






Catholic schools. If the new schools meet enroll-
ment expectations, the next question will be
whether they meet academic ones. The results of
the Terra Nova tests will provide that answer.

Many of the teachers and principals who are
Catholic would like to stay on with the public char-
ter schools, and they’re hopeful about the future.
They say the new arrangement will give them an
opportunity to live their faith, even if they can’t talk
about it. The new schools will be secular, but their
survival is consistent with the Catholic mission of
social justice. Catholics run hospitals and soup
kitchens. Why not public charter schools?

“When I first heard about these plans, I felt a sense
of loss because the Catholic identity of this school
is not a small thing,” says Christian White, the
principal at Holy Comforter-St. Cyprian. “When
you lose something, it’s okay to be mournful and
sorrowful, but then you have to move on and that’s
what we must to do because these kids still need us.
This is what we have to do.”

Monsignor Charles Pope, the pastor of Holy
Comforter-St. Cyprian, agrees: “At the new school,
they won’t be able to pray for us. But we’ll be pray-
ing for them.”
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M
iddle school teacher Joe
Manning’s voice takes on the
metallic tone of the crackling
public address system as he leads

about 200 students in prayer. 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace, the
assembly says in unison. 

The famous prayer of St. Francis holds special
meaning in this neighborhood. Manning and the
students, kindergarteners through eighth graders,
are in an asphalt courtyard surrounded by the low-
slung concrete classrooms of St. Malachy Catholic
School, a rare safe haven amid the violence of South
Central Los Angeles.

St. Malachy was formed in 1948, when the neigh-
borhood was mostly Italian. African Americans
began populating the area in the 1960s and in the
1980s, Latinos started moving in. The present vio-
lence is rooted in a brown-against-black gang war. 

Where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is
injury, pardon;

Just days before Manning led this prayer with his
St. Malachy students, 61 members of the local
Latino street gang “Florencia 13” were indicted on
federal charges of racketeering, drug dealing,
money laundering, and shooting African
Americans in an attempt to seize control of these
streets. The Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s

Department, one of several law enforcement agen-
cies involved in the three-year investigation, docu-
mented more than 80 shootings, including 20 mur-
ders, directly linked to a turf war between “F13”
and black gangs, that claimed innocent black resi-
dents targeted because of the color of their skin.
Some of Manning’s students have seen people shot.
Many have brothers, cousins, uncles and fathers in
gangs.

Where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair,
hope;

A cast iron security fence rings St. Malachy, and vis-
itors need to press a buzzer to be admitted. The
sidewalks outside are scrawled with the stylized sig-
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By Marshall Allen

Students at St. Malachy Catholic School gather for
morning prayer in an asphalt courtyard, a rare safe
haven amid the violence of South Central Los Angeles.



natures of taggers and F13 graffiti mars buildings
nearby. Plastic bags, bottles and broken-down cars
line the street; tattered mattresses are flopped in an
alley near the school. St. Malachy’s students live on
streets like these. Schools measure their poverty
level by the percentage of kids who qualify for fed-
eral subsidies for free-and-reduced lunch. Here, all
the kids qualify.

Joe Manning is an unlikely character in this setting
– an optimistic, hopeful 24-year-old from a small
town in Washington State. He’s here thanks to the
Alliance for Catholic Education (ACE), a two-year
program through which he serves as a teacher in an
urban Catholic school while earning his master’s
degree in education at the University of Notre
Dame. He’s one of about 200 such Notre Dame
students. And there are hundreds more from thir-
teen other graduate schools nationwide working in
Catholic K-12 schools under similar conditions. 

This growing cadre of service-minded educators are
foot soldiers in an offensive by some Catholic uni-
versities to re-invigorate Catholic primary and sec-
ondary schools. They’re driven by a sense of justice

that’s rooted in their faith. They believe children
deserve a good education and need to think big to
escape their seemingly impossible circumstances.
During their two years of service, these teachers live
together in a community, grow spiritually and com-
plete intensive online coursework to earn their
degree. It’s like a Teach For America program for
urban Catholic schools, but with graduate educa-
tion included.

