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Diagnostic Visit Report Disclaimer 
This report is a privileged document to be submitted by the leader of the 
diagnostic visit team directly to the school.  The distribution of the report and its 
availability for public consideration beyond that point, rest solely in the hands of 
the school.  A copy, however, will be sent to the SSAC office, to the members of 
the visiting team, and to the district education executive.  Beyond that, 
distribution is limited to those individuals with whom the school administration 
wishes to share the report. The team leader, the members of the visiting team, 
the SSAC office, and the district education executive may not release any of the 
information contained in this report without the approval of the administration of 
the school.  
 
The members of the evaluation team have utilized their best professional 
judgment in drawing the conclusions reported in this document.  The team 
members are not to be held accountable for any injudicious or unauthorized use 
of this document. 
 
SSAC does not and will not recommend that any staff position be terminated or 
eliminated.  Our position is always one of support and healing for church and 
school ministries that may be experiencing conflict. 
 
The recommendations in this report are not requirements. They reflect the best 
thinking of the team members and are intended to be helpful.  The primary 
purposes of the diagnostic visit team are to identify school problems and make 
helpful recommendations to guide school improvement. The commendations, 
concerns, and recommendations made in this report are based on the application 
submitted by the school, the observations made by the team during the visit, and 
the information received from a variety of individuals and groups. 
 
This report will be used effectively if it is used to assist school improvement. 
 
SSAC Visitation Team 
Mrs. Joan Weinberger, Dr. Neil Sandfort, and Rev. John Kelling were present at 
Immanuel Lutheran Church and School from April 13 - 15, 2014 for the purpose 
of diagnosing problems related to the school and making recommendations for 
improvement.  This report is based on observations and information received 
during the visit related to those two purposes.  The report highlights concerns 
and recommendations around the critical issues identified by church and school 
leaders prior to the visit, as well as other concerns and recommendations not 
specifically related to the critical issues. 
 
The critical issues, recommendations, and commendations contained in this 
report are the consensus opinions of the visiting team.  While each member of 
the visiting team wrote a different portion of this report, together they reviewed 
and concurred with all parts of the report as it is submitted to the school.  This 
process may take more time than expected.  We appreciate your patience and 
understanding. 
 



 

 

The purpose of a SSAC visit is to gather written and oral information about a 
congregation, determine the strengths and concerns through interviews and 
focus groups and offer recommendations and support that will provide strategies 
and hope for the future of the congregation. 
 
As we gathered input, we recognize that we, the visiting team, may not have 
found all the problems or found solutions to all the problems.  Thus, these are 
recommendations, not requirements for the congregation and its school.  
 
Information was gathered from: 
 

 Pastor(s) of the congregation  

 parents with children enrolled or recently enrolled in the school  

 faculty members  

 school board members  

 students enrolled in the school  

 school non-educational staff  

 congregational leaders  

 general observations  

 
May God bless you as you seek to continue to improve your school.  With the 
help of our loving Lord and Savior, Jesus, Who gave up His life that we can live 
forever with Him, all things are possible, and your school will be blessed 
according to God’swill. 
 

SSAC Consultant Dr. Neil Sandfort  Date: April 15, 

2014 
 

SSAC Consultant Mrs. Joan Weinberger Date: April 

15, 2014 
 

SSAC Consultant Rev. John Kelling Date: April 15, 

2014 
  
 (All original signatures on file with the Master Copy) 
 
 

     
 
 
 
 



 

 

COMMENDATIONS 

 “Immanuel Lutheran” boldly proclaims the Gospel of Jesus Christ in 
every corner of its facility, but most notably in the voice and actions of its 
students, teachers, pastors and families;   

 

 The students know Immanuel Lutheran is a safe and caring 
environment that will bring them closer to Jesus through academics, 
sports, and the fine arts.   

 

 Immanuel is blessed with dedicated and caring teachers and staff.   

 

 The pastors understand and support the mission of the school.   

 

 The curriculum and environment at Immanuel are Christ-centered.   

 

 When bad things happen to members of the Immanuel family, people 
help one another.   

