C HAPTER 8 S MALL G ROUP B IBLE S TUDIES

“A small group of thoughtful people
could change the world. Indeed, it's the
only thing that ever has.”
-Margaret Mead

S ECTION 1

Introduction

O UTLINE
1. Introduction
2. How Do We Do Small Groups Effectively?
3. Volunteers
4. Preparation and Evaluation of Success
5. Conclusion/Summary/Study Guide

Sunday School or Small Groups?
For many churches, the backbone of weekly ministry is Sunday School. It is also the toughest time
and place for youth ministry in most communities. Many churches have gone away from a Sunday School model and employed some other
small group strategy and format. Some churches
use two different approaches at different times
with different people. The issues here is not to decide whether Sunday School is better than small
groups, cell groups, or area Bible studies, or vice
versa. Rather, the goal is to give solid foundational small group principles that will provide
for a better small group ministry. Face it.
Whether you call it Sunday School or small
groups, if neither format is done well they will
be ineffective and fail to reach their goals, much
less the people you are trying to reach. Who
cares what it is called as long as you are doing the
work well?
How can you design Sunday School or small
groups so they meet the goals of the ministry
rather than being the goal of the ministry?
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So, what is the goal of small group Bible studies
in the church?

For many years, Sunday School was the “door” or
entry point for students into a church’s youth ministry. Changes in culture and evolving youth ministry trends have shifted this somewhat. Where
Sunday School or small group Bible studies may
have been a “door” previously, they may serve a
different capacity today. This is not a bad
thing, but there are still some “door” type goals
that Sunday School or small groups should
reach.

The Sunday School is a local church’s primary
strategy for connecting people to Jesus, His community, His Truth, and His mission. Basically, it
is the clearinghouse of all things spiritual in a believer’s life. Small groups must be a centerpiece
of programming if a church hopes to see its people and the people they will reach have the best
chance of truly connecting in community with
other believers. Smaller churches have never

really questioned it, and larger churches still understand they have to have small group connection in order to survive and thrive. Spiritual
growth happens best when a person is a part of
small group connection and interaction. Jesus
had significant interaction in a small group of followers. But Sunday School, or any other small
group environment, can only live up to the example that He set if leaders employ effective practices in fleshing out the strategy.

The goal of small groups is to reach those who
are not there, care for and assimilate those
you reach and those involved in the life of the
larger church body, teach Truth, and equip students to grow and serve.
The ultimate effectiveness of a small group depends on how well leaders connect students in relationship and then connect them with the church
family long term. We want to see students do
more than show up through their senior year. We
want them to become committed students who
someday lead the church as committed adults,
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committed more to the Lord than their Sunday
School attendance.
Attendance is great unless it becomes the end
goal. It ultimately means nothing. You may remember receiving a 3-month attendance pin,
then again at 6 months, 9 months, and a year. If
you were courageous enough, you would then get
a little wreath that would attach to your year pin
at two years. You could then, if you were lucky
and called in your attendance at another church
while on vacation, add bars for subsequent years
of perfect attendance.
I never knew anyone who got those, although I
did see a guy in our convention newspaper once
that had what seemed to be 50 bars, dragging the
floor. I am sure that this man was godly. I am
sure his devotion was genuine. I have nothing
against attendance awards, but this man’s devotion was not because of the pins. They weren’t
even that nice (I still have mine if you would like
to bask in the glory of my one year’s attendance).
His devotion, I am sure, was to the Lord.

The fact that I attended for a year straight made
precious little difference when I hit high school,
then college, then adulthood and had the choice
of whether I was going to engage with the body
like I was supposed to. My decisions were not
based on the fact that back in 8th grade I had a
year of perfect attendance. In my case, attendance did not translate into a difference. This
will be the case with most if we do not do small
group ministry well.

Bob Mayfield, in his book, Missional Pivot
Points, presents the idea that we need to move
from “class to communities,” if we are going to
see people connect with other believers long term
and incorporate into the body of Christ. This shift
mirrors, on a micro level, what should be happening at the macro level, church-wide. It centers
people on a shared passion and mobilizes them to
carry out the vision that God has given them. Attendance can happen for years without ever seeing lasting or impactful results for the Kingdom
of God.
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Seth Godin, in his book
Tribes, discusses the fact
that people need to belong. The desire to connect to something will play itself out in a number
of ways. Thus, people will gather in “tribes” with
others sharing a common passion. All that is
needed for a “tribe” to exist is a common interest
and a way to communicate. Our churches can embrace this reality, connecting people to an inherent passion (the Cross of Christ, the Gospel of
God) and move them ahead in this passion by
whatever means necessary. We can do this or we
can just accept attending a class that may or may
not have solid teaching and where members have
grown comfortable with just showing up and “participating”.
In reality there is very little outward movement
from those who attend. The problem is that we
have accepted and expected far less than what
small group Bible study groups were intended to
accomplish and need to accomplish. We cannot
afford to sit on this and do mediocre small group

ministry. We must empower people through ministry and teaching in small groups and mobilize
them to reach.

