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Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to the Topic 

To form or not to intentionally form, that is the question for leaders in Lutheran 

schools as they wrestle with and consider the identity, wellbeing and flourishing of Lutheran 

education within the broader Australian society. How do schools intentionally and deeply 

guide staff formation experiences to be informed by Lutheran theology and spirituality yet 

shaped authentically? The spiritual, theological, and vocational formation of staff is critical in 

enhancing a Lutheran school’s identity and any faith-based organisation. If Lutheran schools 

are to be true to their purpose and mission, then the people who staff them, teachers, support 

staff and leaders are to be not only informed but also reformed or even transformed by the 

gospel of Jesus Christ1 as they encounter the Lutheran theological and educational tradition 

authentically and deeply.  

This thesis topic has been chosen out of the author’s context. As a college pastor who 

has facilitated staff formation programs, tending to staff’s spiritual and theological formation 

is an essential part of my role. So much of the culture of a school or school system depends 

on the depth and quality of staff formation and formational experiences. The challenge and 

opportunity for Lutheran schools is how to provide formation experiences effectively and 

faithfully for staff in a culture where many teachers have not been exposed to Lutheran or 

Christian faith communities. Schools need to provide deep formation experiences grounded 

in an authentic Lutheran theological framework. While at the same time addressing the 

church’s expectations, the students in her care and operating within the complexities of a 

secular and pluralistic world. My interest in this topic has also been fuelled by encounters 

with staff new to Lutheran schools who have questioned themselves because of uncertainty 

around “doing the right thing.”  

Behind this perception, for some, is a belief or a fear that they need to act or behave 

in a certain way to teach in a Lutheran school. To frame this in formational language, these 

staff feel like they are square pegs needing to be shaped into Lutheran education’s round 

hole. Others interpret formation as having to be conformed to one pattern, so formation 

1 This is a reference to the Lutheran Church of Australia (LCA) statement on why the church operates schools, 
LEA website, accessed 30 October 2020, http://www.lutheran.edu.au/download/the-lutheran-church-of-
australia-and-its-schools/.  
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language is not used. These are some of the challenges for the 200 staff new to Lutheran 

schools each year2 and participating in the current in-service accreditation and formation 

programs.3   

1.2 Context of Lutheran Schools  

According to the latest 2019 statistical report from the Lutheran Education Australia 

(LEA) website, there are eighty Lutheran schools in Australia.4 This number includes primary, 

secondary, or combined P-12 schools, not early learning centres. In Queensland, the number 

of such schools is twenty-six. Nationally the enrolment across all these Lutheran schools is 

40,537 students, while in Queensland, it is 18,000 students. The total number of full-time and 

part-time teaching staff in these schools throughout Australia is 3418, and in Queensland, it 

is 1442.  

The religious affiliation of these staff nationally include 57% identifying as ‘other 

Christian’, 30% as ‘Lutheran’ and 13% as ‘other’. In Queensland, the total is 64% as ‘other 

Christian’, 23% as ‘Lutheran’ and 13% as ‘other’ (Figure 1). The breakdown of religious 

affiliation for Queensland Lutheran secondary staff is the most pronounced of any region in 

the system, with 71% identified as ‘other Christian’, and as few as 17% as ‘Lutheran’ and 12% 

‘other’ (Figure 2).  

Figure 1 Religious affiliation of staff in Qld 

2 LEA Director of Formation Anne Dohnt. 
3 See Figure 4 and Appendix A.  
4 This total figure of Australian Lutheran schools is equivalent to the number of Catholic schools in South 
Australia.  
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Figure 2 Religious affiliation of staff in all regions 

The overall trends of staff’s religious affiliation in Lutheran schools over the past four 

decades are the flatlining of the number of Lutheran staff in the 1990s and the continual 

decrease since 2011/2012. The number of ‘other’ has continued to increase each year since 

1987 (Figure 3). This general pattern of declining numbers of Lutherans teaching in Lutheran 

schools and increasing numbers of other Christian and non-Christian staff has substantial 

implications for a Lutheran school’s formation, culture, and identity. 

Figure 3 Staff trends nationally 1983-2019 

To meet this challenge, since the 1990s, LEA has produced in-service formation 

programs and processes for staff new to Lutheran schools (Figure 4). As the name suggests, 

the first program, Theological Orientation Program (TOPS), was a broad theological 



8 
 

orientation into Lutheran schools and ethos. The second program, Pathways, was intended 

to be a three-year cycle focusing on Christian spirituality, Lutheran theological distinctives as 

they interact with the school context and Luther’s approach to vocation and teaching as a 

ministry in the LCA. The third and current program, Connect, is significantly different in 

content, covering less Lutheran theological distinctives and more pedagogically delivered. A 

significant change in this Connect material is the requirement for participants to critically 

reflect on the content as it applies to their role and document this learning in an e-portfolio, 

which is submitted to LEA for their accreditation.  
  

Figure 4 LEA In-service Formation Programs 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.3 Research Problem 

The problem or reality at one level is staffing; more and more new staff and 

increasingly leaders have no Lutheran or Christian connection. Therefore, formation 

programs, processes and experiences need to be more intentional, deliberate, and missional 

than what has occurred in the past. At another level, the formation opportunities schools 

provide need to go deeper than surface-level knowledge, orientation and, tick the box, 

accreditation.  

Program Years Developed Description 
“TOPS” Theological 
Orientation Program  

1992 First Edition 
2000 Revised Edition 

Nine sessions of 
orientation to Lutheran 
theology and the ethos of 
Lutheran schools 

Pathways Spiritual 2005 First Edition 
2012 Revised Edition 

Twelve then nine sessions 
to explore Christian 
spirituality within a 
Lutheran school context 

Pathways Theological 2010 Seven encounters of key 
theological foci for  
Lutheran schools 

Pathways Vocational 2008 
 

Three sessions to explore 
the mission and ministry 
of Lutheran education and 
the contribution of staff 

Connect 2019 
 

Four sessions on Lutheran 
theological perspectives 
that shape practice and 
critical reflection on a 
person’s role in a school  
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Official LEA formation programs are only the start of an ongoing formation journey for 

staff within schools. How do schools and their leaders prioritise time, facilitators, and 

resource, to provide ongoing deep formation experiences that are real, authentic, life-

changing encounters with Jesus Christ? The problem each principal, pastor and school leader 

confronts is how does a school make the most of formation opportunities to provide 

intentional growth of individuals and change in the formational culture of a school that in turn 

affects the formation of students?   

1.4 Research Questions 

It is in this context, and these problems that I write this research. The main questions 

this thesis will explore are:   

• What does formation look, feel, and sound like in a Lutheran school?

• When, where and how does formation take place in a school culture?

• What is a Lutheran description of formation?

• Is this description applicable, authentic and engaging for the contemporary

challenges of staffing in Lutheran schools in Australia?

• What are the factors that aid deep intentional formation in a school culture, and

what are the factors that inhibit it?

1.5 Thesis 

In this thesis, I will present a definition and description of formation according to the 

Lutheran theological and educational tradition. I will argue that the concept and language of 

formation as it continues to emerge and engage the culture of Lutheran schools is appropriate 

for staff in schools and the broader system. My thesis is that Martin Luther’s view of formation 

from one of his writings5 provides guidance for a Lutheran view of formation, together with, 

current LEA thinking for the challenges of staff formation in schools today. According to the 

Lutheran educational tradition, these two sources provide a framework for viewing and 

evaluating the experience of staff in their theological, spiritual and vocational formation. This 

research also includes a case study that generates important insights into the experience of 

5 Throughout this thesis I refer to Luther’s view of formation as his “triadic rule”. This triadic rule of prayer, 
meditation and testing originates from his preface to the German edition of his writings, published in 1539. 
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staff in their formation in Lutheran schools, how they understand formation, their 

experiences of official LEA formation programs, and how school leaders work with their 

school’s formation culture. It is hoped that this research will contribute to a deeper 

understanding of what formation and a changed formation culture can look like in a school 

setting that is missional and connects with staff. Another aspect of this thesis is that it will 

highlight the theological forming and shaping of staff through the school community’s mission 

work rather than evangelisation into the local congregation, which has been the presumption 

and focus of much of the literature to date.   

Further, my thesis which is tested by the human data of the case study is that staff 

align themselves with the culture, ethos and identity of a Lutheran school primarily through 

their experiences of community, as expressed through their engagement with the worship 

life of the school and through professional learning conversations about theology as it relates 

to their educational role. Questions such as; What is a staff member’s experience of worship 

in the school setting? What is a staff member’s experience of theological reflection in times 

of challenge and trial? These are essential touchstones for evaluating the formational culture 

of a school.  

Furthermore, I will argue that formation, more often than we care to acknowledge, 

happens in the informal interactions and conversations that occur in relationships between 

or when the official accreditation and theological orientation programs are finished. This 

study will also suggest that the term formation can be appropriated by staff in Lutheran 

schools and need not be shunned due to perceived problematic connotations. Change in a 

school’s formational culture is possible when a school’s leaders see the need for it and then 

collaborate critically and faithfully to improve it.  

 

1.6 Scope, Limitations, Structure 

The scope of this research will include an analysis of one theological writing from 

Martin Luther, namely the preface he wrote to the German edition of his writings in 1539.  It 

will also include resources from LEA, specifically the Growing Deep (GD) Leadership and 

Formation Framework6 and the official formation and accreditation programs developed by 

 
6 Growing Deep Leadership and Formation Framework, Online version, accessed 30 October 2020, 
http://growingdeep.lutheran.edu.au/index.php/our-foundation/. 
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LEA in recent years, the Pathways programs and their latest iteration Connect.7 I will also be 

exploring policies and official documents from the LCA and the Board for Lutheran Education 

Australia (BLEA) and published articles and academic theses of Australian Lutheran educators. 

In terms of the human research into the formation experiences of staff in Lutheran schools, 

this study will limit itself to the in-service formation context of staff, that is, those staff who 

have not trained through Australian Lutheran College (ALC) but have entered employment in 

Lutheran schools from other educational institutions or other schools systems, independent 

or government. The human research will be based on the interviews of two teaching staff 

members’ formation experiences from one particular K-12 Lutheran College in Queensland, 

together with the college leaders, the principal, and the pastor. Ron Ritchhart’s eight forces 

that shape school culture8 will also be used to help organise, analyse and interpret the human 

data.  

 

This thesis is structured around four sections:  

• This introduction 

• Formation in Lutheran education, including definitions and a literature review. 

• Methodology and research design, school case study and analysis of themes and 

challenges from the interviewed teachers and leaders.  

• Implications of the research, recommendations, and a conclusion.  

The thesis ends with an appendix and references. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
7 See Appendix A for more detail on Pathways and Connect. For the purpose of this research I have not 
included detailed information on Equip the LEA formation program for Christian Studies teachers.  
8 Ron Ritchhart, Creating Cultures of Thinking: The Eight Forces we must Master to truly Transform our Schools. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2015, 6-10. The eight forces are: time, opportunity, routines and structures, 
language, modelling, interactions and relationships, physical environments, and expectations. 
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Formation in Lutheran Education   
 

The language of formation is still evolving in Lutheran schools across Australia. One 

could argue that the Lutheran tradition of education has always emphasised the theological 

and spiritual formation of teachers and school staff, but what has changed is the use of 

intentional formation language in the system due to the contemporary challenge of staffing 

Lutheran schools in a secular culture. As to how extensive formation language is used at 

particular school sites is another question, as will be seen later in the human research. 

However, before reviewing the Lutheran educational literature, a definition of formation is 

required. 
 