 

 Immanuel’s music program shares the talents of students with the 
community.   

 

 The congregation blesses the school through its prayers and financial 
support   

 

 The intentional interim principal is providing capable leadership.   

 

 Many dedicated volunteers use their gifts and talents to serve the Lord 
and the children He loves at Immanuel.   

 
RELATIONSHIPS 

Overview 
Immanuel Lutheran Church and School in Freeport, Illinois is a large congregation 
of nearly a 1000 souls, with expansive facilities and land, a parochial school, visible 
presence in the community, and the potential for reaching to the corners of God’s 
kingdom in Stephenson and the surrounding counties with the message of salvation 
in Jesus our Savior.  Good relationships are necessary to establish an appropriate 
learning climate for the children and a positive attitude toward the church and school 
by its constituents.  In the absence of a full time principal, but also including him, 
Pastors, Principal, parents, faculty and staff, church members and community 
families all need respect and be able to communicate effectively with each other.  
Pastors, Principal, teachers, students and parents need to feel and share God’s love 
with each other in order for appropriate Christian relationships to occur at all levels. 
 
Immanuel Lutheran Church and School  is experiencing “lots of stress”, thereby 
creating an unhealthy relationship between most levels of the congregation and 



 

 

school.  This critical issue has a direct impact on other areas of significance and 
concern; namely “declining enrollment”, effective “governance” and the quality of a 
wholesome “team ministry” between church and school employees. When 
relationships break down and expressing one’s concerns through loving 
communication become difficult, God’s people are urged and commanded by Jesus 
Christ to follow the guidelines in Matthew 18:15-20 to resolve the conflict and 
reestablish their Christian relationship.  When the conflict dispute resolution process 
is followed in Christian love and prayer, it is an effective tool, and God will bless the 
healing and health of the hurting relationship.  This should always be the goal of the 
mature Christian.  
 
We should never forget that our relationship with one another first begins in our 
redeemed relationship with Jesus Christ.  All stand below the cross of Christ as 
forgiven saints, empowered and encouraged as present-day disciples to connect 
souls to Jesus through our God-pleasing thoughts, words and actions.  When one 
part of the body of Christ is hurting, the whole body hurts.  Our goal is always to be 
imitators of Christ, to be effective ambassadors of Good News, and equippers of 
fellow saints for faithfulness and service in the kingdom.  The community of Freeport 
is your God-given mission field, where you will find hurting souls yearning to be 
healed in the blood of Christ. 
 
Concerns and Recommendations 
1. Concern 
The healthy Christian working relationships and environments that are necessary to 
sustain and move the church and school in a positive direction are not always evident 
between elected church officers, School Board members, teachers, and support staff, 
as expressed by them and witnessed by focus group participants.  There is an  
atmosphere of mistrust among most church members and workers. 

  
Recommendation  

 Church and school leaders need to put aside past problems and grievances, 
forgive one another as our Christian faith requires, and move on with God’s 
guidance and prayer to develop and build a trusting, caring, and effective 
working relationship centered in love, honesty and mutual integrity.  The 
Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod offers several programs for healing and 
reconciliation.   

 

 Christian integrity and love demand that we treat one another with respect, 
patience, gentleness, forgiveness, and heartfelt and sincere compassion, just 
as we ourselves want to be treated.  This process needs to begin with YOU - 
regardless of the actions of others.   

 
   

 
 
 
 



 

 

 
2. Concern  

Though many seek to find answers to past actions, confidentiality 
regarding personnel decisions MUST remain intact at all times. 

 
Recommendation 

 Personal and professional integrity and privacy are paramount to 
maintaining good relationships.  Any who violate professional standards for 
workplace confidentiality - especially those in service to the Lord and His 
Church - should be held personally accountable for their actions and 
disciplined accordingly.  We encourage both members and workers alike to 
discuss this topic in meetings and Bible classes, and commit themselves to 
its purpose.   

 
 
3. Concern 

Decisions and actions effect all people differently.  When those 
decisions catch co-workers and friends by surprise and then are not 
adequately explained within their proper Christian bounds, these same 
people may find themselves grieving or in denial. Be careful of 
decisions and actions may be perceived by others who are not privy to 
confidential information.  Proper Christ-like compassion and care 
should be offered and maintained when needed. 