The discussion of methodology can go on for a
while. Should we use home groups, Sunday
school, mixed age, mixed gender, classes, small
groups, master teacher or both? There is really
an infinite amount of questions we could ask
here.
However, we need to acknowledge that traditional Sunday school is age graded by gender, but
challenges arise in that we are in non-traditional
times and they may call for non-traditional methods. You may be in a situation where you can experiment with Sunday school variations; you may
not. So how do we enhance our existing small
group approach? Small groups will drive content
deeper into students and help them digest the
scriptures within Christian community. What
happens in a youth group, a camp, or a church
can be attributed, much of the time, to what happens in small groups more than in large groups.
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Josh Hunt, in How to Double Your Class in Two
Years or Less, presents some very good ideas
about how we can connect with and see our small
groups blow the top off of our outreach goals.

How Do We Do Small Groups Effectively?

Raise the Bar
We must raise the level of expectation for students in Bible Study. If we are dead in our communication or if we fail to help them connect
Truth with life, then we are missing the point. Students often come and endure a 30-45 minute lesson and then leave with nothing that can guide
them into deeper Lordship and righteousness. Is
this the level of their expectation? Should it be?
Is this their fault? Have we interfered with God
connecting with them and their growth in Him?
How can this be changed?

In his book, he uses an acrostic to put into simple
terms the principles many churches have employed to reach people and see growth in their
classes or small groups. It works.
Simple relational connection and salt being salt is
at the heart of the methods. He states that you
must have half-way decent lessons each week in
order for people to connect. Although we at least
need that, we need to go further. We are in urgent times and we must at least have halfway decent teaching when we have the chance.
In my opinion, we can do nothing more important than teach the Truth effectively and passionately when we have the opportunity with students. Yes we will need to build the important
framework of solid, godly relationships, but unless we are delivering a compelling Truth, we only
have a social club. We need to pull out whatever
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stops we can to make our sacred scriptures come
alive in students’ lives.

Teach Effectively

The Curriculum Game (Influence or Guide?)
It is not the curriculum that matters most but
how you use it and how you use your time. No
curriculum is perfect or can meet all your needs.

Relationship is a vital and driving component
in small groups. That being said, you cannot
downplay the importance of the teaching element in any small group format. If Sunday
school or small groups are your Bible teaching
vehicle then you have to take it seriously. Let’s
own up to the fact that we sometimes do not
do the best job in making sure the right things
are being taught in the right ways.
Many times we put too much trust in a curriculum that someone else has written for our group
and not enough effort into making sure that we
are getting students what they need. No one from
the outside can determine what is best for your
group. This is why we need to take the educational planning and implementation process seriously and raise the bar on our teaching.

How to choose or develop a
curriculum…

Here are some things that
your curriculum must be:

Open
Participants need to be able to enter your small
groups anytime without feeling lost in the process. You can accomplish this and still connect to
an ongoing purpose, over-arching theme, or educational strategy. You can even use series or Bible study curricula that only last for a few weeks.
It is not smart to try to use a closed resource that
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builds too much week upon week, thus closing off
new students. Why would you limit the number
of people who can come into a group while trying
to create a welcoming, open environment? Reserve those types of studies and resources for special discipleship or Bible study time apart from
your small group or use them with groups for a
special emphasis.
Some small group ministry is based on a closed
format where participants join a group, and sign
up is shut off, then re-opened, at the end of a
study. There are some benefits to this approach,
but Sunday School, or another reaching arm of
the church, is not the place for a closed groups
method. Keep groups open, and keep reaching
people.