These talented and motivated teachers run into
harsh realities in their first year of teaching in places
like inner city Los Angeles; Washington, D.C.;
Brownsville; Dallas; and Kansas City. Like their
Teach for America counterparts working in similar
neighborhoods, their initial months are full of chal-
lenges and discouragement. Yet they grow and con-
tribute in energetic ways to the students and cam-
puses they serve. Archdiocesan school administra-
tors and principals say they share characteristics
with the religious orders of nuns who were the
foundation of the Catholic schools in decades past. 

Where there is darkness, light; and where there is sad-
ness, joy.

Catholic K-12 schools perform well academically in
many inner cities, but they also struggle to survive.
Enrollment has been declining for about four
decades. Church attendance and giving at many
parishes that run schools have also seen a decline.
Meanwhile, the nuns who were the backbone of the
schools, and staffed them for free, are mostly gone,
replaced by lay teachers who must be paid salaries.
And facilities built 50 or 100 years ago often
require costly repairs if not outright replacement. 

These inner city parochial schools have been slow-
ly suffocating. Like a body going into shock to pre-
serve its core functions, they’ve charged tuition,
sold off real estate, begged donors, eliminated staff,
cut programs and consolidated campuses – all in an
effort to stay alive for one more year. 

There’s now widespread recognition among
Catholic universities that the parochial schools,
particularly those in America’s inner cities, are in
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crisis. They’re desperate for assistance and new
models of sustainability. Notre Dame’s ACE pro-
gram is one of the best developed and farthest
reaching initiatives in what can only be described as
a revival effort.

Neil Quinly, the Archdiocese of Los Angeles’s liaison
with the ACE program, said the young teachers are
set apart by a faith-based ethic of justice and service.
“They have a true desire to reform a school and
make a school better, because they see the injustice
of an inadequate education,” Quinly says. “So they
are tireless in working to make that school better.”

But the institutions of higher education are also
training principals and other Catholic school
administrators. In the process, they’re bringing the
rigor of research-based academic assessment – and
the credibility it provides. In the case of a historic
effort between Boston College and the Archdiocese
of Boston, a result of the tragic aftermath of the sex
abuse scandals of 2002, the university has taken
over a K-8 school in order to develop a new educa-
tion model as well as keep parochial education alive
in a historically Catholic community. 

Michael James, executive director of Boston
College’s Center for Catholic Education, calls the
nationwide renewal a “collective” effort among uni-
versities. “No single school can do it alone, and
we’ve got a narrow window of time to turn back the
tide of school closures,” he says.

Notre Dame’s Alliance

In 1973, the University of Notre Dame shuttered
its school of education because there was a per-

sistent and disheartening belief it wasn’t adding
anything to the field. For two decades thereafter,
the prestigious university did little to contribute
directly to Catholic primary and secondary schools.
Meanwhile, a crisis was developing in that sector.

John Staud, a Notre Dame English professor who
now directs the ACE program, says he remembers
the predicament brewing when he was in elemen-
tary school in Pittsburgh. Enrollment in Catholic
schools peaked in 1965, the year of Staud’s birth,
and he can distinctly recall his parents fighting to
keep his school open when he was in first grade.
Resources were scarce, so Staud’s father brought
home scrap paper from work to donate to the
school’s classes.

“Many in the church said, ‘Kennedy has been elect-
ed president, we don’t feel discriminated against any
more,’” Staud recalls. “There was a question about
the validity of Catholic schools.” Twenty years later,
hundreds of Catholic schools in cities across
America have closed – and many more are at risk. 

Some Catholic higher education institutions, such
as Boston College, never gave up their involvement
in the schools, but many, like Notre Dame, had
stopped contributing. That’s now changing. A
decade ago, Notre Dame revived its commitment
to invest in the schools, and other institutions have
followed its lead. Together, they seek to bring about
needed reform and rebirth of primary and second-
ary Catholic education.

Notre Dame professor Joyce Johnston leads the
University Consortium for Catholic Education, a
group of fourteen institutions with teacher place-
ment programs modeled after ACE. She said the
revival is grounded in more than self-interest. It’s a
“sense of responsibility that [K-12 education] is the
best program for educating the Catholic lay people
in the United States.”
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One of the university’s leaders, Rev. Timothy
Scully, worked with recent Notre Dame graduate
Rev. Sean McGraw to found ACE in 1993. It began
with just 90 K-12 schools. Then as now, ACE
teachers received a small stipend from the school in
which they’re employed – usually about $1,000 a
month, perhaps a bit more in cities where the cost
of living is high; the balance of their first-year
teacher’s salary is paid to Notre Dame to fund the
program. Teachers also qualify for a $4,725
AmeriCorps award, which can be used to pay for
their education. 