2.1 Definitions of Formation 

2.1.1 Latin origins 

An initial definition question that needs to be addressed for this thesis is: what exactly 

is meant by the term ‘formation’? The word formation is derived from the Latin formare, 

which means “to shape, fashion, create, make or mould.”9 So in the context of a Christian 

learning organisation, a person undergoing formation is a person who is being formed and 

shaped into something new or different by God. For Christians, this happens through 

engaging in the community as God’s Spirit works through the word, prayer, worship, 

sacraments, ritual, meaning-making and other distinctive Christian practices of that 

community.   

 

2.1.2 Biblical passages 

The Biblical passages that use this language of formation, being formed by God, 

include passages from the Psalms and the Prophets in the Old Testament10 and the New 

Testament Epistles. The Hebrew word yatsar means “to form, fashion, or frame in the mind.” 

It can refer to human activity, such as a potter who forms a vessel out of clay or a carver using 

wood, such as in graven images. Alternatively, it can refer to divine activity such as God 

forming Adam out of the ground, Israel as a people, creation, or individuals from conception 

 
9 “Formation,” Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed 10 April 2020, 
https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=formation.  
10 For examples of the divine use of this word see Isaiah 27:11; 43:1,7,21; 44:2,21,24; 45:9,11; 49:5; 64:7; 
Jeremiah 1:5; Psalm 104:26, 95:5; 74:17; 33:15.  
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and the womb.11 One example is Psalm 119:73-74, “Your hands made me and formed me; 

give me understanding to learn your commands. May those who fear you rejoice when they 

see me, for I have put my hope in your word.” 

In the New Testament, the Greek word morpho is translated as “to form, fashion.” 

Artists morpho their materials, and in the passive voice, “to take on form” is used in the 

context of the womb. This passive use of the word is found in Galatians 4:19, where the 

growth of Christ in believers is compared to development in the womb. This growth is an 

ongoing process, both open and secret, both a gift and a task, with maturity as the end goal.12 

For the Apostle Paul, spiritual formation is having, “Christ formed in you” (Gal 4:19), “coming 

to fulness of life in him” (Col 2:10), “growing to the measure of the stature of the fulness of 

Christ” (Eph 4:13) and “gaining the mind of Christ” (Phil 2:5). All of these examples show us 

that biblically and theologically, we do not form ourselves, but God forms us. 

 

2.1.3 Contemporary understandings 

Formation language, in particular, the term ‘spiritual formation’ has become more 

widespread in recent decades through writers on Christian spirituality such as Richard Foster, 

Henri Nouwen, Eugene Peterson and Dallas Willard.13 These authors explain spiritual 

formation in terms of the Christian maturing in their discipleship, learning spiritual practices 

and growing in faith in Christ. An example of a contemporary understanding influenced by 

the aforementioned writers includes this definition from the Northumbria Christian 

community; ‘Spiritual formation’ describes ‘forming’ or ‘shaping’ the Christian disciple’s life 

and character in Christlikeness. It is an intentional inner journey towards deepening faith and 

spiritual growth using spiritual disciplines as active participants with God, “until Christ is 

formed in us.”14  

 

 

 
11 William Gesenius, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament. trans. Edward Robinson, ed. Francis 
Brown, S. R. Driver and Charles A. Briggs. Oxford: Claredon Press, 1951, 427-428. 
12 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard 
Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985, 609. 
13 See Foster’s Celebration of Discipline, Nouwen’s Spiritual Formation; Following the Movements of the Spirit, 
Peterson’s Christ plays in Ten Thousand Places and Willard’s Renovation of the Heart; Putting on the Character 
of Christ. 
14 “Spiritual Formation,” Northumbria Community website, accessed 10 November 2019, 
https://www.northumbriacommunity.org/article_types/spiritual-formation/. 
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2.1.4 In Lutheran theology 

Theological formation has always been a highly valued aspect of the Lutheran 

educational tradition. In Australia, this is evidenced by the training of teachers, pastors and 

other church workers, and the official documents of the LCA and LEA concerning staffing 

policies and teacher accreditation. Already in the 1990s, the LCA’s tertiary institution, Luther 

Seminary, offered a ‘spiritual formation’ subject to all ministry students. In this short course, 

the following accents of formation from a Lutheran spiritual perspective were articulated. 

According to the lecturer of the subject,15 formation elements of the Lutheran theological 

tradition include being:  

• Grounded in the gospel and freedom in Christ. 
• Focused on hearing the Word of God both as law and gospel. 
• Relational and communal, not private in the sense of self-occupied. 
• Constantly living by grace in dependence on God. 
• Expressed in service for others, not in retreat from the world. 
• Grounded in God’s gifts and thus marked by humility. 
• Aware of God’s work in us and not our achievement. 

 

2.1.5 In Lutheran schools 

As already mentioned, when I have introduced formation language and sought 

discussion amongst the staff in my school, several different interpretations usually surface as 

to ‘what is formation?’. Some of these include predicates such as, ‘faith formation’, ‘spiritual 

formation’, ‘professional formation’ and occasionally ‘theological formation’. For this 

research, though, formation will be interpreted primarily through the theological lens, as I 

argue Lutheran theology is what makes Lutheran education distinct from other faith-based 

and government school systems.  

A more expansive view of formation used in Australian Lutheran schools and secular 

educational discourse comes from the Quaker educationalist Parker Palmer. While exploring 

teacher formation, Palmer elaborated:  

Formation is a concept from the spiritual traditions, and it involves a concern 
for personal wholeness. Where training asks if the person has the right 
knowledge and technique, formation asks after the state of the person’s soul. 
Where training offers the person new data and methods, formation offers the 
person help in discerning his or her identity and integrity.16  

 
15 Vic Pfitzner was the lecturer of this subject that I undertook as a seminarian in 1994.  
16 Reflections on a Program for “The Formation of Teachers.” An occasional paper of the Fetzer Institute 
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For Palmer, formation includes the spiritual and vocational renewal of teachers. This 

definition agrees with the understanding behind the former LEA Formation program 

Pathways, which had extensive content around the individual teacher progressing in their 

understanding of Christian spirituality, Lutheran theology and sense of vocation in a Lutheran 

school.17  

As indicated in my introduction, there is a level of uneasiness about using the term 

‘formation’ amongst some staff in Lutheran schools. This comes out in one of the staff 

interviewees in my case study. However, it is also present at the leadership level. Neville 

Grieger articulates this in a recent publication.18 This uneasiness around formation language 

comes from the perception that formation is a ‘sausage-making’ process where everyone 

comes out the other end completed and uniformly made.  

I would argue that this is a distorted perception based on the process of being 

conformed to something. Formation in a Lutheran school is ongoing, unique to a person’s 

role, and ultimately the Holy Spirit’s work as God shapes that person spiritually, theologically 

and vocationally in that particular Christian community depending on the effectiveness and 

faithfulness of that formation culture. The aim of formation in any Christian community is not 

‘conformation’ but ‘transformation’. One could add in a Lutheran school, the aim is also a 

‘reformation’ of the person. Commenting on the transformation in Romans 12:2, Marva Dawn 

explains it through the voice of a child:  

Once a little boy was trying to open a flower bud. Under his persistent efforts 
the blossom fell apart in his hands. In exasperation he looked up at his mother 
and asked, “Why does the bud fall apart when I try to open it, but when God 
opens it the flower is beautiful?” Shocked at his profundity, his mother was 
speechless. Soon, however, the child exclaimed eagerly, “Oh, I know! When 
God opens the flower, he opens it up from the inside.”19  

 
The sausage-making process of being conformed is all about forcing a person’s 

spiritual development from the outside, whereas transformation opens up a person from the 

inside. The difference is dramatic. Dawn writes, “when God opens persons from the inside, 

 
by Parker J. Palmer, Centre for Courage and Renewal website, accessed 10 December 2020,  
http://www.couragerenewal.org/parker/writings/reflections-on-a-program/. 
17 See Appendix A for the topics and time expectations from LEA for the Pathway programs. 
18 See Neville Grieger’s introduction in Fuelling the Fire. Adelaide: Lutheran Education Australia, 2020, 1. 
19 Marva Dawn, Truly the Community; Romans 12 and How to be Church. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992, 29. 
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they can truly be themselves, the uniquely gifted individuals they were created to be.”20 For 

this type of transformative God-inspired formation to happen, trusted relationships are 

needed, and an openness to explore, question and dialogue with others is paramount, as well 

as a welcoming, encouraging, and safe place. This aligns with a Lutheran understanding of the 

gospel and of faith, which is invitational, relational, incarnate, and focused on Christ’s action 

in us.    

 

2.2 Formation for Lutherans 

For a Lutheran view of formation, we could turn to Lutheran theology and the 

confessional writings of the Lutheran Church. However, to limit the breadth of enquiry, we 

will centre the discussion on one particular writing of Martin Luther, his preface to his writings 

published in 1539.21  

In this Preface, Luther clearly articulates his understanding of formation and a schema 

for learning theology. Luther uses his monastic background to reform the traditional way of 

learning theology. For Luther, formation was not learning theology through books but was 

gained through experience and wisdom. The Holy Spirit taught this. Oratio or prayer for the 

Holy Spirit to teach us the meaning of scripture is the first part of formation for Luther. Prayer 

that the Holy Spirit would interpret us as we interpret scripture and put ourselves under it.  

The second part of formation for Luther is God’s Word, explicitly meditating on 

scripture. Through repeated engagement with scripture, both the spoken and the written 

word so that it is taken deep into our heads and hearts, is what Luther means by meditatio. 

The third element of formation in Luther’s tridactic schema is tentatio or testing, or trial. For 

Luther, formation happens when the Christian prays, meditates on the word, and is 

strengthened and shaped by the devil’s attacks and temptations. Tentatio for Luther is 

spiritual testing that happens within the Christian community and can lead to spiritual 

despair. Luther himself experienced this anfechtung during his formation as a monk, teacher 

and reformer.   

 

 
20 Dawn, 29. 
21 Martin Luther, “Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of Luther’s German Writings.” trans. Robert R. Heitner, 
Luther’s Works; Career of the Reformer IV, Vol. 34, ed. Lewis W. Spitz, Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960, 
283-288. 
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2.3 Formation themes in the Lutheran literature 

Official LEA publications like the GD Framework have started to use the ‘formation’ 

nomenclature. LEA has a ‘Director of Formation’, as do each of the three LEA regions. Some 

schools are beginning to use the term ‘formation’ in their strategic planning, but individual 

staff members and schools adopting the term meaningfully and extensively is another matter. 

For many staff members in the local school, formation is equated with the LEA accreditation 

program they have been required to complete or endure, depending on their pre-service 

training and the program’s quality. Beyond the language, a wider acceptance and working out 

of deep formation in specific school contexts depends on the priority and culture the principal 

and school leadership provide. Likewise, the identity question of ‘what is a Lutheran school?’ 

needs to be answered if we ask staff to engage in a  formation process. Further, formation 

has a missional dimension to it as well as spiritual. Therefore, the literature on staff formation 

in Lutheran schools will be reviewed according to these themes of identity, mission, 

leadership and spirituality as researched by Australian Lutheran educators and addressed in 

church and school policy documents.  