Systematic
The curriculum needs to fit your overall educational goals and strategy while providing a balance between Old and New Testament scriptures,
the gospels, epistles, prophets, law, etc. It should
allow you to target specific spiritual growth objec-

tives and focus on various dimensions of spiritual
maturity, which will help you achieve various aspects of your discipleship goals.
Theologically Sound
A curriculum needs to be based on principles of
interpretation that are both conservative and
evangelical. Your Bible teaching or small group
setting is not the place for you to try out the latest
ideas you have heard of or for someone to float
their opinions on election or the practice of the
gifts of the Spirit.
Use or develop a curriculum that is solid and centers on the Truth of scripture and not so much on
personal interpretation. It is important to
ground students in a Biblical worldview, a survey
of scripture, and major doctrines if you are going
to begin to most effectively prepare deeper followers of Christ.
Relevant & Intentional
You cannot feel good about just delivering content if your students are not growing as a result of
time spent in God’s word. Are you delivering and
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leading in such a way that helps students see how
Truth really does blow their lives wide open and
have relevance to them right now?
Development & Age Specific
Curriculum for students needs to address student
issues and stage of life concerns specific to them.
It would not be a terrible idea to check with the
children’s minister or education leader to get a
better grasp on where the younger students may
be coming from, or by doing a quick poll each fall
to gauge where your students
This should also affect your preparation, teaching
style, teaching methods, and application.

Reinforces the Mission of the Church
Your goals in youth small groups should reinforce
the church’s direction. Work with supervisors, advisory teams, etc. to make sure that the curriculum and educational direction undergird what
your church sees as its vision. If the curriculum
does not help a church achieve its mission, then it
hinders a church from achieving its mission.

Equip your leaders to use the curriculum
Here are some easy-to-remember approaches you
can use with leaders about how to approach the
lesson content and how to structure the class:

1

2

3

4

Hook

Explain

Motivate

Prepare

Book

Illustrate

Examine

Encounter

Look

Apply

Apply

Continue

No matter what approach you take, you can see
some recurring themes. There needs to be a way
to get students into the big idea, present the
Truth of scripture, test for met objectives, and
have an opportunity for them to talk about action
steps they can take.

The key to using curriculum is to customize.
Whittle down to the big idea, the most important
truth, and then deliver it. You will need to decide
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as a leadership group or teaching team what this
is if the curriculum does not provide it. No resource is usually complete in and of itself. Customize it and teach your leaders to do the same.

Choose one curriculum or a selection of curricula
that best suits your targets. Use it. Make sure
your volunteers have a clear picture of where you
are headed if you are using a combination of resources or if you decide to write your own.

On Curriculum
-Don’t hang yourself out there. This is not a hill
on which to die! Be sensitive to perceptions and
preferences, but don’t be frozen by them if
changes need to be made. Be up front and honest.
-Use it as a guide within your context.
-Teach workers to teach and write lessons.
-Spread the load amongst all of your workers or
work through a smaller team of those who have
the spiritual gift of teaching.

-Don’t be enamored by a certain publisher or use
one just because someone else uses it. Be responsible with the task of determining what is best for
your group and congregation, even if it means
combining resources.
-Find the irreducible truth to convey each week,
and get to it.

Teach Creatively
Remember that you do not teach lessons: you
teach students. Encourage your leaders to rely on
God’s creativity in their teaching so that the scripture comes alive. If you have delivered content
and students walk away with nothing, maybe you
have done the content a disservice through lazy
delivery. Some teachers will be strong and inspirational. Lecture works for them through stories,
passion, and testimony, and some will need more
technique and to rely more on activities, handson projects, or outside resources. Encourage
them to use whatever works best for them.
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Use your curriculum and decide what the big idea
is that you want students to walk away with. Then
use every method and resource you can that best
fits the big idea to communicate the point. You
may find that discussion, testimonies, video, projects, service, stories, art, drama, lecture, or study
activities work best. You may find it takes a
steady diet and rotation of all of these methods to
get students engaged. Also, encourage teachers to
break up their time to keep things moving. This
will also change with different students and different ages.
You may find that a certain group of high school
students responds better to drama and service to
grasp the content where a particularly “booky”
group of middle school students might thrive on
lecture and study challenges or trivia. Who knows
what you will encounter. The exciting thing is that
all the methods in the world are at your disposal.
Typically it is said that the worst method is the
one you use all the time. Sometimes you need to
force yourself to break away from the method you
are most comfortable with.

Consider this. What if you are mainly a lecturer
who sometimes uses a visual in your teaching?
There are one or two in your small group who, although they like you, are tactile learners who do
not learn information audibly or even visually.
They need to be doing something physical that
hammers the point home. They need to be active
in order to best learn. They are good kids, but
they don’t seem to be “getting it” and are disengaging from your small group over time.