  
Recommendation 

  A church and school function best when all parties work together.  Mutual 
participation and input help to build a healthy relationship.  The leadership 
of the congregation should strive to include those staff and parents when 
appropriate, in the decision-making and implementation process to 
alleviate the stress and mistrust which might come after those decisions 
and actions.     

  
4. Concern 

 Unresolved conflicts lead to a lack of trust, misinformation, hurt feelings, and 
burn out of all who serve and it tears apart the body of Christ among us.  

 
Recommendation 

 As Matthew 18 directs, conflict resolution in a God-pleasing manner is 
expected by the “priesthood of all believers”.  This would eliminate selfish 
“bullying”, excessive “peer pressure”, and where “the loudest voice might get 
their way”.   

 

 The School Board and the school staff, as appropriate to their position, need 
to communicate and function together and build a trusting, caring, servant 
attitude for all to see and feel.   

  



 

 

 
 
 
5. Concern: There is an underlying perception of separation between member 

and non-member families whose children attend the school. 
 
Recommendation: 

  Orientations and other forms of get-togethers could be held to unite new 
and existing families and children who share classrooms and extra-
curricular activities.  Teachers and parent-led groups are encouraged to do 
this in their classrooms at appropriate times during the school year.    

 
Critical Issue: Transition to Policy Based Governance 
 
Overview  
Governance refers to the method by which a congregation and its school are 
organized, structured, and managed.  It includes the constitution and by-laws, 
policies, procedures, lines of accountability, and traditions that have been carried 
over from over a century of ministry. The Voters’ Assembly of Immanuel Lutheran 
Church decided in February, 2014 to transition to policy based governance after 
many years of operating under a traditional model of governance with numerous 
boards, a church council and frequent voters meetings.  
 
Concern  
Adapting to policy based governance is more complex than facilitating its adoption 
through the voters’ assembly. Changing from traditional ways of doing things, or not 
doing things, to a more streamlined, centralized approach is a process, not an event.  
  
Recommendation  
Bring in an outside governance coach to teach the congregation how policy based 
governance works, to train and coach administrators and boards to work within the 
new system, and to revise policies to implement it. An outside facilitator will bring 
objectivity to the implementation process and shield local leaders from the 
appearance of self interest. Contact Mr. Mike Zimmer at the Northern Illinois District 
Office for recommendations about governance coaches. 
 
Critical Issue: New Administrator 
 
Overview  
Effective school leadership is essential to effective, quality school ministry. The 
leadership of Immanuel Lutheran School is currently in transition with an interim 
principal serving for the remainder of the 2013-14 school year while the congregation 
is calling a new administrator. The interim principal has indicated that he will end his 
service after the current school year. The previous administrator’s responsibilities 
were divided approximately half and half between teaching and administration. The 
newly called administrator will serve full time as administrator. His administrative 



 

 

responsibilities will expand to include both the school and the Child Care 
Development Center (CCDC). 

 
Concern   
Nearly every focus group expressed specific hopes and high expectations for the 
new administrator. The cumulative expectations for the new principal to promptly 
solve individually identified aspects of Immanuel’s existing leadership, financial, 
recruitment and marketing needs are unrealistic.  

 
Recommendations:   
 
1. Interim principal, board and pastor seek input from the faculty, and then 
collaborate to develop a realistic job description for the new administrator. Work with 
the new administrator to develop a prioritized plan with realistic timed goals to 
address existing needs. 
2. Arrange for the interim administrator to invest two weeks to provide orientation and 
work side-by-side with the new administrator. 
3. Set a specific time each week for the new administrator to meet with the senior 
pastor for mutual sharing, support, planning and team building. 
4. The senior pastor and principal develop a mutually agreeable system for 
communication, problem solving, and handling complaints. 
5. The senior pastor, board chair and two other members of their choosing form a 
feedback and support team to meet with the new administrator every three months 
during the first year to provide feedback on ministry performance based on the job 
description. 
 