By the late 1990s, Catholic educators across the
country were calling on Notre Dame to provide
more ACE teachers. ACE had about 160 teachers
in 1999 and had no desire to grow beyond 200,
Johnston says, for fear of compromising the person-
al attention and guidance the teachers needed to
survive. So she began working with other universi-
ties to replicate the program. In 2000, a $460,000
congressional earmark funded an expansion of the
program to four universities; private foundations
kicked in capital for four more new programs.
Soon, seven funding streams flowed into ACE-like
programs at ten universities, including College of
Notre Dame in Baltimore, Loyola Marymount
University in Los Angeles, Providence College,
Seton Hall and Valparaiso University.

Collectively, the fourteen schools comprise the
University Consortium for Catholic Education.

ACE is the giant among the programs, with a
nationwide footprint and about 175 teachers. But
others are growing and also making their mark in
archdiocesan schools. 

The programs in the consortium are built on three
pillars: professional development, community, and
spiritual development. The new ACE teachers
come to Notre Dame for eight weeks of intense
coursework before their first year of teaching and
continue online studies during the school year.
They work with a mentor teacher at the school
where they serve and continue classes at Notre
Dame after year one. By the end of the program,
they have a fully funded master’s degree in educa-
tion and plenty of valuable experience – not to
mention the important contribution they have
already made to their students’ education.

A Peace Corps 
for American Cities

ACE teachers, like Manning and his three
housemates in Los Angeles, live in groups of

four to seven – with balanced numbers of men and
women – in the cities where they teach. The goal is
to help the new teachers create a sense of communi-
ty in their houses – second year teachers supporting
beginners, for instance – so they can do the same in
the schools and communities where they teach.

The first year of teaching anywhere is extremely dif-
ficult, but in inner city Los Angeles the challenges
are so daunting that even the most gifted young
instructors can feel like giving up. Hillary Simpson,
for instance, says working with ACE has stretched
her more than she could have ever expected.

Simpson, 22, is like many ACE teachers – driven,
successful and characterized by a desire to serve
that’s rooted in her faith. She was valedictorian of
her high school class in Ohio and excelled in extra-
curricular activities. But now her mission to edu-
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cate inner city kids has met a tsunami of obstacles.
She’s only been at this a few months and is over-
whelmed.

Simpson has had an incredibly difficult month of
October. Veteran ACE teachers warn that October
is toughest because the honeymoon is over, the cul-
ture shock is severe, and there are no holiday
breaks. Teach for America teachers often feel the
same way.

At times Simpson says she feels like she’s going to
break down. Every time she sleeps, she dreams
about teaching. She logs her hours for AmeriCorps
– between 83 and 100 per week in October. “I feel
like I’m exhausted to the core,” she says. 

Fortunately, Simpson is not alone. Notre Dame has
a pastoral staff that visits the houses and counsels
one-on-one with the young teachers. But her pri-
mary support system is her housemates – Manning,
Kevin Green, Patrick Lopez and Carolyn Gibbs –
three of them second-year teachers. The house-
mates have dinner together on Sunday and

Wednesday evenings and share many impromptu
conversations about teaching and life. The second-
year teachers smile and reassure Simpson that her
pain and suffering are entirely normal, that her dif-
ficulties echo their own of a year ago. Simpson may
not always seem reassured, but at least their discus-
sions put her frustrations into perspective. 

The second-year teachers say they’ve realized that
they cannot control many of the circumstances
affecting a child’s education. “It’s frustrating because
you realize it’s not just this school, it’s not just this
city,” Gibbs says. “Throughout the country there are
kids that aren’t getting what they need and aren’t
receiving the valued education they deserve. In the
grand scheme, it’s kind of daunting.”

Faith at the Core

ACE teachers don’t have to be Catholic, but
they do have to embrace the mission of

Catholic schools and strive to grow spiritually. The
teachers are expected to bring their faith into the
classroom as they instruct students and pray togeth-
er in their houses – though a group in Los Angeles
said that busy schedules, exhaustion and stress can
get in the way of this ideal.
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“It’s frustrating because you realize it’s not just this
school, it’s not just this city,” says second-year teacher
Carolyn Gibbs. 