Would you continue to teach the way you have
been and are comfortable with and just hope or expect them to pick it up, or would you be creative
and change some things up? Hopefully, you
would change some things. We must be creative
in our teaching and willing to use new techniques.
Provide the necessary resources
If you are training and encouraging leaders to be
creative you need to make sure leaders have everything they need in order to be creative: lessons,
questions, media helps, technology, class rosters,
contact and care resources, and supplies to do
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what is required of them. It might be more feasible for you to combine groups for the content delivery in a master teaching format, where fewer resources need to be gathered. If this is not a place
you can head, then make a commitment to excellence and creativity.

Equip Your Leaders to Lead an Effective
Small Group Discussion
Encourage your leaders to do and remember
these things in leading their small groups. They
will make them better discussion leaders…

Resource Adequately.

-Include everyone in the discussion whenever possible.

Have it Your Way! (Ways to organize your
small group or Sunday school time)

-At the beginning, let everyone in the group talk.
They need a victory. Have them share a nonthreatening piece of information about themselves in the group.

Master Teacher with group discussion facilitators
Director leads an opening/learning readiness and
then small groups deliver teaching and discussion
Total time in small groups
Vary week to week to keep things fresh.

Whatever approach you take, make sure there is a
small group element and that you resource properly. Give leaders the best chance at success with
students.

-Four in a group is best, and include them in the
conversation.
-Be aware of new people, and include them in the
conversation.
-Remember that small groups often raise the tension level (because people can't hide).
-Move from light to heavy discussion most of the
time. You can go the other way if the situation or
lesson calls for it.
-Ask “I feel” rather than “I know” questions.
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-The best questions do not have right or wrong answers.

-Eye contact and body language are important for
the leader.

-The longer the group is together, the better they
will feel about the group.

-When you ask someone to read, make sure he or
she is able to read out loud or else don't ask them.

-In a small group, it's easier to share, pray, encourage and be personal than in a larger group.

-Get your group into a comfortable arrangement
where everyone can see each other's eyes.

-Do not allow one person to monopolize the conversation.

-Request confidentiality in the group. If a student is going to share something that might have
legal ramifications, pull them aside and let them
know before they speak that, if their safety or
health is involved or if there is suspicion of abuse,
you will have to tell someone.

-Write out discussion questions.
-Avoid any put-downs.
-Discussion questions should be answerable.
-Affirm people for what they are saying.
-Allow people the right to pass and not share.
-Create a casual and relaxed atmosphere.
-Don't always expound on the answer yourself.
-Call people by name.
-Let everyone take a turn at running the group.

Expect Adherence
Each of your leaders needs to be committed to the
overall direction and strategy that has been established. Now, each teacher might approach some
things differently, and each class will have a different personality, so things will play out differently.
But make sure your leaders understand the importance of having all the students getting generally
the same information, so there is no disconnect in
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what God is doing in the group as a whole. This
is not to say that small groups can never deviate
because of content or circumstance, but you must
train your leaders to let you know in advance or
make sure you know what is going on before they
deviate so that you can prepare a response for any
comments you might receive from others. You
may also have planned deviations for some
groups (senior year transitions curriculum, girls,
guys studies for certain classes for short stints,
etc…). Regardless of some deviations, the overall
goal should be unity with established strategy.

DO NOT do all of the talking in your group. You
should contribute 30% or less (sometimes, you
may not have to say anything at all) during each
group discussion, not counting the talking that
you do to keep conversation headed in the right
direction.

A Small Group Leader’s Big No-No’s:

Use all the time you have…

DO NOT show up unprepared and expect God to
use you.

Learning begins from the get-go. Don’t waste
time singing birthday songs and giving announcements. If you have an hour, why waste a third of
your time on nothing? Set the stage from the moment the students walk through the door or
maybe even the hallway.

DO NOT allow your group to gossip. (No speaking in “code” when everyone knows who is being
discussed anyway!)
DO NOT be critical or negative in your comments or behavior.

DO NOT miss an opportunity to lead one of your
group members to Christ, if the opportunity
should arise.
DO NOT hammer a student that hasn’t been coming. Use words of encouragement and positivity.

This is sometimes referred to as TPT (Total Period Teaching). Small groups may want to develop their own traditions of how they celebrate
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birthdays, etc. Let them take care of those small
group family items. You can also hand out announcements or briefly cover the two or three major announcements depending on the time you
have.

Some groups have more time. Plan accordingly.
Include what you need to be most responsible
with the time you have with students. Would you
rather have hang out time, dead time, or 20 more
minutes in small groups? It’s your choice.