 

2.3.1 Identity 

To answer the ‘why’ question of formation in a Lutheran school, one must first address 

the theme of identity. Historically, Lutheran schools were developed when Lutherans from 

Germany and other northern European countries emigrated to Australia and established 

congregations in their settled regions during the nineteenth century. Richard Hauser has 

mapped the historical trajectory of Lutheran schools in Australia through the various 

pioneering patriarchs and pathfinders.22 Hauser argues that Lutheran schools’ distinctive 

identity has grown out of its unique history and theology, which saw Australian Lutheranism’s 

splintering in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One of the effects of this on Lutheran 

schools was the development of two differing philosophies of Lutheran education. One 

embraced: 

Schools as being central to the ministry of the church and essential to its work. 
The other saw schools as basically secular institutions in which the church might 
get involved and to which it might add its own religious flavour. When one 

 
22 Richard Hauser, The Patriarchs; A History of Australian Lutheran Schooling 1839-1919. North Adelaide: 
Lutheran Education Australia, 2009 and The Pathfinders; A History of Australian Lutheran Schooling 1919-1999. 
North Adelaide: Lutheran Education Australia, 2012. 
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united church finally emerged in 1966, it faced the challenge of marrying these 
two traditions, something with which it is still coming to terms.23  
 

This tension continues in debates over church-school connections, mission and other themes 

discussed in this review.  

Meryl Jennings argues that theological metaphors in the Lutheran educational 

literature are, “system-wide and equally powerful in constructing the identity of Lutheran 

schools and their role in Australian education.”24 According to Jennings, one of the most 

potent metaphors that have long played out in the history of Lutheran schools is that they are 

the “nurseries of the church”.25 More recent constructions of these metaphors include 

Lutheran schools as places for outreach, mission, witness, service, care and partnerships.  

Beyond the history and metaphors, the current church statement which addresses 

why the LCA establishes schools is, “The Lutheran Church of Australia and its Schools.”26 This 

statement was adopted at the 2000 General Synod of the LCA and was included in the 

church’s “Doctrinal Statements and Theological Opinions”. In it, the chief purpose of the 

school as an agency of the church is, “to make available to its members and to others in the 

community a formal education in which the gospel of Jesus Christ informs all learning and 

teaching, all human relationships, and all activities in the school.”27 This fundamental 

statement from the church has been included in the GD Framework as “Our foundation; the 

Lutheran lens.”28 It expresses the ‘gospel’ focus of the Reformation and the Lutheran church’s 

chief doctrine of justification.29  

In the academic literature of Australian Lutheran educators in recent decades, 

Malcolm Bartsch has pioneered the way to define a Lutheran school’s identity further.30 

 
23 Richard Hauser, “Australian Lutheran Schooling: A Historical Perspective,” Lutheran Theological Journal 37, 
no.3 (December 2003): 113-114. 
24 Meryl Jennings, “Metaphors Shaping Lutheran Education,” Lutheran Theological Journal 41, no.3 (December 
2007): 154. 
25 This term in the Lutheran tradition first comes from Martin Luther but was perpetuated in Australia through 
Pastor Fritzsche.  
26 Doctrinal Statements and Theological Opinions of the LCA, Volume 2; J. Church-School Issues, “The Lutheran 
Church of Australia and its schools,” J2-3. 
27 Doctrinal Statements and Theological Opinions of the LCA, Volume 2; J2-3. 
28 Growing Deep, Our Foundation, Hardcopy version, 7. 
29 Augsburg Confession, Article 4, Kolb, Robert and Timothy Wengert. The Book of Concord; The Confessions of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000, 38-41. 
30Why a Lutheran School? Education and Theology in Dialogue. North Adelaide: LCA Board for Lutheran 
Schools, 2001 was Bartsch’s published doctoral thesis. This was then followed by A God who speaks and acts: 
theology for teachers in Lutheran schools, Adelaide: Lutheran Education Australia, 2013. 
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Bartsch focuses on the identity question through the lens of Lutheran confessional theology 

and the dialogue between Lutheran theology and educational practice. Bartsch shows a 

dialectical tension inherent in Lutheran theology that needs to be developed in the dialogue 

with education.31 This material is foundational in clarifying the ‘why’ question of formation. 

Nevertheless, as necessary as these raison d’etre questions are, they do not clarify the ‘how’ 

question. How are staff in a Lutheran school formed in Lutheran theology, and how do staff 

make those deeper connections between Lutheran theology and their classroom and 

educational practice and personal spirituality? To Bartsch’s defence, there are considerable 

sections of contextual development in a “God who speaks and acts”32 that begin to ask how 

staff are formed in the specific theological foci discussed. Bartsch has been instrumental in 

articulating the theological basis for Lutheran schools and describing the interplay between 

the church’s theology and her schools. However, how these theological distinctions interact, 

develop, and take root with staff in their context is not extensively developed. And 

significantly, for this research, the experience of formation from the perspective of the 

teacher is absent.  

Another Lutheran educator, Neville Grieger, discusses the identity question from the 

concept of an authentic spirituality of the twenty-first century, particularly from the angle of 

mission.33 Grieger evaluates a Lutheran school’s identity through the LCA statement and the 

dialectical tension in Lutheran theology as proposed by Bartsch. He provides a more nuanced 

description of the changing world’s spiritual needs that schools operate in. With the help of 

carefully chosen stories from the gospel narratives, Grieger argues six propositions of what a 

Lutheran school true to its identity looks like, a place that knows why it exists, where grace 

abounds, that models community and servanthood, has a social conscience and models 

authentic spirituality.34 Grieger’s methodology, compared to Bartsch’s, revolves around the 

spiritual challenges of a school rather than the theology of the church. Grieger’s six 

propositions lend themselves to a more holistic view of staff formation in the current school 

climate.   

 

 
31 See also Bartsch’s “The Dialogue of Education and the Lutheran Confessional Theology: Not Either/or but 
Both/and,” Lutheran Theological Journal 33, no.3 (December 1999): 147-156.  
32 See the italicised text at the end of each section in chapters throughout the book. 
33 Neville Grieger, Seeking Authenticity; Second Edition, Blurb Self-Published: 2015, 105.    
34 Grieger, Seeking Authenticity, 65. 
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2.3.2 Mission 

The concept of schools as opportunities of mission for the church was widely 

developed in the literature during and after the boom of new Lutheran schools in the 1980-

90s. Hauser has analysed this growth period from the Queensland context in his master’s 

thesis.35 During this period, the emphasis on building connections between church and school 

was the central motif of this mission discussion. A spate of articles appeared in the Lutheran 

Theological Journal from 1998-2001 on the missional validity of Lutheran schools. Ray 

Eisenmenger36 first wrote of the LCA wrestling with the challenge of mission in schools as 

congregations experienced decline and schools numerical growth. Michael Borgas37 sparked 

discussion when he questioned the effectiveness of Lutheran schools in the mission work of 

the LCA. He provocatively argued that, “between 1966-1994, establishing and supporting a 

Lutheran primary school was strongly correlated with lower Lutheran congregational 

growth.”38 This argument was solidly critiqued by Ken Albinger and Roger Hunter39 and then 

by David Bryce, who referenced the church’s official documents regarding mission and 

ministry.40 Through this church-school mission debate, tensions continued as newer schools 

were viewed as being heavily resourced and where the ‘action’ was in terms of mission and 

formation opportunities. 

By 2006, the General Synod of the LCA adopted the policy; “The Lutheran School as a 

place of Ministry and Mission.”41 The statement affirms previous synodical thinking of schools 

as an integral part of the mission of the church.42 However, it acknowledges the Lutheran 

school’s changed situation from the time of union43 when there was a close connection 

between the local congregation and school, as evidenced by governance and constitutions. 

 
35 Richard Hauser, An Historical Analysis of the Lutheran School boom in Queensland. unpublished Master of 
Educational Studies Thesis, University of Queensland, 1991. 
36 Ray Eisenmenger, “School working with Congregations as Agencies for Mission,” Lutheran Theological 
Journal 32, no.2 (July 1998): 73-82. 
37 Michael Borgas, “Viewpoint; Lutheran Schools and Congregational Growth,” Lutheran Theological Journal 
32, no.3 (December 1998): 134-135. 
38 Michael Borgas, “Viewpoint; Lutheran Schools and Congregational Growth,” 135. 
39 Ken Albinger and Roger Hunter, “Revisiting ‘Lutheran schools and Congregational growth’’; A critical 
commentary and cautionary tale,” Lutheran Theological Journal 33, no.3 (December 1999): 157-158. 
40 David Bryce, “Gospel, Congregation and School: the ministry of Lutheran schools from the perspective of LCA 
Doctrinal Statements,” Lutheran Theological Journal 35, no.2 (August 2001) 65-74. 
41 “The Lutheran School as a place of Ministry and Mission.” LEA website, accessed 11 November 2020, 
https://www.lutheran.edu.au/download/the-lutheran-school-as-a-place-of-ministry-and-mission/. 
42 “The LCA and its schools.” 
43 ‘Union’ refers to the union in 1966 of the two previous synodical bodies the UELCA and ELCA into the LCA.  
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The 2006 document seems to struggle with schools’ missional reality that the school has a 

worshipping faith community even though it might not be a formally constituted local 

congregation as interpreted by the LCA. It highlights seven implications and responsibilities 

from the LCA, congregations, ALC, school governance, principals, school pastors and staff. Of 

particular note is that the LCA:  

Ensures that there is an intentional program of spiritual formation for all school 
staff, ministry personnel and principals. Congregations are involved in and 
committed to ministry which enables transition from a worshipping school 
community to a local worshipping community. Principals understand the LCA’s 
expectations of its schools through an intentional formation program. And staff 
understand the ethos and identity of Lutheran schools, and participate, as 
required, in the necessary spiritual formation programs developed by LEA and 
delivered by the regions.44  
 

This is one of the earliest references to ‘formation’ language that I can find in the recent 

literature, or at least in official church school documents.  

In terms of the academic material on mission in Lutheran schools, Tania Nelson’s 

doctoral thesis looms large.45 Nelson focuses on Lutheran Primary schools’ mission and the 

relationships between the key leaders in Lutheran congregations and schools, namely 

principals and congregation and school pastors. Nelson does articulate some of the challenges 

of formation in Lutheran schools, but this is always through the context of missional 

leadership via the specific roles of pastor and principal. An example of this is her eighth 

recommendation:  

That the LCA district offices and LEA regional offices provide opportunities for 
spiritual formation of principals, school pastors and other key missional leaders 
in order to connect the leaders, offer them opportunities for spiritual renewal 
and prepare them to serve their communities. The provision of spiritual 
formation opportunities for all in leadership prioritises personal spiritual 
renewal, creates connections and develops missional leaders who are prepared 
for service.46  
 

The final words of her conclusion sum up her argument:  

 
44 “The Lutheran School as a place of Ministry and Mission.”  
45 Tania Nelson, Building Bridges: Exploring the contributions of principals and pastors to the mission of  
Lutheran primary schools. Doctoral Thesis, Australian Catholic University, 2016. 
46 Nelson, Building Bridges, 232. 
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The investigation of contributions to mission provides insights into positive and 
exemplary school and church partnerships and suggests a framework for 
missional leadership highlighting the importance of the spiritual leadership of 
the principal and the pastor for the benefit of the school and church 
community. It is essential that leaders of faith-based schools and congregations 
are conscious of the need to be mission-focused bridge builders, who together 
proactively build bridges between the school and the local faith community.47  
 
Nelson’s work and all of the material reviewed in the mission theme invariably focuses 

on this church-school relationship. The mission of the church in the school does play a part in 

the question of formation. Formation can be a missional activity, especially when we view it 

as faith formation, but I would argue that the literature on mission is nearly always from the 

perspective of evangelisation into the local congregation from the school community. Rather 

than the theological forming and refined shaping of a staff member through the mission work 

of the school community. This missional faith formation operates from a new model of 

thinking about the church-school debate. It incorporates an expanded missional ecclesiology, 

that the school is a valid expression of the church48 in all its forms, including worship and word 

and sacrament ministry.49   

 

2.3.3 Leadership 

Two church-school documents are significant in reviewing the literature around the 

theme of leadership. “Core propositions describing highly effective teachers in Lutheran 

schools” was adopted by the BLEA in 2000, and “The Teacher in a Lutheran School” was 

adopted at the 2006 General Synod of the LCA. In the BLEA document, the first three core 

propositions of a highly effective teacher are pertinent to how formation has developed in 

Lutheran education.  