First-year ACE teacher Hillary Simpson says working with
ACE has stretched her more than she could have ever
expected. 



The spiritual component of the ACE program
holds great appeal for Simpson, who starts every
class day with prayer. “I hope they can see that I’m
genuinely praying,” she says. Sometimes she starts
off with a moment of silent prayer or an exercise
like Lexio Divina – an ancient practice of contem-
plating scripture.

Simpson wants faith to be a normal and everyday
part of her students’ lives, so she models it and
practices it in the classroom. “Spirituality gives us
hope and it gives us purpose and it gives us some-
thing bigger to keep our eyes on,” she insists.

Manning and Simpson have a hard time knowing
what type of tangible good they’re doing at their
schools. The kids’ and schools’ problems seem so
immense that they don’t know if they can be over-
come. ACE teachers make a two-year commitment,
so they can’t expect to see much long-term growth
in the lives of their students. 

In most cases, ACE teachers leave after fulfilling
their two-year commitment, and that makes
Jennifer Beltramo’s contribution stand out. She
started in 2002 as a first-year teacher at Mother of
Sorrows Catholic School, also in South Central Los
Angeles. Now she’s the principal. 

Beltramo might seem an unlikely candidate for this
post. She’s from a town of 20,000 in eastern
Tennessee. She’s a white woman with a Notre Dame
master’s degree leading a school in a blighted, mostly
Latino neighborhood. Nearby buildings are marred

by cracked plaster, boarded windows and graffiti. All
214 students at Mother of Sorrows are poor.

Beltramo never planned to become a teacher, but
she had an awakening of sorts during a service proj-
ect in India. She had seen her desire to serve as sep-
arate from her faith until she read the Gospel of
Matthew, in which Jesus says, “Whatever you do
for the least of me, you did for me.” 

“That was the first time I really realized that this
expression to serve really was my faith,” Beltramo
recalls. She stayed at Mother of Sorrows because she
was asked to become principal and saw it as an
opportunity to revamp the school’s curriculum and
assessment. Many of the students are transfers from
public schools and they’re several grade levels
behind. She sees improving the curriculum as the
fastest way for them to gain lost ground. 

Beltramo has found that school administration is a
thankless job. But she’s making progress. She’s
ordered new social studies books aligned with
California’s acclaimed academic standards and is
pushing for accountability and raising the expecta-
tions of children. She says one of the strengths of
the ACE program is that it brings a new perspective
to the schools.
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and is now principal of the school.  In most cases, ACE
teachers leave after fulfilling their two-year
commitment.

The teachers are expected to bring

their faith into the classroom as

they instruct students and pray

together in their houses – though a

group in Los Angeles said that busy

schedules, exhaustion and stress

can get in the way of this ideal.



The downside is that Beltramo is the exception.
Most teachers in the ACE program, like their
young peers in other professions, are short-timers at
these inner city posts. (ACE officials do note that
about 70 percent of its graduates stay in the field of
education, and a majority are still involved in
Catholic schools elsewhere.) Even so, principal
Daniel Garcia of St. Malachy, and Neil Quinly,
regional supervisor of schools for the Archdiocese
of Los Angeles, point to many benefits that ACE
teachers bring. Garcia noted their growth as teach-
ers is phenomenal during the course of their com-
mitment, and they bring a spirit of service that rubs
off on the students and other faculty.

Quinly adds that the ACE teachers “inspire and
challenge” the school’s veteran teachers. They step
into leadership roles, as Manning has done by lead-
ing prayer in the mornings in the courtyard. They
are role models who proudly display their connec-
tion to Notre Dame and encourage their pupils to
dream big and prepare for college. It is also a cre-
ative solution to the broader labor challenges that
urban schools, particularly urban Catholic schools,
now face.

Quinly and Garcia both says the ACE program
could be compared to the religious orders that
established the Catholic schools. They live in the
community, serve to the point of exhaustion, and
bring a devout spiritual ethic to their efforts. 

“The gifts they bring for those two years are just
amazing,” Quinly says. “They bring such an energy
with them, and I think it is that pure belief in what
they’re doing, and the service. I believe that for
them this is very much a vocation, a mission. It’s
not employment, and I think that makes all the dif-
ference in the world.”

