion. The third teaching/learning tool includes 

three writing assignments - the midterm, final exam and research paper. 

 

Class Lecture and Discussion 

Class lectures focus on topics drawn from the textbook, with each lecture theme 

comprising one or more selected chapters. Discussion of textbook chapters 

emphasizes theoretical concepts and research methodologies and how they 

might inform, students’ self-understanding and inner development, as well as 

their therapeutic involvement with clients and families. In order to provide a 

didactic learning experience to doctoral students who are actively working or 
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Academic/Plenum Publishers 2003).    
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have worked as mental health therapists or counselors, the course begins with 

consideration of a chapter in which Micheal Basseches presents a “dialectical-

constructivist lifespan developmental psychology”
27

 as an alternative to the 

medical model of psychiatry and clinical psychology. Students are encouraged 

to consider the therapeutic encounter from the perspective of furthering the 

development of individuals, the client as well as the therapist, not in terms of 

curing patients.  

Discussions are guided by the instructor’s suggestions for approaching 

and engaging text and applying concepts to life situations. Students contribute 

their personal experiences to the discussions, with attention commonly given to 

their encounters within the therapeutic context.  Primary attention is placed on 

the “self of the therapist” and the ways students perceive their roles and 

responsibilities vis-à-vis clients, and incorporate views of self into the practice 

of therapy. Attention to inter- and intra-personal development provides the 

basis for considering how the reciprocal nature of these two developmental foci 

offers varied and systemic approaches to applying concepts of adult 

development. Particular consideration is given to the influence inner 

development and the “self of the therapist” has on the teaching and learning 

experience and on the therapeutic process. 

 

Verbal Interaction among Students 

Class discussions are reinforced through ten, weekly Discussion Board forums, 

based on ideas from assigned readings, lectures or class discussion and posted 

by the instructor for student comment. Each student is expected to post an 

original “thread” in response to the forum provided by the instructor and also to 

respond to the tread of at least one other student. This requirement provides a 

context for asynchronous discussion that allows students to articulate their 

personal understanding and application of the idea provided in the forum. As 

students reflect on experiences they have had as providers and recipients of 

services, and in the numerous other “professional” and personal roles they have 

occupied, they commonly express concerns related to the limitations and 
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excesses of predominant approaches to medical and psychotherapeutic services. 

Of equal or greater importance, students’ consideration of the topics presented 

in class promotes discussion of their experiences within their nuclear and 

biological families. 

Discussion board forums challenge students to reflect on and discuss 

their beliefs and experiences related to societal norms, dominant discourses, 

and common approaches to interpersonal difficulties. Students participate in 

discussion board from their homes, representing numerous regions of the 

country, lending to diversity of thought and comment. The true diversity of 

experience represented in the discussion board is made possible through a basic 

feature of online education, which involves students actively occupying specific 

contexts and settings. Accordingly, students in an online community are not 

subject to on-campus discourses and experience and the homogenizing 

influence of such on their views and behaviors. In addition to the heightened 

diversity elicited through discussion board forums, priority is placed on the 

students’ development of critical thinking skills and ability to articulate their 

ideas, especially with respect to personal experience and aspects of inner 

development. Despite a lack of clear reference to the spiritual implications of 

issues presented in discussion board forums, God’s purpose and providence is a 

predominant theme in the responses of students. Students often are transparent 

in the online forum, more so than might be expected in a face to face 

discussion. They present successes and failures, describing their understanding 

of inner development and the role of God’s will in their life and in the lives of 

those with whom they have interacted. Overall, such “God talk” affirms the 

importance of faith in the approach students take to their academic effort.   

The dialectical-constructivist lifespan developmental orientation
28

 

provides a lens for students to consider the discussion board forum, fitting 

closely the emphasis on the “self of the therapist”. Within the space created, 

students often express transparency, sharing their views, experiences and 

perspectives, and demonstrate sensitivity toward the expressions of others. 

Some of the most robust opportunities for teaching occur through the 

instructor’s framing of substantive class topics into discussion board forums. 

And based on the nature and tone of students’ responses, some of the most 

useful learning likely occurs as students provide impressions of themselves for 
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the review and comment of their colleagues. The creative ways students find to 

balance directness and sensitivity in their responses to one another indicate a 

prevailing appreciation for the dialectical-constructivist lifespan developmental 

approach
29

, which they generally appear able to apply in their interactions with 

one another.   

   

Writing Assignments 

Writing assignments included a midterm, final exam, and research paper. The 

two exams reflected areas of emphasis, which had reappeared across class 

discussions and had provided an orientation for approaching individual topics. 

In the midterm students were asked to consider how a dialectical-constructivist 

lifespan developmental psychology
30

 might help them avoid trying to organize 

therapy around personal ideas of how therapy should proceed and where it 

should go, and increase the quality of the co-construction effort. 