One a teacher in a Lutheran school will have a Christ-centred spirituality that is 
characterised by a growing personal faith, an understanding of the gospel and 
an integration of faith and living.  
Two the teacher in a Lutheran school is called to be a servant of Christ and to 
serve him through serving others.  

 
47 Nelson, Building Bridges, 236. 
48 Grieger argues for this in “Seeking Authenticity.” 
49 See also Stephen Haar, “A Dialogue on Lutheran Sacramental Theology.” Queensland District Pastors’ 
Conference, 1–3 June, 2016, Buderim, Queensland. 
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Three a teacher in a Lutheran school has a sound understanding of Lutheran 
theology, the LCA and its schools.50  
 

These threads are picked up in the content of the first Pathways materials written and 

delivered to schools in the 2000s. In the LCA 2006 document, the teacher in a Lutheran school 

is designated as a competently qualified educator, committed to the faith and the faith 

confessed by Lutherans and practised in a Lutheran school. Also, they will attempt to 

understand and support the Lutheran church at all times, be willing to identify with, uphold 

and promote the Lutheran ethos and model the Christian lifestyle.51   

The academic material on the theme of leadership concentrates on the particular roles 

of principal, deputy principal, and school pastor. As already mentioned, Nelson writes from 

the perspective of missional leadership for principals and pastors. Before Nelson’s thesis, Ken 

Bartel’s doctoral research52 also included Lutheran schools’ key leaders: principals and 

pastors. Bartel researched their leadership in terms of worldview and their potential impact 

of transformation in the school community. Other contributors in this leadership area include 

Ken Albinger and Merryn Ruwoldt. Albinger analyses what values influence Lutheran 

secondary school principals as they address ethical dilemmas in their work,53 while Ruwoldt 

explores the understandings of leadership for the secondary school deputy. Ruwoldt argues 

for the specific shortcomings and limitations of the deputy principal role.54  

All of these works are extremely important in forming leaders who set the tone and 

culture in a school, but none of this material focuses primarily on the experience of the 

general staff member in their formation. There is no analysis of middle leaders and the 

specific formation needed for their situation, especially those in pastoral care and well-being 

roles in the larger schools.  

The theological and spiritual dimensions of formation for every staff member who is 

a leader in their school are not articulated sufficiently in the academic literature. Extensive 

 
50 BLEA, “Core propositions describing effective teachers in Lutheran schools,” May 2000.  
51 Doctrinal Statements and Theological Opinions of the LCA, “The Teacher in a Lutheran School,” J4. 
52 Ken Bartel, Leadership in a Lutheran school: An exploration of principal and school pastor worldviews and 
their potential impact on the transformation of the school learning community. Doctoral Thesis, Australian 
Catholic University, Fitzroy, Victoria, 2004. 
53 Ken Albinger, Using Values: A qualitative analysis of ethical dilemmas encountered by Australian Lutheran 
secondary school principals. Doctoral Thesis, Griffith University, Queensland, 2005. 
54 Merryn Ruwoldt, To lead, or not to lead: That is the question: An exploration of understandings of leadership 
in the context of the deputy principal in the Lutheran secondary school. Doctoral Thesis, Australian Catholic 
University, Fitzroy, Victoria, 2006. 
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leadership training has been developed by LEA, such as the Leadership Development Program 

(LDP). This has provided in-depth theological and spiritual formation, but it has only been 

available to those actively seeking larger leadership roles within Lutheran schools. The more 

recent GD Leadership and Formation Framework is a welcome exception to this.  

 

2.3.4 Spirituality 

Concerning the literature that speaks into the theme of spirituality for staff in Lutheran 

Schools, Neville Grieger is a keen advocate. Grieger is one of the few, if not only, people to 

write specifically of Lutheran spirituality in the Australian school context. In “Seeking 

Authentic Spirituality” for staff in the twenty-first century, Grieger argues:  

The degree to which we retain our authenticity as Lutheran schools depends 
heavily on our ability to shape a spirituality for the future that takes into 
account the dual challenges of being relevant, appealing and engaging for our 
current and future clientele, as well as preserving and embedding critical 
elements of our Lutheran heritage.55  
 

Grieger picks up on Brian McLaren, Rob Bell, Andrew Farley, Robert Farrar Capon and David 

Tacey, to argue eight propositions for an authentic spirituality for the twenty-first century.56 

When we view formation as spiritual formation that addresses the needs of staff wherever 

they are on their spiritual journey, Grieger has much to offer in terms of changed thinking 

towards traditional forms of church, making meaning of life experiences, perceptions of God, 

biblical application, and principles of andragogy. Contemporary expressions of spirituality in 

Australian culture have much to say to the formation opportunities we present to staff in 

Lutheran schools.  

Looking at the Australian literature on Lutheran spirituality, John Kleinig highlights 

that at the centre of Lutheran spirituality is the ‘receptive life’ or ‘receptive spirituality’. 

Kleinig points to Martin Luther’s preface to the Wittenberg Edition of his German writings as 

where he developed a particularly ‘evangelical’ spirituality. In this document, Martin Luther, 

true to his university role as a teacher of the Old Testament, comments on Psalm 119 and 

outlines “a correct way of studying theology”. Kleinig argues that Luther articulates not:  

A  theological curriculum or even a method for the study of academic theology. 
Rather, he describes the practice of a receptive spirituality that he had learned 

 
55 Neville Grieger, Seeking Authentic Spirituality, 75. 
56 Grieger, Seeking Authentic Spirituality, Summary of propositions, 71. 
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from singing, saying, and praying the psalms. Yet even that is misleading. Luther 
does not advocate a particular practice of spirituality but outlines the process 
of spiritual formation in the life of every Christian.57  
 

Kleinig’s insights from Luther are central to my case for a Lutheran framework of formation. 

Luther’s text speaks to the formation of every Christian, including every staff member of a 

Lutheran school. No matter where individuals are on their spiritual journey, theology is being 

practised through participating in a Christian learning community. This is a theology that is 

not disconnected from spirituality and the day to day challenges of life. As the word of God is 

proclaimed and meditated upon, the Spirit of God is at work transforming the individual 

through prayer, worship, and times of testing and trial. This is formation for Luther, the Holy 

Spirit teaching us Holy Scripture as we experience what we can later call moments of Holy 

suffering. The Holy Spirit works through the cross as Christ is revealed to people through his 

word and promises.   

As evidenced by the review above, there is a significant gap in the published academic 

material concerning the formation experiences of staff in Lutheran schools in Australia. Most 

of the studies on staff formation for Australian Lutheran educators centre on the themes of 

identity, mission, leadership and, to a lesser extent, spirituality, rather than the experience of 

teachers in their specific theological, spiritual and faith formation. This arguably highlights not 

an absence of formation in schools per se but emphases in differing areas of Lutheran 

education according to the way research has developed and the needs of the time. Even 

though there is a limited language of formation until very recent times, these themes of 

identity, mission, leadership and spirituality in Lutheran schools are significant pieces of 

research that contribute to the emerging puzzle of intentional formation in Lutheran Schools 

in Australia.   

To find material that specifically addresses our topic’s formation question, one has to 

turn to a conference paper and professional framework produced by LEA. At the second 

Australian Conference on Lutheran Education (2004), Vic Pfitzner delivered a paper on staff 

formation.58 His paper proposed that the current teacher formation system works on a noetic 

level instead of an experiential level that forms a practical vocational spirituality. Pfitzner 

 
57 John Kleinig, Grace upon Grace; Spirituality for Today. St Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2008, 13. 
58 Vic Pfitzner, “Staff New to Lutheran Schools: Indoctrination or Spiritual Formation?” Paper presented at the 
Second Australian Conference on Lutheran Education, Adelaide, September 2004.   
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argued that the Lutheran school system needs to focus on the ongoing, long term, vocational 

formation of staff rather than brief encounters in theological orientation. The emphasis for 

Pfitzner is on a differentiated, ongoing and vocational focus for staff formation.  

This argument for a more nuanced delivery of formation was backed up by the 

development of the Pathways accreditation material by LEA writers, including Bartsch, Dohnt, 

Mason and others. Pathways Spiritual, Theological and Vocational59 were three programs 

delivered onsite for school staff and by regional education staff. The LEA intention for the 

Pathways accreditation process was a three-year journey where people learned and were 

formed in their spirituality, Lutheran theology and vocation as teachers before receiving 

official accreditation in the Lutheran system. Additional requirements were needed for those 

teaching Christian studies60 and in leadership roles.  

The most explicit work by LEA on formation is the GD Leadership and Formation 

Framework,61 which was developed in 2015. For the first time, the language of ‘formation’ is 

used front and centre in an official LEA publication. Two of the purposes of this framework 

are, “to provide opportunity for all leaders in Lutheran schools to reflect on and plan for 

growth in their leading responsibilities, spiritual journey and ongoing formation and to grow 

a common and consistent language.”62 Throughout this framework, we can see the 

importance placed on the ongoing formation and consistent use of formation language to 

shape culture in Lutheran schools.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
59 Lutheran Education Australia. Pathways; Spiritual Focus, Theological Focus and Vocational Focus. 
60 Equip is the LEA formation program needed for CST teachers.  
61 Growing Deep, Online version, accessed 11 December 2020, http://growingdeep.lutheran.edu.au/.   
62 Growing Deep, Purposes, Hardcopy version, 4. 



27 
 

Methodology and Case Study 
 

Having defined formation and reviewed the literature, I will outline my research 

design, describe my methodology, and evaluate why these methods were chosen. In the case 

study, I will provide the background to the school and interview participants before describing 

their definitions and purposes of formation and the use of formation language. I will then 

analyse the individual interviews of teachers and school leaders on the themes and challenges 

that emerged.  

 

3.1 Methodology and Epistemology 

To delve into the experience of staff in their formation in a Lutheran school, a case 

study methodology was used. The method used to obtain these case studies was semi-

structured interviews. As will be described in more detail later, this methodology was chosen 

to allow staff experience to emerge, hear their encounters with formation, and give the 

human data some substance. 

As this is qualitative research, I am using a social constructivist epistemology with an 

interpretivist paradigm to explore staff experience of formation and analyse the drivers and 

inhibitors of formation in their school culture. One of the advantages of working from a 

constructivist epistemology, according to Baxter and Jack is:  

The close collaboration between the researcher and the participant while 
enabling participants to tell their stories (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Through these 
stories, the participants are able to describe their views of reality and this 
enables the researcher to better understand the participants’ actions (Lather, 
1992; Robottom & Hart, 1993).63   
 

According to Swinton in a constructivist approach: 

Meaning emerges from the shared interaction of individuals…human behaviour and 
understanding are seen to be an active process of construction and interpretation in 
which human beings together endeavour to define the nature of their particular social 
settings and encounters and is so doing make sense of and participate appropriately 
in their social, psychological, physical and spiritual environments.64  

 
63 Pamela Baxter and Susan Jack, “Qualitative case study methodology: Study design and implementation for 
novice researchers,” The Qualitative Report 13, no.4 (2008): 545. 
64 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research. 2nd ed. London: SCM, 2016, 
34. 
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In terms of a theological epistemology, Geoffrey and Ruth Butler, building on the 

thoughts of Tom Christianson, state that a Lutheran philosophy of knowledge will always, 

“make space for a deeper understanding of human knowing beyond the technical…It must 

acknowledge both good and evil: the Imago Dei and the sinner…Lutheran schools practise a 

hopeful realism in their management and their epistemology.”65 These are some of the ways 

of knowing I will be operating from as a researcher in the Lutheran theological tradition.   