Total Period Teaching (TPT) Total Period
Teaching (TPT) in the Sunday Morning
Sunday School Environment
It is important to use all the time you have been
given to lead your small groups or Sunday school
classes. This includes capturing students’ attention from the moment they walk in to your space.
Learning begins from the get-go. Don’t waste
time singing birthday songs and giving announcements. If you have an hour, why waste a third of

your time on nothing? Set the stage from the moment the students walk through the door or
maybe even the hallway. This is sometimes referred to as TPT (Total Period Teaching). For our
discussions we will look at a few ideas for effective Sunday School TPT, understanding that
small groups may take on many forms and be
held at various times outside the Sunday morning
time slot. Again, the principles of effective small
groups apply to cell groups, Sunday School, home
groups, or any other type of small group ministry.
The following ideas can be applied to any small
group environment.

Plan for Importance and eliminate the extra
Small groups may want to develop their own traditions of how they celebrate birthdays, etc. Let
them take care of those small group family items.
You can also hand out announcements or briefly
cover the two or three major announcements depending on the time you have. Some groups have
more time. Plan accordingly. Include what you
need to be most responsible with the time you
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have with students. Would you rather have hang
out time, dead time, or 20 more minutes in small
groups? It’s your choice.

Show a music video and use it in the same way, or
have students verbally respond to it.

Set the Atmosphere

Décor

Focal Point

Think of subtle or major things that speak volumes and that center kids’ thoughts on the
lesson. What can you do weekly, monthly, and
quarterly to decorate according to the series
theme, Bible Study topic, etc.? Consider props,
stage sets, and the like or simple graphics on
screens.

Create a place that clearly defines the point
of attention. Maybe you have a stage area.
Maybe you need to create a focal wall or area.
Get student’s attention by the way you arrange
and set the room.
Music and Media
Use an online music service to make playlists and
burn a CD that will coincide with the big idea of
the day. Use it in the room for the week, month,
unit, or quarter…
Print out lyrics to a song that illustrates the big
idea of the week. Let students listen to it and journal their thoughts before the teaching time begins.

If time allows, experiment with worship singing
at times.

Use the resources that you have and that are most
effective and feasible for your setting. Don’t be
afraid to be creative and use many methods.

Food
Do you need it? Can it enhance a lesson or unit?
Can it enhance the connection students have to
one another and to the learning process, or does
it detract?
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Games and activities
What can involve kids, create energy/synergy,
and point them to the lesson?

Visual Elements
What resources do you have that you can use in
large group time? Video, lighting, presentation
software? Identify what is possible and use it.

Present the Hook
Be on time kicking things off. Get to the point.
Create a sense of excitement and urgency.

Move on
Get into the content of what God has to say from
the scriptures.

Understand that all of this prep and atmosphere
does not make connection or deeper commitment

happen. It is not intended to wow (this wears off
after a while), but it is intended to set up quality,
significant Bible teaching that can lead students
to a deeper life of surrender and obedience in
Christ. Make sure you have done the important
work of preparation, and don’t miss the point by
focusing too much on atmosphere.

Connect Students: Destroy Youth Ministry
Islands
We need students to see their connection to the
larger body, and we need our members to see
their connection to the church outside of “my
church” and see their connection to what God has
done, is doing, and will do throughout all time.
We need to raise the stakes for our students and
help them see they are a part of something bigger
than the hour or two a week they are in small
groups. How does this happen? We must connect youth, Sunday School or small groups with
the total youth ministry, the total church ministry, and to the world beyond the walls.
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To total youth ministry
Coordinate Sunday school and its overall direction as one piece of a larger puzzle. Carry over
themes and strategies in all environments or programs. Compliment Sunday school or small
groups with the content in other programs and
create aims for and structure each program so
they do not compete with or duplicate each other.
For example, you may want to address doctrines
in small groups and morals and values in a midweek rally.

More on this can be found in Chapter 2, Developing a Youth Ministry Philosophy and Strategy.

To total church
Reinforce church-wide emphases, and strategies.
Come alongside adult small groups, connect to
church-wide activities, and cooperate in service.
Inform your pastor and communicate your vision.
Involve parents and adults in the decision making
process. Having a student ministry that is con-

nected to the larger ministry of the church will begin to help create the community and connection
we are intended to have to other generations in
our faith and in the church.

To evangelism
Provide opportunities to train your members to
share testimonies in their small group/class time.
Provide opportunities to actually let them share
in class/group. Know your students’ relationships to Jesus, and take time to share the Gospel
during your small group time. It is important that
we do these things in order to create an atmosphere of evangelism within our small groups.