Critical Issue:   Financial Challenges 
 
Overview 
 
Lutheran schools across the nation are facing financial challenges as a result of 
demographic changes in congregations and communities and the lingering effects of 
the Great Recession. Immanuel Lutheran in Freeport, IL is no exception. Nearly 
every focus group mentioned some aspects of financial planning and management 
that are impacting the relationships between the church, school, and the families both 
serve. Leaders at Immanuel reported that they are blessed to have no capital 
indebtedness and a foundation with a sizeable corpus. Declining school enrollment, 
however, has resulted in reduced income from tuition and fees, and increased 
reliance on funding from the congregational budget to fund school operations in 
recent years. Congregational leaders have stated that inadequate financial planning 
and management are impacting the financial stability of the congregation. 
 
It is the responsibility of congregational officers and administrators to be wise 
stewards of the resources of God’s people offer to the Lord through the congregation, 
and to plan wisely so that the ministry of the congregation and its school may 
continue. Thus, comprehensive financial planning and management are necessary.  
 



 

 

Concerns and Recommendations 
(not listed in priority order) 
 
Concern #1  
Some of the recent tensions about finances at Immanuel emerge from the lack of a 
comprehensive financial plan for school operations. Because Immanuel Lutheran 
operates with a unified budget, there is no all-inclusive record of school income and 
expenses from all sources. 
 
Recommendations  
 

1. Develop an all-inclusive report of financial receipts during the current year from 
tuition and fees, congregational support and third source funding. Third source 
funding includes receipts from PTL and other school fundraisers, Immanuel’s 
foundation grants, bequests from wills and estates, special contributions, etc.   
2. Develop an all-inclusive report of financial expenditures for the school during the 
current year. In addition to current budget items, include estimates of costs for 
utilities, maintenance, upkeep, and expenditures for any and all special projects 
funded by sources currently outside the unified budget.  
3. Use the current year’s comprehensive report to calculate per pupil cost.  
4. Analyze the data to identify the school’s current funding formula, i.e. the percent 
of school operations from tuition and fees, congregational support, and third source 
funds. Meet with congregational leaders to set a consensus funding formula for the 
next school year. Present the information to the congregation as an expression of 
their Great Commission mission to make disciples by teaching the children and 
ministering to the families in the school. Challenge them to include their support for 
the school in the congregation’s overall stewardship education of member families. 

    5. Use the report as base line and the funding formula as a guideline to 
develop an inclusive financial plan for the next year, using realistic projections of 
income and expenses from all sources. Use averages of income from third source 
funding sources for the previous five years to project income for the next year. 
Include items to be funded by third source funding sources in the annual financial 
plan (budget).     

      6. Plan realistic annual projections for both income and program improvements. 
Add those to the one year plan to develop a three year financial plan. Adjust the 
plan annually to reflect current developments and to add a new third year’s 
projections. 

      7. The administrator touch bases monthly with the congregational bookkeeper to 
check the status of planned receipts and expenditures. Manage expenditures to 
correspond with actual receipts 

 
Concern #2  
Members of parent focus groups expressed their concern that tuition costs at 
Immanuel may be preventing some families from enrolling or continuing to be 
enrolled. 
 
 



 

 

Recommendations: 
 

1. The law of diminishing returns impacts anticipated income from tuition and fees. 
Dramatic increases in tuition and fees usually have a negative impact on 
enrollment, resulting in reduced net income.  Consider the reality that enrolling 
more students to fill available openings in each classroom, even at reduced tuition 
rates, increases net income until enrollment increases require additional staffing or 
expansion of facilities. 
2. Immanuel is blessed to have a foundation with a sizeable corpus. Consider 
designating a share of proceeds from the foundation to provide need based tuition 
assistance to families.  
3. Plan and implement a graduated reduction in tuition for the second, third, fourth, 
etc. child in the family. 
4. Consider offering tuition reduction for in kind service to the school and 
congregation. 
5. As part of the enrollment process, meet with parents to explain the costs of 
tuition and fees, payment options and expectations, and the process of applying for 
financial aid.  
6. To help parents be aware of the value of the quality, Christ-centered education 
their children receive at Immanuel, share composite student achievement records, 
notable extracurricular achievements, information about graduates’ 
accomplishments in high school, and the school’s funding formula at parent 
orientation meetings. Emphasize the spiritual blessings that are only available in a 
Christian school.  