 

3.1.1 Research Design 

To explore the experience of staff in their formation, I undertook a descriptive case 

study from one particular school. The school was selected from a K-12 Lutheran college in 

Queensland, which had a stable leadership of principal and pastor and demonstrated a 

capacity to build a positive formational culture. After approvals were received from LEA and 

the University of Divinity, the college principal and pastor were emailed an invitation to 

participate in the research. A phone conversation occurred with these two leaders to outline 

the purpose and details of the research. The staff volunteered via the recruiting of the school’s 

principal and pastor. Participants were required to be staff who had been teaching in the 

school for at least five years to give the study more meaning and better analyse its formation 

culture. Once the interviewees were selected, they were emailed the Plain Language 

Statement (PLS) and Personal Consent Form (PCF). The visit to the school site involved 

interviewing four staff members in three separate interviews on one day. Interviewee one, 

the secondary teacher and interviewee two, the primary teacher, were interviewed 

individually, while the principal and pastor were interviewed together.  

At the beginning of each interview, the PLS was verbally outlined and given to the 

participants in hardcopy form. The participants also gave their informed consent by signing 

the PCF. The case study was conducted through face to face interviews, which were planned 

for ninety minutes each. The interview questions (Appendix B) were open-ended and worded 

in such a way as to highlight the experiences staff have had in their spiritual, theological and 

vocational development within their school. The interviews were also semi-structured to 

allow for follow-up questions to go further into the individual and school culture's formation 

experience. The interviews were audio-recorded via a mobile phone application. The 

 
65 Geoffrey and Ruth Butler, “Crucial conversations: a teacher’s journey over 40 years in Lutheran schools,” 
Lutheran Theological Journal 51, no.1 (May 2017): 22. 
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interviewer also used a journal to record significant body language and other non-verbal 

communication. After revisions and editing, a copy of the interview transcripts was emailed 

to each interviewee for accuracy and approval. After the interview transcripts were approved 

by the participants and returned to the researcher, they were entered into NVivio software, 

and coding was begun.  

In each of the three interviews, the transcripts of the two teachers and the combined 

leaders were coded. The interviews were coded for concepts, correlations, differences, and 

themes that emerged each time the transcripts were read. The NVivio software was used to 

code the data according to formation language, formation descriptions, ideal formation, the 

reality of formation and key formation stories. Further, codes were created around formation 

challenges and signifiers of a possible formation culture. To help organise the culture data 

Ron Ritchhart’s cultural forces were used,66 particularly the time, opportunity, routines, 

modelling, and expectations elements. These categories from Ritchhart were helpful signifiers 

of the priorities, resources, and validity a school structure gives to the formation of its staff. 

They helped break down the culture of the school into demonstrable elements for analysis. 

To comply with confidentiality requirements, all audio recordings, interview transcripts and 

files were accessed via a password-protected computer. All electronic files were deidentified, 

and the interviewee’s names were not used, and the case study school was unidentified.  

 

3.1.2 Reasons for Methodology and Design 

A major reason for choosing the case study methodology is the ability to go in-depth 

into the individual’s experience of formation and tease out staff experience phenomena. This 

methodology enables insights into the school culture and provides general evidence to make 

conclusions about the overall school culture of formation. An advantage of the case study 

face-to-face interview is that this picks up on the interviewee’s behavioural cues, emotion, 

and body language compared to an online video interview. Conducting the interviews via 

video conferencing was a real possibility due to state government restrictions on schools 

during the Covid pandemic. Another strength of the case study methodology is the 

 
66 Ritchhart, 6-10. 
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transferrable knowledge one begins to create and the descriptive language that can speak 

into a school and Lutheran schools' specific context more generally.67 

In undertaking this case study, I hoped that the interviewees would readily identify 

the challenges I had experienced in my role of staff formation. I came to this research with 

the assumption that what I found challenging would readily be reflected in staff experience 

in the case study school. This was true to some extent with the data of the school leadership. 

However, the teaching staff interviewed both had very positive formation experiences in their 

school context, with significant alignment and growth from the LEA formation programs and 

personally. Also, the bias of my own particular formation journey in Lutheran educational 

institutions was evident in the research process. At times, the assumption that the way I was 

formed in Lutheran schools was an appropriate way for staff to be formed in schools today 

surfaced in my thinking and writing. Appropriation of the past into a changed contemporary 

context is always problematic. Acknowledging these assumptions and working with them 

throughout the research process was necessary. No qualitative researcher is purely objective, 

but as Swinton and Mowat point out when, “reflexivity is… carried out by the researcher 

throughout the research project that enables (them) to monitor and respond to (their) 

contributions to the proceedings.”68  

A part of the human research I would change was how teaching staff were recruited 

for interviewing. When I liaised with the college pastor about selecting a secondary school 

participant, the pastor communicated this could be hard. Apart from the criteria of staff 

having worked at the school for five years, I did not specify that I wanted a general subject 

secondary teacher who had not taught CST and participated extensively in LEA formation 

programs. In the recruitment process, I was not specific enough about selecting a person from 

that general secondary teaching demographic mentioned in the introduction. This group of 

teachers who have not come from a Christian background and do not teach CST could have 

contributed quite differently to the interview questions, particularly to the challenges of 

formation. 

 

 
67 Kurt Schoch, “Case Study Research” in Gary Burkholder, Kimberley Cox, Linda Crawford and John Hitchcock. 
ed. Research Design and Methods; An Applied Guide for the Scholar-Practitioner. Thousand Oak: Sage 
Publications, 2019, 246-247. 
68 Swinton and Mowat, 57. 
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3.2 Case Study 

3.2.1 School Background 

The case study school selected is a K-12 Lutheran College in Queensland, which is 

located on two separate campuses, primary and secondary. The school has a population of 

1200 students and 150 staff. It was initially a two entity school, with the Primary School 

started first by the local Lutheran congregation, then the Secondary School sometime later. 

Seventeen years ago, the two schools amalgamated into one college. As will become 

apparent, the school’s historical development is significant when analysing the dynamics of 

the culture of formation.   

 

3.2.2 Participant Background 

Teaching staff 

Interviewee one was a late-career humanities teacher from the secondary campus. 

Although primary trained, they were a secondary teacher, having taught at the school for 

twelve years. Prior to that, they had taught in an Anglican School and before that in various 

government schools in another state. This person was a middle leader, having taught CST 

most years and at one time being an acting Head of CST. They had been a curriculum leader 

and were currently working in the school library. The individual was also a formation leader 

for the school and beyond. Interviewee one had also joined the Lutheran congregation 

worshipping at the school.  

Interviewee two was an early to mid-career year one teacher from the primary 

campus. This person had taught at the school for five to six years, and before that, they were 

teaching in another local independent public school. Interviewee two had also been a former 

student of the secondary campus in their senior years and was a current primary school 

parent. Interviewee two was not worshipping or connected to any local Christian church.  

 

School Leaders 

In terms of the school leadership, the principal had been in their role for just over ten 

years. The principal’s religious background involved involvement in evangelistic church 

groups, Bible studies, and student groups at university. The college pastor was an ordained 

pastor of the LCA, having been at the school for over seventeen years. His role had changed 
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from initially being pastor to the Junior Campus with a distinct missional orientation, to now 

being the sole pastor for the whole college community. 

 

3.3 Case Study Analysis 

3.3.1 Definitions 

Responses to the question, ‘How might you describe formation?’ ranged from the 

theological and educational to the missional and personal for each of the teachers. 

Interviewee one confirmed that formation is about the alignment of the individual with the 

ethos and purpose of the Lutheran school, as well as an appreciation of what Lutheran 

theology is and how it applies in a school setting. This very much backs up Bartsch’s approach 

from the literature review, that Lutheran theology is to be in dialogue with the educational 

practice of teachers in a Lutheran school. It also highlights the argument that a Lutheran 

school’s identity is not necessarily found in a critical mass of Lutheran staff but in the 

professional and theological conversations amongst staff. Conversations that link classroom 

practice with the theology of the church are critical for deep formation. Interviewee two 

responded to this definition question in a more personal and missional way, stating her 

opinion of formation as a personal journey of growth, connection and understanding in their 

relationship with God.  

When it came to the school leaders’ responses to describing formation, the principal’s 

answer was more from the lens of leadership and collaboration. For her, formation is helping 

staff or students on their journey of spiritual growth and understanding. Like the teachers, 

the principal highlighted the differing journeys for staff but articulated the importance of 

deepening the understanding and practice in that formation process, so there is a unified 

coherence. The pastor described formation similarly, as an alignment with Lutheran theology. 

Importantly for him was the missional goal of not only providing information but also opening 

the door for a deeper relationship with Christ.  

 

3.3.2 Language  

At first, both teachers reacted negatively to using the term ‘formation’ in their school 

setting. Even though interviewee one operated as a leader in formation in her school and 

further afield, she responded in the negative when asked if she used the term ‘formation’ in 

her school context. She indicated she did use the term when communicating and planning 
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with the school pastor and leaders but not on the classroom level with colleagues. She 

expressed the discomfort some teachers feel with the term, ‘formation’, which is perceived 

as being formed or moulded in a particular way.  

Interviewee one did suggest that if it grew to be common language in a school over 

time, she would be happy to use it. Likewise, interviewee two indicated that, ‘formation’ was 

not a term she used or heard used at her school. When questioned further, she did express 

that she had a positive response to the term and very much linked it to, “learning and growth” 

and “understanding more about God and your relationship with him.” As the interview 

progressed, interviewee two frequently used formation language to describe her experience 

of spiritual growth; both personally, professionally and vocationally. At one point during the 

interview, she inadvertently used the word, “transformation” instead of formation to 

describe her teaching experience in a Lutheran school. This indicated to me that she did 

indeed understand the language of formation at a deeper level. She was cognisant that 

formation does involve transformative change by God in a person. This comment also 

demonstrates how some staff might not be aware of or able to express the formation 

experiences that happens for them, especially if they are not given the time, space and 

language for reflection. These comments on the use of formation language at this school site 

were also evident in the principal and pastor's responses.  

 

3.3.3 Purposes 

In responding to the question, “What do you understand is the purpose of formation 

in a Lutheran school?” interviewee one gave a detailed response, while interviewee two 

struggled to answer. Interviewee one outlined her journey of growth in her understanding of 

Lutheranism as well as responding to the purpose question. To the latter, she responded with 

statements like, “establishing a common understanding of Lutheran theology”, but then she 

pondered the changing makeup of staff in her school and that when she first started teaching 

in Lutheran schools:  

We had teachers who came with no faith, so for them, it was important that 
they have some awareness of where the heart and mind of Lutheran education. 
These days at this college, we have a higher number of people who would 
identity as being of Christian faith. So now it is more of a question of aligning 
those people with the finer elements and also some of the bigger ideas.  
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This refining of the purpose of formation in the school’s changed staff situation was intriguing 

and explained further by her personal reflection of her journey in Lutheran theology and 

spirituality, “One of the things that struck me of the Lutheran system when I came is that I 

kept on hearing this word ‘grace’ all the time… I think one of the bigger words in formation is 

grace… That’s one of the keys of formation.” There is a specific Lutheran view on grace that 

is different from other Christian theological traditions that this staff member took on board. 