To the outside
world
Mobilize students
within their small
groups, not just at a
ministry-wide level.
Groups that serve to201

gether will grow together. They will be exercising a
common passion to serve and to see others know
Christ. Service is this common passion played out.
Plug into service within the class, outside the class
in ministry, in the community, through fellowships, and through class service projects and
prayer emphases. Get students to see a need for
and develop a heart for action outside of their
small group time.

Here are some ideas to spark direction on
how you can better connect with students:
Engage students in relationship and in teaching
Host small group fellowships or activities outside
youth-wide events
Create a welcoming environment
Follow Up with guests
Presence

How Do We Better Connect with Students?

Be there weekly.

We must find ways to connect with kids and not
just connect kids to the overall church environment. Just like we want to get rid of the island of
youth ministry, we need to be discontent with island students. We cannot allow kids to come in
and not connect!

Be Consistent.
Be on time/ early
Be in Place Early. Whoever shows up first sets the
tone and, in effect, leads the group. If you find it
difficult to be there to set the right tone, recruit
someone who can help you out.
Energy
Come with life. Do you need to put aside your feelings in order to interface with kids? Seek your
counseling elsewhere. It is okay to let kids see you
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struggle and to see you and your leaders as real,
but they are not there to take on your issues. Are
you at the best place to be the leader your students need? How can this change? Who can
help?
Community
Pray for one another and with one another.
Gather profiles on all students to know more
about each student.

are at church each week. They feel most connected to those who take a genuine interest in
their lives and who have their best at heart both
spiritually and in other areas of their lives.

Tough Question: What keeps our Sunday
School or small groups from being most
effective? Is it me?

Know each student’s testimony (or if they’ve come
to know Christ yet)
Give students ownership in small groups
(leading discussion, prayer leader, ministry leaders, planning fellowships, hospitality coordinators, etc…)
Mobilize students to serve one another and the
world through ministry

Success in small groups means going outside the
confines of the hour or two or even three that they
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Volunteers

think it won’t help them, the small group leader
who “prays” through their small group time because they are not prepared, the Sunday school
teacher who goes to worship at another church…all Lone Rangers.
These are all real situations you could face or
might be facing. These people are not healthy for
your small group ministry, at least in present
form. In fact, they can be toxic.

Volunteers
Volunteers are addressed more in depth in Chapter 10, Volunteers, but here are some things we
need to do with our volunteers in relationship to
Sunday School:
First and foremost we want to:
Eliminate Lone Rangers.
Lone Rangers are not beneficial. The
adult who developed their own curriculum, the care group leader that only invites some students over Friday nights for pizza
and a movie, the leader who refuses to buy in to
church wide leadership meetings because they

It is important that your leaders support the predetermined philosophy, strategy, and plan of
your youth ministry as a whole. Work at training,
sharing and feeding vision, and maintaining focus
with these individuals. Talk to your pastor or supervisor about how you can address these people.
Do not cut them loose until you have searched
out behavioral changes you could make to remedy the situation.
If those efforts are to no avail, then you might
need to relocate them in some other area of service. If God has given you clear vision for students
and you have worked with several levels of leadership within the church to determine direction,
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strategy, goals, and planned accordingly, then
that one person does not agree with the majority
of those who have spoken into the process. It
will be best that they serve elsewhere if they cannot come in line with the supported direction
and vision of the student ministry.
Maybe you could use them in some type of discipleship class offering or in a seminar format or
even work with them to once a year do a series
on their passion area, but they must fall in line
with the aims of the group or some students will
be de-railed from the process and disconnect.

It’s better to be cautious on the front end than
kick yourself in the back end later.
Train and Plan well.
Train up front and often in as many ways as you
can. Be thorough in your training and clear
about expectations. Meet weekly. If this is not
possible, meet very often! It is so important to
inspire, train, and plan with your leaders as often as possible. Give them meaningful work to
do. Use students who grew up being nurtured
in your youth ministry. What better training
than total induction for years in your ministry?

Recruit well.
Go after good people and have something good
to go after them with. People like to be genuinely needed and used to make a difference. Use
parents. Use new and established faces. Search
in places that others might not think to look. Be
thorough and prayerful in your consideration of
each person. The only way out of this volunteer
relationship is their resignation or your asking
them to leave. Neither is very pleasant, really.