The final exam extended the objectives of the midterm by asking 

students to identify and discuss a topic relevant to adult development and 

therapeutic ideas of change. According to Jan Sinnott, “The unique qualities of 

adulthood can be difficult to describe developmentally. Adults are neither 

changing toward some defined endpoint, nor changing away from some past 

perfection.”
31

 With this challenge in mind, students were asked to describe and 

discuss some aspect of adulthood and adult development from the perspective 

of postformal thought
32

 and reflective thinking.
33

 Specifically, they were to 
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Development, eds. Jack Demick and Carrie Andreoletti (New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers 
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discuss how postformal thought and reflective thinking might be useful for 

working with a family where some members want the family to stay the same 

and others want it to change. In their response, students were expected to reflect 

the emergence of postformal thought and reflective thinking and its relationship 

to adult development. Additionally, they were to consider the value of stability 

in situations where the “solution” appears to be to change something, or the 

value of change in situations where one desires to leave things as they are (i.e., 

to choose stability). 

The research paper represents the primary written assignment and 

carries the expectation that students think critically about the relevance of their 

writing to the “real world” of the experiences of human beings. With the 

objective of emphasizing the students’ application of the learning experience 

and course content to their actual life situations, the primary research 

requirement for the course has evolved over the five years this author has taught 

it. For the first four years, students were to produce a manuscript in which they 

discuss a substantive topic from Demick and Andreolleti (2003), using a 

theoretical perspective selected from this text or from another source dealing 

with adult development vis-à-vis the family, community or therapeutic context. 

Students were encouraged to dedicate themselves to reading and considering 

precisely what they wanted to say and how they might narrow their topic and 

write a more focused paper, with the goal of furthering their evolving academic 

interests, treating this paper as a “first piece” or stepping-stone to a future paper 

or journal article. Narrowness of topic and the clarity of the students’ use of the 

selected theoretical perspective to discuss it were given highest priority, and a 

broadly comprehensive or highly technical treatment of the subject matter was 

discouraged. 

As the course has evolved to more overtly consider inner 

developmental aspects of adult development, The Forgotten Language of 

Children
34

 became a required text. This book provides clear examples of the 

effects that adult responses to children might have on the adult’s awareness of 

self and development. With the adoption of this book, the research requirement 

was modified accordingly. Students were to produce a manuscript in which 

they discussed how “living authentically” could have desirable effects on the 
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development of human beings. The student was to select an “authentic living” 

subject from a chapter in Firestone (2008), which they considered relevant to 

adult development, for the substantive topic of the paper. Students were given 

no guidelines on the theoretical perspective they would use to discuss the topic, 

other than that they should have one. 

 

Relevance of Applied Adult Development to Spiritual and Professional 

Development 

The variety of perspectives and experiences represented by the diversity of 

students in Applied Adult Development was, perhaps, the central factor 

contributing to the relevance of the course. Such diversity invited students to 

critically examine themselves with the openness and honesty that is necessary 

for sincere academic pursuit and personal development. The importance of 

spiritual and professional development was reinforced through the indirect 

approach of encouraging students to actively attend to personal experiences and 

inner development in their efforts to address the therapeutic needs of others. 

Consideration of particular theories was advanced through questions designed 

to challenge students’ understanding of themselves and the role of inner 

development in their evolving concept of the usefulness of the theory. Teaching 

objectives for the course were organized around offering students an inner 

developmental basis for accepting theoretical formulations and deciding to 

apply them to others. This focus on inner development and personal experience, 

and emphasis on critical thinking and diversity of thought, was presented as the 

necessary basis for approaching and applying adult development. 

 

Conclusion 

There is no question we live in an age of digital technology. This technology 

invites us to rethink how we deliver educational programs.  These changes are 

occurring rapidly in higher education. Institutions affiliated with the Stone 

Campbell movement are increasingly offering on-line programs, which are 

increasing access of these schools’ offerings to people who might never have 

moved to a new location and taken courses in a traditional brick-and-mortar 

setting. It is also increasing the diversity of students who are enrolled in 



 

 

distance education programs offered by Stone Campbell movement schools. 

Likely, many of these students take these courses for the convenience of on-line 

education, rather than because they are epistemologically aligned with Stone 

Campbell theology and worldviews. 

The case studies presented above offer two specific examples of how 

rigorous doctoral level instruction was offered in two distance education 

courses. The students in each of these courses were epistemologically and 

theologically diverse. Some were enrolled in the program because it was 

perceived as a quality distance education program, rather than because it was a 

faith based program (or because it was affiliated with the Stone Campbell 

movement). In both case studies, students across the theological and 

epistemological spectrum were given demanding doctoral level instruction in a 

decidedly Christian context. The context was created in which they were 

exposed to a plethora of ideas and expected to evaluate them from a range of 

perspectives, with an invitation to critique them from a Christian worldview.  

As distance education programs become more common in institutions 

with a Stone Campbell heritage there undoubtedly will be many who choose 

these programs for their convenience and hopefully for the high quality of 

instruction provided in the best of these programs.  This will add to an already 

growing population of students who enroll in our colleges who are not affiliated 

with the Restoration Movement. These challenges serve as an implicit 

invitation to faculty in our institutions of higher learning to think about ways to 

teach epistemologically and theologically diverse students on-line and face-to-

face in ways that are sensitive to the challenges created by this diversity, while 

creating learning environments that encourage students to critique the material 

in the courses from a decidedly Christian worldview. 
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