A clarity on the gospel and the action of God in a person’s life that is distinguished from any 

human merit or works.  

Interviewee two initially had trouble answering this purpose question, but after given 

time to reflect, she responded in terms of, “going through” that journey of “growth and 

understanding”. As well as adding the thought, “They probably would like us to be attached 

to the church of the school although I am not…. You are asking very challenging questions.” 

This indicated to me some tension within her thinking that she knew the missional purpose 

of Lutheran education, but this understanding also included an expectation of worship at the 

school's congregation.   

The principal responded to the purpose of formation in a gospel, mission orientated 

way, with the language of formation. She stated that formation is, “about shaping someone’s 

faith through the experience they have...a Lutheran school is somewhere where people 

should experience the gospel, witness the gospel being lived… So for me forming is in the 

direction of the gospel, the relationship with Christ, growth with Christ.” The principal had a 

clear vision of what formation is theologically and why and how Lutheran schools do it. She 

also had a clear focus on the gospel in her leadership of the school and a deep awareness of 

and capacity to model it to staff, students and parents. Elsewhere in the interview, she 

expressed the purpose of her leadership of the school in terms of influencing others with the 

gospel. Evidence also surfaced of her personally leading staff formation groups regularly.    

 

3.3.4 Case Study Themes and Challenges 

In the following section, four broad themes and their challenges are identified from 

the case study. Initially, several threads surfaced when the data was read. These were first 

noted and then put to the side. Then as the interviewees were read and re-read numerous 

times, connections, correlations, challenges evolved. These concepts were compared with the 

threads first noted and then enlarged over time by cross-referencing their frequency to 
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develop the following four themes. This analysis will now provide evidence of these themes 

and interpret what it means for my research questions. The four themes are:  

1. Time for professional and personal growth of staff. 

2. Christian culture and worship life of the school.  

3. Listening and learning from others.  

4. The missional effect of formation.  

 

3.3.4.1 Time for Professional and Personal Growth 

The first of these themes is the close connection between the interviewees’ 

professional growth as teachers and their personal spiritual growth. Both teachers who were 

at different points in their careers and faith had grown significantly and deeply in their 

teaching practice, spirituality and connection to Christian community through their time in a 

Lutheran school. This growth had a specific effect on their relationships at school, home and 

congregation. The secondary teacher’s positive involvement in the LEA accreditation and 

formation programs, particularly the relational and reflective aspects of Pathways and Equip, 

contributed to this personal and professional growth.  

She acknowledged the importance of aspects like extended time for reflective learning 

and personal enquiry to go deeper into the biblical narratives for the sake of better teaching. 

In terms of the GD framework, staff realising that no matter what their role is in a Lutheran 

school, they are leaders who have the capacity and opportunity to influence others in their 

formation. For the primary teacher, it was when she was involved in teaching CST and the 

Bible to her students and leading devotions with staff peers that deeper connections were 

made.  

Pathways has been a very key integral part of my formation…The other one 
that comes to mind is Equip…as well as submitting the final portfolio at the 
end…Pathways being spread over the year gave me time to reflect and to 
reflect on my teaching with my students…being drawn out for that length of 
time. 
 
I guess there are the formal programs, but then there are other things… I will 
often read a daily devotion on the computer. I make time to make my own 
personal connections and to spend time with God myself praying…even just 
through listening to morning devotions led by other staff members there is 
formation happening inside me all the time when I am listening to them and 
reflecting on them. I am making more time to make those connections…  I guess 
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that is part of my formation with the girls at home reading the bible and with the 
kids in my class through our morning devotions. 
 

For the secondary teacher, when she was involved in teaching Equip to other teachers, she 

indicated a desire for deeper understanding and learning: 

Having the information I needed to facilitate Equip led me on a journey of 
professional and personal enquiry. That leads me on to personal readings…(An 
example given on further research into a biblical passage using commentaries)…I 
didn’t need that for the professional part, but certainly it formed me and my 
theology, so the two went hand in hand…I think teaching Christian Studies is a 
strong contributor to my own spiritual formation because it requires me to 
reflect and know where I am coming from if I am teaching it. 
 

An authentic deep formation experience for these teachers involved working and struggling 

with the biblical text by teaching it or leading devotional practices with staff and students. 

There was a strong correlation between teaching CST and deep formation experiences.  

One of the challenges of developing deep growth at both the personal and 

professional level for staff is carving out time to regularly learn the bible and faith together. 

There is never enough time to do everything that is needed in a school, and formation can 

seem to come at the end of the priority list. However, having whole formation experiences 

where processes are built upon, and staff are not missing bits due to school commitments is 

invaluable. Viewing time for staff formation differently from the rest of school time is crucial. 

The way we approach time for formation and use time for the formation journey is a major 

factor in aiding or inhibiting the development of a school's formation culture. 

 

3.3.4.2 Christian Culture and Worship Life  

Another theme that emerged was a deep appreciation of the school's Christian 

culture, particularly in terms of the worship life and devotional practices. For both staff, 

teaching in a Lutheran school involved an expanding journey of Christian faith and a growing 

understanding of the essential practices of a Lutheran school. For both teachers, this growth 

of understanding and appreciation involved being in a position where they had to teach the 

Christian faith and lead devotions for students and staff. It involved them reconceptualising 

the Christian life and Lutheran understandings of things such as grace and the gospel. 

Importantly for this research, it also involved an engagement and appreciation of the worship 

life of the school and why it is regularly practised. A key story of deep formation in this thesis 
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is interviewee two, who described her changed mindset over the expected routine of weekly 

staff devotions:  

Initially, when I arrived I was quite frustrated by morning devotion because I 
wanted to be in my room at 8.15-8.30…setting up and organised for the day…It 
quickly became part of the expected morning routine…we are in the staff room 
together, we are having a devotion, someone is reading a bible verse having a 
discussion and reflection. That is a time of growth and learning…that really 
became an important part of my day… That’s an important part of college 
formation. 

To go deeper into this switched thinking, I asked another follow-up question; ‘What changed 

for you to be open to that morning devotion time?’. She responded: 

I wasn’t shut off to the idea of it being a devotion it was just that I wanted to 
get into my room and get ready for the day. I think it was just a shift in 
routine…in the way the day should begin and I also think actually being a busy 
Mum started to play a role in it. I could sit down from 8.15 to 8.30 have that 
moment of stillness…and learn to listen to what we were discussing before the 
busyness restarted again. 
 
The change in mindset for this teacher to see times of worship and devotion as a 

different, yet important use of time, was pivotal for her formation. This is a significant barrier 

and opportunity for new staff in Lutheran schools who have not been immersed in a Christian 

community before. Profound formation experiences that involve a complete change of 

thinking and understanding of purpose seem to need what the biblical writers would call 

kairos rather than chronos time.69 An authentic connection of staff to the school's worship 

life is paramount to the potential of deep formation. Engagement with the devotional 

practices of a school is arguably a touchstone for spiritual and theological growth. The amount 

of engagement across a staff group in the worship and devotional life of a school is a great 

aid or inhibitor of authentic formation. A challenge in this theme is that some staff who have 

no experience of regularly gathering for worship do get frustrated with prime school time 

being used for chapel and devotions.  

An example of growth in understanding of Christian faith, the gospel, Lutheran 

theology and spirituality are also included in the following responses from interviewee one 

and two: 

I often comment when I was a teenager, I was heavily involved in Youth Groups, 
and I considered myself a strong Christian person... I think I was a bit of a 

 
69 Positive psychologists would call this kairos time ‘flow’. 
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pharisee (laughs)….When I look back at that teenager, someone needed to tell 
me what the real message of Christian faith is. And I think that is what working 
in the Lutheran system has given me.  
 
In the very first Pathways activity pastor said, tell us a little bit about your 
relationship with God or your story. I remember saying to him…that I was a 
good person and I had good morals, I meant that I was religious...part of my 
formation now is that I understand that being a good person and having good 
morals is not part of being a Christian.  

 
Change in understanding the Christian life from being religious, a good person with good 

morals to a grace centred, Christ initiated view of faith is evidence of a deep, authentic 

experience of Lutheran formation and spirituality. Once again, this change in understanding 

occurred only after a long period of reflection for the teachers. 

 

3.3.4.3 Listening and Learning from others 

This theme of staff having an openness to listening and learning from the formation 

stories of others emerged strongly from the interviewees. The responses of interviewee two 

showed that Lutheran formation can only be done in community with others when people 

are open to listen and learn from others. Or, to put it another way, the faith is often caught 

more than taught. Further, the storytelling of these formation experiences are seminal for the 

faith development of other staff. Interviewee two said: 

There's one lady on staff that I love listening to her story of formation. I feel like 
she has had this complete change of mindset and growth from what she learnt 
as a catholic girl to now. I do think that shapes my formation when I have those 
in-depth conversations about their journey...I think through those 
conversations and opportunities to connect with each other they are part of 
my formation too. 
 
A challenge to this theme was that there was a ready acknowledgement that everyone 

in a school community is on a different stage of their spiritual and faith journey. Not everyone 

in the staffroom or in devotions is open to talking and reflecting on their spiritual 

development. Listening and learning from others cannot be forced when it comes to 

encouraging the faith and is antithetical to a Lutheran understanding of formation, which is 

always invitational. The starting point for any formation experience needs to be a safe place 

where teachers can inquire and ask questions. Where this atmosphere or culture does not 

exist in a school deep, authentic formation will be severely limited. Having places of openness 
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where people can freely explore the Christian faith without fear of fitting in or being dropped 

into the deep end is vital—being empathetic to where people are in their spiritual and 

theological development, not confrontational. Making people feel comfortable in a Lutheran 

school of exploring spirituality requires high trust levels. Skilled formation facilitators, who 

can develop a trusted place where people listen and learn from others is critical. This is part 

of the DNA of a faithful and effective culture of formation.     

A secondary challenge from this theme is being Lutheran in our formation, yet at the 

same time being ecumenical in the sense of affirming those staff who are affiliated with other 

Christian traditions. Highlighting, developing and sustaining a Lutheran identity and ethos but 

also encouraging the common ground and similarities, rather than the denominational 

differences, is important for that growing demographic of 'other' Christian staff.70   

 

3.3.4.4 Missional Effect of Formation 

The fourth theme identified is the missional effect of formation in a Lutheran school. 

By ‘missional effect’, I mean that over time teaching in a Lutheran school can lead to 

significant change in the person as they experience the gospel. This can become evident 

through transformation in their personal or professional lives, a changed understanding of 

the Christian faith, or a commitment to a particular faith community. For interviewee one, 

who had been a lifelong Christian, the missional effect of teaching in a Lutheran school was 

initially learning elements of Lutheran theology. This, in turn, led to teaching it to students in 

CST and then building on it in teaching fellow staff. Part of this formation journey was a 

reconceptualising of the Christian life through a Lutheran understanding of grace and the 

gospel. This finally led to interviewee one joining the Lutheran church worshipping at their 

school site, even though she was reluctant at first and came from another denomination.  