Effective Worker’s Meeting
Meet often (Schedule)
Have an agenda (Prepare)
Pray
Build relationships (Engage)
Invest in them personally (Encourage)
Celebrate Success (Inspire)
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Equip them (Develop)
Share Ideas (Sharpen)
Plan by departments and small groups

Respect their time, but take the time you need in
order to effectively invest in and develop your
small group staff. Some other ideas for worker’s
meetings can be found in Chapter 10, Volunteers.
Encourage often.
It doesn’t take much to make your volunteers feel
appreciated. Set aside time each week for
phone calls, card writing, etc. Make a habit of
writing down dates that are important to your
volunteers and check in on them on those dates.
Brag on your volunteers as often as possible in
their presence and affirm their efforts in front of
your students.
Affirm their efforts.
Everyone likes to know their efforts are bringing
meaningful results. People can find ways and

places to be used if they want to. People are not
as tied to any institution today as they are to the
passion they can exercise through their skills.
People will not be as enamored by money as they
will be by the chance to make a difference. Many
times, knowledgeable workers will take less
money if they can make a significant investment
and see a meaningful difference through what
they do.
This is how people are when it comes to volunteer
service. If people do not feel like they are used significantly, they will take their show somewhere
else where they will be used.
Do not just sign people up without having something meaningful for them to do. Put them to
work and make sure they know their work is appreciated and meaningful.

Check out Chapter 10, Volunteers, for more on
the process of recruiting, enlisting, training, nurturing, and even removing a volunteer.
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CHAPTER

8 S ECTION 4

Preparation and Evaluation

ting your marks in Sunday school and small
groups.
Markers are discussed in depth in Chapter 2, Developing a Youth Ministry Philosophy and Strategy.
Staff Well.

Preparation & Evaluation: How do you know if
you are being successful?

Organize
Create Markers & Set goals
You need to have some measures, metrics, or
markers that will be indicators of whether or not
you are seeing progress in your students and volunteers and whether your Sunday school or small
groups are being effective. We cannot just assume that progress and success will happen.
Spend some time with your team and with your
staff in developing goals, aims, and metrics or
markers that will help you truly see if you are hit-

Put people in the right places and in meaningful
service. Within each small group there exists the
opportunity for several leadership roles.

Possible Service Roles (use only what you
need or develop your own):
Teacher
Discussion leaders
Care leaders
Fellowship leaders
Prayer leaders
Outreach leaders
Contact leaders
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Inform your students and volunteers about their
roles, train them, and resource them. Having people in place to fulfill important and meaningful
roles is a vital part of successful preparation for
effective small groups.

A leadership grid for small groups can be found at
https://skopos.org/education/leadershipdevelop
ment/ymguidebook/ymgforms_helps/

Evaluate

vey on their personal walk, their plans to connect
after high school, etc… Whatever you decide
needs to be included can be added. Customize it
according to your ministry’s unique DNA
(Granted this will assume you have established a
pre-determined set of aims you have been teaching toward). Do not use this as a legalistic or present it to students as another grade. Present it as
an opportunity for them to help you evaluate and
sharpen your ministry for those who will follow.
A free sample Exit Exam can be found at
https://skopos.org/education/leadershipdevelop
ment/ymguidebook/ymgforms_helps/

Track students
Create an exit “exam” for students in middle
school and for students in high school.
Include a survey. Give the survey and exam to
the students that are present 75% of the time at
the end of year or twice in their career in student
ministry (end of middle school and end of high
school). Test on church mission, strategy, youth
ministry strategy themes, basic doctrine, basic
Christian life principles, basic discipleship, sur-

Interview Former Students
This might take some work, but interview students at 1, 5, 10, and 15 years post-graduation.
They are still products of your ministry. Formally
or informally interview them about their beliefs,
walk, and how student ministry prepared them
and the church’s role in their lives now. Don’t
just interview those you were closest to, either.
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Let Former Students Lead

•Preparation evident

Develop an environment where students who
graduate from your ministry are welcome and expected to invest back in their student ministry.
This creates youth ministry workers who have
grown up with the strategy and philosophy, are
grounded in the things you are seeking to see happen in current students, and who can provide a
visual legacy for current students to participate in
long term. This is another way we can move
small groups and the church beyond attendance.
It becomes an investment and an outflow of life
in Christ.

•Followed the curriculum

Evaluate Leaders

Again, this is a place where you can develop a tool
unique to the personality, language, culture, and
needs of your ministry and church. It may be
something that is already done in your congregation or needs to be done. You can work with others on your ministry staff to create the most effective tool.

Sit in and observe a leader in action. Create an
evaluation system that is accepted and helps develop leaders rather than point out mistakes.

•Managed class time well
•Employed creative teaching methods
•Suggestions for Improvement
•Volunteer and leader expectations
•Resource needs
•Action plan and time stamp for improvement
•Issues, difficulties, threats, or problems

You might include the following elements:
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A sample leader evaluation can be copied from
https://skopos.org/education/leadershipdevelop
ment/ymguidebook/ymgforms_helps/ or you can
create your own.