 
Concern #3  
Several focus groups expressed concern about the amount of uncollected tuition 
payments. 
 
Recommendations  
 
   1. Review the existing policy regarding conditions for re-enrollment when there is 

an unpaid tuition balance. Consider compassionate waivers for families that 
experience a death, serious illness or job loss. 

   2. After the school’s tuition management service has exhausted its collection 
efforts, meet with each family to discuss the problem and plan a repayment 
schedule. In the absence of reasonable cooperation by the family, turn the 
uncollected bills over to a collection agency.  

   3. Follow school policy regarding re-enrollment or continuing enrollment when a 
tuition balance is unpaid. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

PERSONNEL & CURRICULUM 

Critical Issue: Declining Enrollment 
Overview 

Immanuel Lutheran School reported a concern about the declining enrollment  
over the past several years. A look at enrollment statistics from 2009-20014 
reveals an enrollment decline from 198 to 144 students .While the visiting team 
would agree that the changing congregational demographics and the stressful 
economic times have certainly contributed to the decline in enrollment, the 
Diagnostic Visit found the following also to be significant contributing causes of 
the school’s declining enrollment.   

 

Concerns and Recommendations 

1. Concern 

The school has experienced significant losses in the past years.  Customer 
satisfaction is relevant to a successful school ministry. Parents and students 
must feel comfortable with the school program and leadership in order to 
continue enrollment; retention of students is important to enrollment stability. 

 

Recommendation 

An enrollment committee (comprised of staff and interested parents and 
congregation members) should develop a plan to formally measure customer 
satisfaction.  This form should include a list of activities that will be conducted 
on an annual basis.  Activities might include the following:   

 Conduct exit surveys or exit interviews to determine why families are 
leaving.  Surveys should be addressed and returned to a school board 
member so that families who have confidential concerns regarding the 
administration and/or school can feel to be candid.  If surveys are mailed 
and not returned, an effort should be made by the school board member to 
personally contact the family.   

 

 Collect and publish parent and student testimonials that attest to customer 
satisfaction. Provide formal opportunities for current school parents to 
express their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with school programs and 
procedures and determine how the results of such surveys will be 
communicated to school families.  Consult with NLSA surveys and other 
resources to gather data.   

 

 The principal should promote a high trust environment where parents, 
students, and teachers are welcome to share ideas and concerns.  School 
parents should be given opportunities to express needs and concerns 
throughout the year.  A quarterly principal /parent form would be one way 
to accomplish this.   

 



 

 

 Involve parents in decision-making when appropriate.   

 

 Use parents, as appropriate, to help implement new programs and 
policies.   

 

1.      Concern    

There is a perception that the school’s academic program is good. But not 
great. 

 

  Recommendation 

 In the midst of competition from other schools, Immanuel Lutheran 
School must continually strive for improvement.  Find your special area 
of academic excellence and build on your strengths.   

 

 Conduct a yearly curriculum review process to align the school 
curriculum with state standards.   

 

 Engage the teachers in curriculum mapping to ensure the continuity of 
subject matter from one grade level to the next.   

 

 Provide math enrichment opportunities for students in all grade levels.   

 

 Include scope, sequence, and learner outcomes for each subject area.   

 

 Provide a variety of teaching methods and evaluation techniques to 
address the varied student learning styles in all classrooms.   

 

 Initiate offering foreign language instruction. 

  

 Evaluate the results of the standardized testing in order to provide input 
for needed change.   

 

 Develop a technology plan, updating hardware ,software and training 
for teachers, and budget it into the school’s comprehensive plan. Every 
teacher must be engaged in educational technology to enrich the 
teaching process.    

 

 Offer students additional sports programs to address varied interests 
and skills.   