For interviewee two, who could be described as a 'lapsed catholic', the missional effect 

was phrased in terms of personal spiritual growth, with terms such as, “journey”, growth in 

“understanding more about God”, “your relationship with him” and “my connection with 

God” used. This faith development very much included her children and her family 

relationships at home:  

I guess there are formal programs, but then there are other things…like I 
suppose myself…I will often read a daily devotion on the computer. I make time 

 
70 See Figures 1 and 2 in the introduction. 
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to make my own personal connections and to spend time with God myself 
praying… I do spend a lot more time with God in the mornings or when I am 
lying in bed at night and tucking my children into bed. In my journey, I am 
making more time to make those connections.  

 
Her development as a CST teacher, teaching bible stories in the classroom and leading 

devotions for students and staff, was intertwined with her personal spiritual growth:  

I will often read the bible at home with the girls. It is usually lead by the girls 
who say Mummy can we read it together? But I guess that is part of my 
formation with the girls at home reading the bible and with the kids in my class 
through our morning devotions. 

 
This was compounded by her role as a parent of two children who were students at her 

school. Their questioning of her as a parent, led to a growing faith of both children and parent, 

to the point of her children desiring to be baptised, with the added challenge of her husband  

being at a different stage:  

A challenge for me personally is…that my husband does not have a relationship 
with God. So there might be moments at home when I am talking to God, or I 
might be praying with the girls. That’s a challenge because he is not going down 
that path, whereas our children are constantly going down that path, and 
recently they have asked to be baptised. 

 

A surprising final self-revelation by interviewee two was her perception that her 

formation experiences happened more as an adult, teaching in the school rather than when 

she was a student of the school: 

I went to high school here…so really, in years 11 and 12, the only thing I can 
really remember of Christian Studies was singing at chapels…the acolytes 
walking forward…lighting the candles…praying…but… I'm not sure a lot of that 
was key in my formation. I think my formation personally has happened in the 
last six years…from the moment I arrived here…as an adult. 
 
This awareness of adult formation rather than student formation raises several 

questions. Do Lutheran schools engage with secondary, particularly senior students' 

spirituality, in a meaningful and long-lasting way? Is the effectiveness of student formation 

hampered by the developmental growth and life stage of the individual? Not every student 

experiences the same journey as this teacher did in her school, so does this point to different 

faith development stages for older students, emerging adults and adults who teach in 

Lutheran schools, and the need to differentiate formation programs and processes?  A further 
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challenge of this theme is enabling staff to see how their formation encourages students' 

formation.  
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Improving Formation Culture 
 

Having analysed the case study material, I will begin to suggest possible ways to 

improve a school’s formation culture through the lens of a Lutheran theology of formation. 

To do this, I will first outline the culture of formation in the case study school, before finishing 

with the implications for staff and student formation, recommendations, further research and 

a conclusion.   

 

4.1 Formation Culture in the Case Study School 

This school’s journey of improving its formation culture reflects its background and 

context, two schools on differing sites amalgamating to become one college. This history 

brings its dynamics and challenges in working with staff and encouraging a whole school 

culture. A turning point for the principal that kickstarted a changed approach to the formation 

of staff was the following incident:  

I was horrified…when I did one of the staff not appraisal, but performance 
management. The staff member had been on staff for ten, fifteen years in the 
high school, and she was unaware that the Bible has an Old and New 
Testament….I was floored. Pastor, how is it possible someone immersed in this 
environment doesn’t even have a clue? I didn’t expect them to know every 
book in each of the Testaments, but at least before Christ and after Christ, 
Genesis the first book, Revelation the last and the four Gospels. It just kind of 
reflected to me that the way Pathways was happening at the Senior Campus 
was not really working. 

 
Together, with reflection and dialogue with the pastor about his drip-feeding formation 

programs to the junior campus staff, this incident led to a change of formation culture on the 

secondary site and the whole college. The principal, who was leading the Pathways program 

on the senior campus, was observant enough to notice the good things her pastor was doing, 

and motivated by her spiritual journey, was able to come to the point of driving positive 

formational change on the secondary campus. In initiating this change the principal was very 

mindful of overt formation language. With the different makeup of secondary staff’s religious 

identity, she indicated that, “the staff on the senior campus were not predominately 

practising. I knew I would scare them to death if I used the term ‘Bible Study’…so we came up 

with the term ‘Growth Groups’.” At first, the principal and pastor faced intense challenges in 



43 
 

establishing a new formation culture of weekly ‘growth groups’ for staff. The pastor indicated 

the conflict involved in this culture change, “Hostility is what you got on the other campus. It 

was horrible. It was such a contrast between the two spirits of the school….At the start, I had 

some people quite angry at me. They came to me and said this isn’t (name of school). I said 

we had tried this at the Junior School, and it has worked well… eventually, those people left.” 

After initiating this change of formation culture, the makeup of staff changed too.  

Several topics, ways of delivery, and facilitators were tried across both campuses in 

developing the ‘growth groups’. Over time, it was refined to include a cyclical system of LEA 

formation programs, including Pathways and now Connect, GD and other Lutheran 

educational emphases. The pastor explained:  

First year everyone does Connect. Second year everyone does Growing Deep. 
Third year everyone does Restorative and Service Learning. And fourth year we 
are looking at a theological (program) so people can get into the CST and what 
we teach in CST. It is systematic, and everyone gets covered… there is good 
theology being given to staff.  
 

Reflecting on this formation journey of developing and refining these ‘growth groups’ over 

ten years, the principal evaluated it this way:  

We feel like it has been working and it has made a difference. Over the years, 
we can’t ask people to lead when we don’t have practising Christians or those 
who are confident… We have staff who are non-practising, or they were 
baptised and never returned to church during their time with us…those who 
have joined us recently…have found that the environment…the growth groups 
can talk about all things spiritual, life, and connections, practical stuff that they 
feel they gain greater insight…I think staff have grown in their understanding 
and capability to engage in those conversations but, more importantly also in 
their personal commitment.  

According to the principal and the teaching staff interviewed, what aided this formation 

change was the regular ongoing time in the school day for staff to grow personally and 

professionally in a safe environment. After the staff change, formation expectations were 

accepted, and the formation processes and structures were improved over time. Formation 

language developed as leaders and staff encouraged spiritual and theological growth 

through trusted relationships and interactions. To summarise, using Ritchhart’s Cultural 

Forces, the school’s formation culture was developed in the following ways: 
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4.2 Implications for Formation in Lutheran Schools 

4.2.1 Implications for Staff Formation 

What surprised me in this case study is how missional formation can be when 

prioritised and done well in a school. When there is a culture of ongoing formation 

opportunities, acceptance and openness to the expectations of the school, the missional 

effect can be significant on individual staff. Significant to making deep connections within the 

family, with local church communities and with the person’s sense of purpose in teaching in 

a Lutheran school. As the two teachers of the case study shows, there is great potential and 

alignment for formation among CST teachers in a Lutheran school. Through their specific 

roles, these generalist primary and specific CST secondary teachers are in a prime position to 

grow deeper in their faith, biblical literacy, appreciation of Lutheran theology and sense of 

vocation.  

Conversely, formation experiences and opportunities need to be differentiated for the 

specialised secondary teachers who are focused on their subject area and do not teach CST. 

Cultural Force Evidence in Case Study School  
Time School leadership allocating paid time for “Growth 

Groups” as well as extended time for reflection through 
ongoing formation processes 

Opportunities Providing purposeful formation activities on Lutheran 
educational emphases to engage staff’s personal and 
professional capabilities 

Routines and Structures The introduction and improvement of a cyclical formation 
process for all staff to grow spiritually, theologically and 
vocationally 

Language Using formation language and terms for school leaders yet 
translating them when needed to provide staff with a 
vocabulary for describing their growth, spirituality, the 
biblical record and theology 

Modelling School leadership and some staff modelling a growing 
faith as people search spiritually and question 
theologically so that formation stories are discussed, 
shared and made visible. An authentic witness to the 
gospel and God’s grace 

Interactions and 
Relationships 

School leadership showing respect for where staff are at in 
their own spiritual journeys and some staff encouraging 
the professional formation conversations  

Expectations School leadership setting an agenda of understanding that 
ongoing formation is required to teach in a Lutheran 
school and staff building on this 

Environment Making formation visible and arranging space to facilitate 
deep/thoughtful formation experiences  
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This is evident in the secondary teacher’s response. She ideally wanted, “all staff to have an 

Equip experience, so they had an opportunity to look at those twelve key ideas and the 

theology that sits behind them.” She readily recognised that in the secondary school, if you 

are not a CST teacher, “you can also most slip by without engaging in theology too much.” For 

teachers who do not explicitly teach biblical narratives and their theological aspects, specific 

formation experiences are needed. Specific ongoing relationships with school leaders are 

needed for them to be encouraged to continue to grow in a deep sustained way in their 

theological and spiritual development. For interviewee one, this surfaced in her thinking 

about improving the cyclic formation programs the school had developed, revisiting the 

theology, and for staff to have the space to ask the questions, not necessarily to give the 

answers.   

Initial LEA formation programs are a great starting point for staff new to a Lutheran 

school, but their effectiveness can be hampered by how they are delivered in a local school 

setting. The story of the principal’s turning point71 illustrates this point clearly. As indicated 

in the case study, if new staff do not connect with Connect in their first or second year, and 

then there is no intentional formation work to build on this, the result will weaken the school's 

formation outcome. When asked what she would ideally like to see in formation, the primary 

teacher said, “Staff would be participating in those Connect programs early on in their arrival 

at the school. That is integral…going through that journey quite early on is important.” 

Moreover, what formation opportunities are planned for these staff when they finish their 

official LEA accreditation? What system for ongoing formation and formation opportunities is 

in place in the school? As the primary teacher said, “If Pathways (and Equip) is done and 

dusted in your first one or two years of teaching and there is nothing else, when are you 

having those regular opportunities to learn more…keeping you up to date and 

maintaining…growing deeper?” This is a crucial question for leaders as they assess the 

effectiveness of their school’s formation culture.  

The other intriguing part of this case study was the leaders’ journey in changing the 

school’s overall formation culture. The principal and pastor’s story of how they saw formation 

not happening faithfully in one section of the school, the effect of transporting the model 

from the primary to the secondary campus, the change in staff makeup and staff selection, 

 
71 See page 41. 
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and then the intentional system of delivery for differing formational content including LEA 

programs and emphases, all highlight a vision and deliberate intention to change the 

formation culture of the school. These two key leaders worked together collaboratively to 

change staff’s mindset and engage them in authentic, ongoing formation experiences, with 

the possibility of deep growth.  

If Lutheran schools value lifelong learning for students, then this also includes lifelong 

learning for staff. Learning the gospel, the scriptures, Lutheran theology and spirituality. 

Ongoing theological and spiritual development needs to be included in each staff member's 

professional learning and development beyond the official accreditation programs. Regular 

and ongoing formation experiences that build on what has been done in the past will bring 

substance. As the secondary teacher said: 

There needs to be opportunity to revisit…exploring from different avenues all 
the time that is what gives depth, revisiting theological principles so that we 
get depth and don’t do that skimming across the top…You build on theology 
and how it compares with what you have seen before…I don’t think it is a tick 
the box and you’ve done it, you’re accredited…there is a need to revisit and 
revisit and change the way you revisit.  

 

4.2.2 Implications for Student Formation 

In this case study, staff and school leaders recognised the importance of staff 

formation and a deep formation culture, so that students have formative experiences. 

Interviewee one highlighted the importance of open theological enquiry and authenticity 

amongst staff so that formation flows towards students, particularly in the secondary sphere. 