Adopting a School

ACE and other teacher placement programs are
just one way that Catholic universities are bol-

stering K-12 schools today. There’s also a new wave

of research being launched to support the schools
and to infuse rigorous academic standards and
assessment measures into their culture. 

Additionally, higher education is taking an interest in
training principals and providing consultancy part-
nerships to help schools improve. ACE now has a
leadership development program for principals, a
consulting organization for urban Catholic schools.
It also recently convened a conference of Catholic
academics and philanthropic leaders to discuss build-
ing a field of “Catholic education” in universities. 

All these initiatives are important, but one of the
most hands-on commitments is the partnership of
Catholic institutions in Boston. More than any-
thing else, inner city Catholic schools need to
develop innovative models of sustainability. If a
school fails financially, research into standards and
assessment is moot. 

It’s a frigid Monday afternoon in December and
Boston College professor Audrey Friedman, an
expert in literacy and pedagogy, is working a white
board in front of a room of sixth graders at St.
Columbkille School in a working-class Boston
neighborhood. 

She asks the students to name all the “connections”
they can imagine. Hands shoot in the air and young
minds race. The third floor windows are frosty and
the hisses and pops of the historic school’s steam
radiator provide background noise as the young-
sters blurt out a number of connections: a
Christmas stocking is “connected” to the wall; com-
puters are “connected” to the Internet; trains “con-
nect” to different stops along a track. 

Friedman’s icebreaker flows into an engaging lec-
ture about how readers make connections to text in
Gary Soto’s book, Taking Sides. Friedman’s head
may live in the world of education theory, but her
heart beats in this classroom. In a separate inter-
view, she calls the sessions at St. Columbkille a
“highlight of my week.” Her visits appear to be a
highlight for the sixth graders as well, but the per-
son arguably learning the most from Friedman’s lec-
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tures is the oldest student in the class: sixth-grade
teacher Jackie Wesner.

Friedman is Wesner’s coach, and the two meet
weekly to discuss literacy instruction techniques
that are strategic, focused and research-based – and
the children reap the benefit. Such individual
coaching is new at St. Columbkille and has re-
invigorated Wesner’s approach to education.
Previously, the teachers just did the best they could. 

The two educators are working together because of
a groundbreaking partnership between Boston
College and the Archdiocese of Boston. The arch-
diocese has been scandalized by the priest sex abuse
crisis that became public in 2002. Since then, it has
teetered on the brink of financial ruin, selling off
assets and closing churches and schools as it faced
declines in giving and mounting settlements from
abuse victims. 

In March 2006, it was announced that Boston
College would take over St. Columbkille in order to
save the struggling parish school and preserve
Catholic education in the Allston-Brighton section

of Boston. The area had already suffered two
painful school closures and St. Columbkille was the
last parochial school left standing in the historical-
ly Catholic area.

There had been a huge erosion of trust in Boston,
due to the sex abuse scandal and the closure of
schools, so the new partnership was met with some
cynicism, notes Michael James, who leads the ven-
ture for Boston College. But the community’s con-
fidence has been bolstered by its affiliation with the
university. 

Boston College’s vision for transforming St.
Columbkille goes far beyond saving one school. It’s
making the school a pilot project for a new model of
sustainability for urban Catholic schools. It’s the
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Boston College professor Audrey Friedman visits St.
Columbkille weekly to discuss literacy instruction
techniques that are strategic, focused, and research-
based.

The partnership with Boston College allows 
St. Columbkille to preserve Catholic education in the
Allston-Brighton section of Boston. 



only place in the country where a Catholic universi-
ty has partnered with an archdiocese to take over a
school. The initial success of the project is drawing
interest from other Catholic universities in cities
that are also awash in struggling parochial schools. 

The benefits are clear. Boston College has an exten-
sive network of fund-raisers and donors and has
already infused $1 million into the school. The col-
lege is revamping St. Columbkille’s curriculum and
coaches are taking a hands-on approach with teach-
ers. But the obstacles are also clear. It could cost
$10 million more to refurbish the aging school than
to tear it down and start over again. And there is
currently no accurate measure of students’ academ-
ic performance.