 



 

 

 Communicate curriculum updates and school-wide test scores to parents 
and other constituents.   

 

3.   Concern Immanuel Lutheran School and the Child Care Development 
Center are perceived as separate services rather than a seamless united educational 
experience.    

 

 Recommendation 

 Develop a comprehensive plan to recruit students from CCDC into 
Kindergarten at Immanuel Lutheran School.   

 

 Intentionally plan collaborative time for these educators to meet together to 
coordinate programs, discuss curriculum flow, share innovative ideas, 
fellowship and have devotions together to become partners in ministry.   

 

4. Concern  

  There is no strategic plan for the school that can be shared with present 
and prospective families. 

 

Recommendation 

 Develop a strategic plan for Immanuel Lutheran School.  This will give 
direction and assurance that the school is a vital part of ministry in the 
future.   

 

 Prepare and distribute plans for the next school year to present to 
members and the public early enough to give them time for proper 
planning.  Parents are enrolling children as early as January for the 
following school year.  They need to know what is available on a consistent 
basis.   

 

 Offer “Ask the Principal” and/or “Ask the Pastor” meetings.  School parents 
should be given opportunities to express needs and concerns throughout 
the year to someone in authority who is present to answer questions.  This 
is an excellent way to curtail rumors.   

 

5.  Concern 

  There is little evidence of efforts to recruit new students. 

 

  Recommendation 

A marketing committee (comprised of staff and interested parents and congregation 
members} should develop a plan to actively recruit new students.   



 

 

 

 Recognize that every school function is a recruitment opportunity.  Get the 
name, address, phone number and email address to all who attend 
school functions. Develop a data base for future mailings.   

 

 Encourage the teachers to provide the local newspaper with items of 
interest for publication throughout the year.   

 

 Enlist the aid of the faculty and support staff in all recruitment efforts. This 
is an expectation of their position.   

 

 Train school families in marketing skills. Provide materials that they may 
distribute at work and throughout the community at businesses, 
restaurants, Dr. offices, public libraries, real estate offices.   

 

COMMUNICATIONS 

Overview 

Church and school ministries function effectively when people know what is 
happening.  Tracts, newsletters, bulletins and other media expressing the 
spiritual and community life of the congregation provide an excellent vehicle in 
bringing that information to member and non-member families.  One can never 
receive too much information.   
  

1. Concern 

Communication is our way of relating to one another.  At times our 
responses are neither God-pleasing nor complete. 

 

Recommendation 

 Though Immanuel Lutheran strives to get current information out to its 
members and families through a variety of media, one should never 
stop trying to reach everyone in the source they prefer.   

 

 At the time of registration, and periodically throughout the year, new 
church and school families should indicate their preferred means of 
receiving published information from the office and the teacher.   

 

2. Concern   

Texts and e-mails are not returned or responded to in a prompt 

 

Recommendation 

 Like all communication, people depend on a response, as soon as 



 

 

possible, so it’s important to respond in a timely manner.   

 

 Should the person’s request be forwarded on to someone else for 
response, please be courteous and indicate when you have forwarded 
one on for others to see.   

 

MARKETING 

Overview 

“Marketing” is a business term which describes ongoing efforts to promote and 

inform the public of the product being offered.  For the Christian church and 

school, the “product” we proudly proclaim and promote is Jesus Christ, Who is 

“the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”  It is a message we are commanded to market 

until He returns.  Every effort should be made to connect disconnected souls to 

Jesus Christ - it becomes our mission and our passion. How appropriate that 

Immanuel Lutheran Church and School, along with its Child Care Development 

Center, desire to market itself under one unified name, “Immanuel Lutheran”. 

 

1. Concern 

Immanuel Lutheran needs a unified approach to publicizing their services, 
programs, and events into the surrounding community. 

 

 

Recommendation 

 Several participants in the Focus Groups indicated a willingness and 
ability as professional marketing people to help the congregation and 
school in this matter.  Take advantage of their expertise!   

 

 District and Synod resources are available in this area, along with 
demographic studies which help to determine the size and scope of 
your marketing area.  Take advantage of these resources!   

 

 