This was in contrast to the direct experience of interviewee two, who saw that formation was 

unrecognisable as a senior student, but authentic real and personal, while she was a staff 

member. Why is this so? Is this a perception or maturity problem? Or does it underlie a deeper 

issue for students in Lutheran schools, particularly secondary students? This is something that 

Bartsch notes there is anecdotal evidence for in his work.72 How does the culture of students, 

or particular cohorts of students, inhibit or drive the possibility of deep formation? Does a 

positive culture of exploring faith and spiritual formation depend on a critical mass of students 

being open, or a pedagogical approach that engages enquiry and authentic, honest reflection 

and discussion? Or, do Lutheran schools need to research further the dynamics of peer 

 
72 Bartsch, A God who Speaks and Acts, 214. 
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pressure and student spirituality for student formation to be more effective? Also, what is the 

effect of deep transformative formation of staff on the students they teach, especially in the 

secondary context? These are all valuable areas of research yet to be investigated. 

 

4.2.3 Implications for enhancing Lutheran Identity 

What helps makes a Lutheran school authentically Lutheran? Is it the name ‘Lutheran’ 

in its marketing and branding? Is it a close connection with the LCA and its congregations? Is 

it a place where Lutheran theology informs educational practice and dialogues with it? Or Is 

it a place where there is a critical mass of Lutheran staff, or at least staff who support a 

Lutheran ethos?  

This case study would suggest that the school leadership placed a high level of 

importance on the critical mass of staff being genuinely supportive of a Lutheran and Christian 

spirituality. This then led to a school culture of staff being purposefully formed in Lutheran 

theology and spirituality. For the case study teachers, their personal and professional 

formation was primarily driven by a school environment that supported their ongoing 

learning and dialogue of Lutheran theology and educational practice. These interconnections 

enhanced by their teaching of CST and engagement with the school’s worship life led to a 

missional effect of varying degrees. Formational learning that is interconnected between 

staff, students, and leaders, and aware of the opportunities, time, expectations, structures, 

language, modelling, and relationships, will change a school culture and help make it 

authentically Lutheran. For staff who are not yet Christian, and those from varying Christian 

traditions, learning and reconceptualising the clarity of God’s grace in the life and death of 

Jesus Christ is pivotal for the Lutheran school. The Lutheran identity of a school can grow 

when there is a culture of staff intentionally and purposefully formed in Lutheran theology, 

spirituality, and educational practice. Also, in a context of trust where dialogue and genuine 

professional and personal growth leads to a growing sense of vocation. 

 

4.3 Recommendations 

To make the most of the challenges and opportunities of the theological and spiritual 

formation of staff in Lutheran schools, this research recommends that schools and school 

leadership: 
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• Redeem the language of formation for staff in local school contexts through gentle 

encouragement. To translate Christian terms when needed, but also to educate that 

formation is an activity of God, as staff learn the value of community, particularly 

worshipping in the Lutheran school community. 

• Provide formation experiences that invite a change of mindset, routine, and 

expectation. Create a different sense of time from the busyness of school life for 

formation programs, activities, and experiences.    

• Provide time and space for staff to be still, reflect, listen to scripture, and share one 

another’s formation stories. To draw out in people an openness to learn spiritually 

and theologically, why we do what we do in a Lutheran school. 

• Provide opportunities for staff, wherever they are on their spiritual journey, to 

dialogue with a Lutheran understanding of the gospel and Christian faith. Formation 

experiences in a Lutheran school have to provide space for enquiry and questions 

about what the gospel is, and a growing awareness of the clarity of God’s grace for us 

in Christ. To fail to provide these opportunities is to fail to provide Lutheran formation.  

• View formation as a vital missional activity of the school of the church. The purpose 

of a Lutheran school, or whatever Lutheran entity it might be, is to do its core business 

but also to further the mission of the church in its particular context and in its 

particular way.  

• Provide intentional strategies for ongoing formation opportunities and activities that 

prioritise and resource the enhancement of a whole school formation culture that 

deepens Lutheran identity. 

• Encourage and plan for those rich formation conversations between official formation 

programs that link classroom practice with theology, school role with spirituality, the 

person and their relationships with the community of faith within the school. 

 

4.4 Further research  

To develop a fuller picture of staff formation experiences in Australian Lutheran 

schools, additional research would need to consider a broader cross-section of staff, including 

early learning, middle leaders and non-teaching support staff. Further, multiple school sites 

or various schools, small and large, urban, rural and regional, indigenous and multi-cultural, 
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would need to be observed and researched across the various LEA regions. Another fruitful 

research area would be to test the assumptions held about the effectiveness of formation 

programs such as LEA’s Connect. For example, how do we know when someone has 

undergone deep, authentic formation in a Lutheran school? Can formation experiences be 

measured or assessed in some evidential way? Also, investigating the differences between 

staff and students’ formation experiences, particularly senior secondary students, is an 

intriguing issue. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

What is formation in a Lutheran school? When, where and how does formation take 

place in a school culture? What is the experience of staff concerning their spiritual and 

theological formation in a Lutheran school? These are the critical questions this thesis has 

sought to investigate.   

Staff formation is more than theological orientation and accreditation. It is more than 

trying to fit a particular shape that is imposed on an individual. It is a God-initiated 

transformation of the person from the inside out. Because of the diversity of staff in 

Australian Lutheran schools, formation language and processes can become a barrier to the 

purposes of formation. Nevertheless, this research has shown that it need not be a reason 

not to use the language of formation in local schools.    

This case study has found that Lutheran formation is an ongoing engagement, both 

professionally and personally, with a school’s communal life. As staff engage and are 

challenged to grow in their experiences of essential practices like worship, devotions, and 

scripture, their understanding, knowledge and practice of formation and Lutheran theology 

can change and grow. According to Luther’s triad, it is the challenge of deep engagement with 

God’s word that causes a change of mindset, practice and prayer. This highlights the missional 

focus of staff formation in the school setting. Formation takes place in a Lutheran school when 

time and opportunity is given not only for the delivery of formation programs but also 

personal and professional spiritual and theological conversations, the sharing of staff 

formation stories, and deep reflection. From a Lutheran perspective, deeply transformative, 

God-initiated formation happens when there is an authentic engagement with the gospel.  

This case study shows that intentional formation happens when staff grow in 

appreciation of the purposes and benefits of time for worship, devotion, and prayer in the 

Rina Madden
Definitely highlight this! How did this research project make you come to this question?



50 
 

school setting. Collaboration of school leaders, regular formation opportunities for staff, time 

to grow in God’s word, and being challenged by it are some of the factors that aid formation. 

These are but some of the opportunities for the formation of staff in Australian Lutheran 

schools.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A 
Content, Delivery and Authors of LEA Accreditation Formation Programs 

Program Topics Time Authors 
“TOPS” Theological 
Orientation 
Program 

1. Central Focus of Lutheran Theology
2. Salvation on a School context
3. God’s Living Word
4. Two Ways God Cares
5. The LCA and its Schools
6. Worship
7. Pastoral Care in School community
8. Behaviour Management
9. Teaching as Ministry

Nine sessions of 
two hours each 
(20 hours in 
total) 

Eric 
Simpfendorfer 
Andrew 
Jaensch & 
Anne Dohnt 

Pathways Spiritual 
First Edition 

1. Spirituality
2. Stories
3. God’s Story with his People
4. God’s Message for me
5. Community of Faith
6. Spiritual Disciplines
7. God’s special creations
8. Fulfilled in Relationship
9. Service
10. Vocation
11 & 12. The LCA and its Schools Story

Twelve sessions 
of one hour each 

Anne Dohnt 
and 
Malcolm 
Bartsch 

Pathways Spiritual 
Revised Edition 

1. Spirituality
2. Stories
3. God’s Story with his People
4. God’s Message for me
5. Community of Faith
6. God’s special creations
7. Fulfilled in Relationship
8. Vocation through Service

Eight sessions of 
one hour each 

Pathways 
Theological 
Interim resource 
with four options 

1. TOPS as the basis of the resource
2. Luther the movie as a resource
3. Six Challenges and Six Mysteries
4. The gift and task of Lutheran

higher education

Six sessions of 
two hours each 

Anne Dohnt 

Norm Habel 
Tom 
Christenson 
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Pathways 
Theological 

1. God’s living Word 
2. Two ways God cares 
3. Learning and Teaching 
4. Caring Relationships 
5. Freedom 
6. Strength in Suffering 
7. Worship 

12 hours for the 
seven encounters 
103 minutes 
each 

Louise Mason 
and Malcolm 
Bartsch 

Pathways 
Vocational 
 
 
 
 

1. Mission and Ministry of a Lutheran 
School 
2. Vocation 
3. The Teacher in a Lutheran School 

1 day delivered 
by regions. 
(Originally 6 
days for all 
Pathways over 3 
years) 

Reference 
group Anne 
Dohnt 
 

Connect Induction 
1. God’s grace as revealed in Jesus is 
central to a Lutheran understanding 
of spirituality. 
2. Lutheran education is centred in 
the belief that God invites all people 
to join God in ongoing creation and 
care for the universe. 
3. God has created us for 
relationships and Christian 
spirituality finds expression in love, 
service and our vocations. 
4. God’s word inspires and guides 
Lutheran education communities 
with Development of Portfolio 
 

Two hours 
Half day 
 
 
Half Day 
 
 
 
 
Half Day 
 
 
Full Day 
(3 Days in total) 

Anne Dohnt  
Stephanie 
Maher 
Gary Jewson 
Stuart 
Traeger 
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Appendix B 
Interview Questions 
 
Teaching Staff: 
What term best describes your current role in this school?  
 
How long have you been teaching and how long have you been working here? 
 
Why did you want to become a teacher? Why did you want to work in a Lutheran school? 
How might you describe formation? 
 
What do you understand is the purpose of formation in a Lutheran school? 
 
What have been the two most impactful aspects of your formation since working in a 
Lutheran school? What made them so? 
 
What opportunities does your school provide you for spiritual and theological formation in 
your setting? 
 
What do you see as challenges to formation (your own and that of other staff) in a school 
setting? Why might that be? 
 
What Lutheran Education Australia (LEA) orientation programs have you been part of? 
 
How well facilitated were these programs for you? 
 
Were these programs helpful/formative for you? Why or why not? 
 
What other ways have you been shaped spiritually, theologically, vocationally for your role 
in this school? 
 
What informal ways have you been formed theologically and spiritually at your school?  
 
While informal, were these intentionally provided opportunities? 
 
What are your perceptions of the key elements for deep/successful formation of staff? 
 
What ideally would you like to see in formation?  
 
What do you believe is your role in the formation of staff in your school?  
 
Have you been involved in facilitating any LEA orientation programs? 
 
Who facilitates the LEA orientation programs in your school? 
 
What interests you about formation? 
 
Is there anything more you would like to add? 
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Leaders: 
How might you describe formation? 
 
What do you understand is the purpose of formation in a Lutheran school? 
 
What are your perceptions of the key elements for the successful formation of staff? 
 
What do you believe is your role in the formation of staff in your school? 
 
Have you been involved in facilitating any LEA orientation programs? 
 
Who facilitates the LEA orientation programs in your school? 
 
How would you describe the way your school does formation? 
 
What are the formational opportunities you provide staff at your school? 
 
What has helped your school and staff in establishing a culture of formation? 
 
What have you put in place that encourages deep formation in staff? 
 
What do you think are the drivers and inhibitors of a formation culture in a school? 
 
What would you like in formation? What is your idea of good policy in this area? 
 
How do you think staff perceive/experience the formation opportunities you provide? 
 
What are the interactions you have with staff that foster formational thinking?  
 
Is there anything more you would like to add? 
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