There are many challenges to overcome in such a
transition – curriculum, facilities, fund-raising, and
more. But some of the most difficult challenges
have been emotional. Any change is an implicit
criticism of the past. James notes that his biggest
challenge is turning St. Columbkille into an excel-
lent school while honoring its culture and the con-
tributions of its dedicated staff. The vision is not to
change one school, he says, but to create an authen-
tic partnership that can be replicated by other
Catholic institutions. 

The coat hooks are one illustration of St.
Columbkille’s history. Nearly 300 of them line the
first floor hallways. On this snowy day, few of them

are burdened with bags and coats. Two generations
ago, when enrollment was at its peak, there were
twice as many hooks and they were crammed full. 

Mary Battles remembers those days. There were
1,800 students at St. Columbkille when she attend-
ed first grade in the 1950s. She graduated from the
school, then came back later as a teacher for four-
teen years and principal for 21 years. Six months
ago she was replaced and given a new position as
outreach coordinator. 

Battles has spent her entire life walking these broad
corridors, through handcrafted doorways framed
with thick crown moldings and classrooms with
built-in bookcases and deep windowsills. She
enters a spacious first-grade classroom and points
to the faint marks, still visible on the tile floors,
where 60 desks were bolted in rows. Now a third as
many students are in the room and most of the
area is play space. 

Back then the Allston-Brighton section of Boston
was populated by Irish and Italian Catholics. But in
recent decades a veritable United Nations of immi-
grants has moved in – Chinese, Haitians,
Hispanics, Russians and Vietnamese. Numbers and
giving dropped at the parish that sponsored the
school, and all of these changes were reflected in the
classrooms. 

There are many challenges to

overcome in such a transition –

curriculum, facilities, fund-raising,

and more. But some of the most
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Two generations ago, when St. Columbkille’s enrollment
was at its peak, there were twice as many coat hooks and
they were crammed full.  



The school’s current demographics reflect them,
too. Forty percent of the students are white; 20 per-
cent are Hispanic and Haitian, respectively; 12 per-
cent are Asian; 5 percent are multi-racial and 3 per-
cent are black. Nearly eight in ten are Catholic and
about seven in ten get financial assistance with the
$3,000 tuition.

The sex abuse scandal further exacerbated pre-
existing enrollment and financial challenges. And
as St. Columbkille’s enrollment dropped and
parish attendance and giving faltered, its expenses
rose. About three dozen Sisters of St. Joseph
founded the school in 1901, but few remain. Lay
teachers who require salaries have replaced them.
And the cost of maintaining a century-old facility
has escalated. 

The financial suffocation had an air of tragic
inevitability when viewed alongside the struggles of
other Catholic schools nationwide. Boston College
officials note that 277 Catholic elementary schools
closed nationwide in 2004-05, and that sad fate
would have struck St. Columbkille, too, had the
university not stepped in. The revolutionary part-
nership was negotiated for about a year before
being announced in the spring of 2006. Since then,
there’s been a whirlwind of change. 

Worth Replicating?

Michael McCarthy, St. Columbkille’s new
head of school, marvels as he walks through

the school’s first floor. The walls in the expansive
hallways are smooth and brightly painted. The air
smells like new carpet. 

“When I came in here a week before Labor Day, it
was chaos,” McCarthy remembers. That’s when a
team of volunteers from Boston College repaired
the plaster walls, installed new sheet rock and
brought in all new furniture, toys and educational
materials for the new Early Childhood
Development program. Dumpsters of debris and
excess materials that had been stored in the base-
ment, making it essentially uninhabitable, were
hauled away.

McCarthy is proud of the upgrades to the school
and optimistic about its future. The goal is to
increase enrollment to 400, he says. He’s even eye-
ing a wing of the school that was once St.
Columbkille High School. It’s been closed since
1991 and is currently leased to a charter school. 

So far, the partnership between Boston College and
the archdiocese is working well for St. Columbkille,
McCarthy says. The school is its own nonprofit
organization with a board that includes members
from both institutions, so McCarthy doesn’t have
to navigate red tape to get responses to his requests.
Neither institution always says “yes,” but McCarthy
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In recent decades a veritable United Nations of
immigrants has moved in to the surrounding area. 
The school’s current demographics reflect these
changes.

Boston College officials note that
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that sad fate would have struck St.

