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I. Executive Summary 

The Board of Trustees determined a formal process should be conducted to understand 

more fully the needs of our community regarding Life-Span Religious Education. A sub-set 

of the board was identified to research, assemble the findings, produce a report, and 

subsequently recommendations to deliver to the Board, the Minister, the Director of 

Religious Education, the Religious Education Committee, and ultimately the members 

during the current church year.  

This sub-set of the board heard positive and aspirational comments regarding the RE 

program, as well as areas for improvement.  The membership coalesced around the need 

for a continued RE program that grows and promotes UU values and beliefs. In addition, 

there is interest in standardizing curricula to better maximize the DRE’s time. This might 

include using UUA resources, among others. 

Throughout the discussions, key elements began to surface. Items include 

communications, programming, staffing (volunteers and paid staff), and Religious 

Education Committee functionality and below 18 years of age participation that need 

improvement or development to meet the changing needs of our church. 

Recommendations, based on members feedback, are listed at the end of this report.  If 

those recommendations are accepted by the board they would be incorporated into the 

budget where appropriate and implemented at the beginning of the next church year.  

 

II. Appreciative Inquiry 

 

a. Process  

In September, a sub-set of the board of trustees was formed to better understand the 

needs of the Religious Education (RE) program here at UUSMC. This was prompted in 

part due to requests from members (primarily parents) about the program, the perceived 

need to grow the program, and  an understanding on how the budget is distributed 

amongst the numbers in the RE wing. 

It was an intentional effort to include the RE Committee (REC) and the Director of RE 

(DRE) as soon as possible in this Appreciative Inquiry. We wanted to efficiently dig into 

how our RE program works and what the board of trustees, representing the larger 

membership, can do to support this vital part of UUSMC’s programming.  

The Religious Education Task Force (RE-TF or ‘we’) was formed to take on the task. It 

included the board members: Ivonne Antongiorgi, Tracy Morgan, M.Q. Riding, and 
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Larry Stomberg. Rev. Greg Pelley, Judy Pappenhagen, and Mary Pat Knauss were adjunct 

participants.  

Initially, the team considered several approaches to learning members’ perspectives about 

the program. We agreed the most thorough approach was to use focus groups as well as 

reaching out to leaders in the community for one on one discussions about RE.  

Twelve of these meetings took place, over a span of three months.  

 

b. Gathered Information 

There was a wide variety of perspectives and insights gathered from the focus groups and 

other discussions. Members have a sense that growing the church would directly impact 

the RE program. Common denominators or themes that were heard include: 

 The need for more communications about what goes on in the RE wing on 

Sundays 

 A better understanding of the curricula and its connection with the sanctuary is 

desired 

 Unclear about the functioning of the REC and DRE together 

 The program seems to be shrinking yet the youth program (YRUU) seems to be 

robust - no one is sure what to do about that trend 

 How do we manage the teacher volunteering? 

 Does the DRE job description cover the current needs of the membership? 

In addition to these themes there was great diversity of thought and perspective for 

example:  

 The program needs: 

o complete overhauling 

o a paid youth coordinator 

o programming changes to accommodate demographic changes 

o members like the youth-led services 

Members generally like the youth led services and see that as a fundamental 

improvement of the program.  However, it is unclear how the youth feel about the 

services. There is some concern that senior youth are not engaged. The younger 

children’s programming is not very well understood.  

These are likely places where programming improvements can be made.   
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There were no recommendations to keep the program at status quo.  

There is an overarching concern that the program needs refreshing to continue to 

support the current enrollment and help support overall growth in our membership. 

However, there is belief amongst the members queried that there is a committed and 

dedicated core of members shepherding the program and fundamentally the children and 

youth that participate are benefitting from the program.   

c. Desired Outcomes  

Of the members queried, the RE-TF heard many positive and aspirational comments 

regarding the RE program. The membership coalesced around the need for a continued 

RE program that promotes UU values and beliefs. There is a desire for compassionate 

social engagement and respectful spiritual formation for our children and youth.  

The members also want to see the program grow, in numbers attending, engagement 

with the members in the sanctuary, and social action within and beyond our walls. The 

question routinely asked, was how. How can we grow the program? Not necessarily 

numerically, but also through programming.  

In addition, there is interest in standardizing curricula to better maximize the DRE’s time. 

This might include using UUA resources, among others.  

There is a desire to see a larger connection between the sanctuary and the RE wing and 

there is a strong consensus that positive, proactive communications from the DRE/REC 

could foster that link. The link was described as a two-way connection. The RE wing 

needs more volunteers and the members in the sanctuary need to understand the 

programs happening and where/how they can add value.  

 

d. Identified Challenges 

Several existing challenges were identified during the process:  

 How is success measured?   

 Are goals being set at the beginning of the church year? Are there short, medium, 

and long term goals?  

 How do we support a safe congregation’s policy with an ever present need for 

more volunteers?  

 As the enrollment fluctuates, how do we design a program that can accommodate 

the changes? What is the DRE doing to engage the children/parents/volunteers? 
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 With a sizable and cohesive youth group do we need a paid advisor for that 

program?  

 How do we grow the program? 

 Are the DRE and REC working together effectively? 

 

III. Conclusion & Next Steps 

 

Through the twelve sessions and three months of inquiry it has become clear that the 

membership and specifically adults who participate in the program appreciate the efforts 

and dedication of the REC and DRE.  

There are areas in communications, programming, staffing (volunteers and paid staff), 

and below 18 years of age participation that need refreshing to meet the changing needs 

of our church.  

It is important to be realistic about the demographics and support a design that is elastic 

enough to respond to fluctuations in enrollment. This would accommodate the level of 

participation, during our church’s transitional period.  

In no way is this intended to be a moratorium on the program’s performance to date.  

In every way this is a demonstration of how important the Religious Education Program 

is to the membership.   

 

 

Respectfully submitted,  

The Religious Education Task Force 