Evaluate Your Program
Evaluate your Sunday school or your small group
environment. Consider the following:
•Have you met numerical goals?
•Is there evidence of non-numerical goals being
met?
•Are new groups needed?
•Have you hit your other growth markers?
•How is our educational strategy working? What
needs to change? What can stay the same?
All of these are important questions in thoroughly
evaluating what is happening in your Sunday
school or small groups. Remember, when facing
changes that need to be made, be patient yet passionate about seeing the right things happen,

whether in format, leadership, or with curriculum. Don’t be scared to move in a right direction,
but don’t be a maverick! Consider every group
that is affected, and work through the proper
channels in order to effectively and efficiently
make change. You may want to employ a simple
tool such as a SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) in evaluating
your ministry programming, and events. You can
search online for this and other tools to help you
evaluate honestly and effectively.

A SWOT analysis form can be found at
https://skopos.org/education/leadershipdevelop
ment/ymguidebook/ymgforms_helps/

If we are not willing to be honest about our goals,
aims, markers or metrics, and effectiveness then
we are doing ourselves and those we serve a disservice. What good does it do us to pretend
things are fine if they are not and it is clear
changes are needed? Evaluate your evaluation
techniques and process. Strongly consider these
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elements of your ministry and whether or not
something needs to change.

(i.e. some students are not as beneficial to one another)

When Do We Create New Small Groups?

All of these are good reasons to look at creating
new groups. You could even just create the classic paper role of non-attenders and prospective
members. New groups create growth. Creating
new groups holds the same principles as church
planting. Where new groups are formed, evangelism and growth can happen.

Many things can warrant new groups:
Ineffective discussion because of numbers
Two or more clearly defined groups within a
small group that could easily be made into two
groups
Space constrictions (the room simply won’t hold
that many)
Current group leaders have difficulty managing
follow up and ministry
When Do We Create New Small Groups?
Quick answer: When they are needed.
Students need a better connection to a certain
group of peers in order to grow more effectively
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C HAPTER 8 S ECTION 5

Conclusion Study Guide

Summary
-Increase the level of excellence with which you
strategize, teach, and connect students through
small groups in the church.
-Coordinate Sunday school or small groups as a
part of the overall youth ministry picture.
-Connect students with the church and the world
and effectively connect with students.

Conclusion
Small groups or Sunday school are the backbone
of effective ministry in the church. They serve to
connect people in relationship, reach the unchurched, instruct in Godliness through the teaching of scripture, and connect people to service inside and outside the church. The effects can be
powerful if small group ministry is done well, or
small groups can become a mess and just another
thing we do. We agree that we cannot have just
another thing to take up our time. Let’s be serious about effective small group ministry in the
church.

-Develop volunteers. They will be the heartbeat
of your small group ministry.
-Organize and staff well. If you don’t, you could
have chaos on your hands.
-Thorough planning and continued contact with
graduated students are vital.
-Honest evaluation and resulting change must
happen.
-Consider using new groups to change the face of
your small group ministry and to reach new students and better connect current members.
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Study Guide
How do you equip, resource, and train volunteers? How might you improve?

How do you encourage and affirm volunteers?
How could you improve?

Sunday School worker, and state the length of the
volunteer’s ministry commitment (one year typically). Work with your leadership to develop it.
Have them agree to it and sign it.

Do you have any Lone Rangers on your leadership team? How will you begin to address those
situations?

What holes do you see in the way your Sunday
school or small groups connect with students?

Clarify the win for Sunday school or small groups.
What is it you are trying to accomplish?

What are some things that have worked in your total period teaching? What can all this communicate to kids? What can you do differently?

How does Sunday school or small group ministry
fit into the total youth ministry plan for raising
up leaders, making disciples, and reaching people?

Create a contract for Sunday School or small
group workers detailing what is expected of the
leader and what the youth minister will do for the

What markers, goals, and aims do you feel are important for your Sunday school? What numerical
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and non-numerical markers can you implement
for evaluating Sunday school or small group success?

Sit down with the members of your team, your
students, parents, and staff to develop some significant markers for your small group ministry.

Consider your current structure in Sunday school
or your small groups? Do you have new groups
that need to form? Create a plan for creating new
groups.

Do you have any questions that need more help
and attention? Who will you speak to and work
with to answer those questions?

What are some ideas you have on tracking students’ progress?

Why might people react negatively to leader
evaluation? How can you help implement and
guide that process in a positive way? What would
you include on an evaluation form?

215