Columbkille, too, had the university

not stepped in.



has access to their resources and both have con-
tributed to the school’s resurrection. A facilities
expert from Boston College led the recent base-
ment renovations, and archdiocesan information
technology staffers helped network the school’s
computers. 

“It’s easy to see the possibilities of what can be
accomplished,” McCarthy says. “The reality is that
small Catholic schools can’t survive on their own
anymore.” McCarthy highlights the Early
Childhood Development program because it’s been
the initial focus of efforts to revitalize the school.
Kindergarten teacher Ellen Ward maintains that
there’s no comparing the resources of St.
Columbkille before and after the Boston College
partnership. When she came to the school sixteen
years ago, the toys were culled from the local flea
market or acquired as hand-me-downs from her
own children. She bought craft supplies with her
own meager salary. And she came up with the cur-
riculum on her own, too, cobbling together ideas
from other teachers and adapting first-grade work-
sheets for younger children. 

Boston College is overhauling the curriculum
much as it did the basement, starting with the Early
Childhood Development program. Ward says the
new literacy curriculum, “Opening the World of
Learning,” has its pros and cons. After the first year,
her pre-K students arrived in kindergarten with
more vocabulary, better letter recognition and
improved motor skills compared to previous class-
es. And as a teacher, the course is charted through
the entire semester, with six four-week-long units of
daily word play, songs and writing activities. 

But there’s also less flexibility, and with all the
coaching and new teaching guidelines, it’s like
being a first-year teacher again, Ward says. Where
there was once too little structure and guidance,
now there is too much. The transition has been dif-
ficult. “You get comfortable and you get in a
groove,” Ward says about teaching. “All these years
I could just do it all out of my head. It’s been a
remaking and re-educating process.” 

Then there are the painful personnel changes.
Boston College replaced Battles as principal, which
Ward and others notes has been one of the hardest
parts of the transition. Boston College also wants to
raise the professional standards of the teachers. All
of them are expected to be certified and to earn a
master’s degree in education – fully paid for by the
university – as long as they can qualify for the grad-
uate program and are willing to do the work. A few
of the older teachers were given waivers from the
new educational standards, but most will have to
earn their degree or leave St. Columbkille. Ward
isn’t sure she’s going to do it. 

The growing pains have been difficult. Yet the
school is financially secure for the first time in
recent memory, and its standards are improving,
Ward acknowledges. In hindsight, she believes the
changes were the right thing to do. “It really need-
ed a shake-up.” 

McCarthy regards the academic improvements as
one of her first priorities at the school. There is cur-
rently no accurate measure of student achievement
– nor have there been consistent standards and high
expectations for children to succeed. 

Michael James knows St. Columbkille faces chal-
lenges on multiple fronts: poverty, immigrants who
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“It’s easy to see the possibilities of what can be
accomplished,” McCarthy says. “The reality is that small
Catholic schools can’t survive on their own anymore.” 



don’t speak English, and a distrust of the Catholic
Church. Boston College has already put $1 million
into the school for coaching, curriculum and facili-
ty improvements. In the current year, James wants
to raise an additional $250,000 for tuition assis-
tance. He’s looking to hire a director of development
and has plans eventually to raise $1 million per year.
Right now, he has the assistance of the university’s
marketing and communication specialists to create
branding materials, a website and letterhead. In
addition, Boston College professors are lined up to
gain access to St. Columbkille to do research.

“The challenge has been that of a highly resourced
institution like Boston College creating an authen-
tic partnership so it’s not just B.C. cleaning house,
taking over and pushing out everyone invested in
this parish,” James says. 

Boston College could have continued providing
piecemeal financial assistance to St. Columbkille,
but university president Father William Leahy
wanted to create a model so that other Catholic
institutions could learn to work together. The St.
Columbkille partnership is an example of a univer-
sity and an archdiocese resolving issues about turf
and authority for the greater good of everyone. 

Other Catholic universities are taking note and
James has fielded calls from Loyola University-
Chicago, University of San Francisco, and others.
Senior administrators and deans at universities across
the country insists they want to roll up their sleeves
and invest in Catholic elementary and high schools. 

“The days of Catholic universities sitting back and
doing their own thing are gone,” James says. “We
have to do things differently.” 

“The challenge has been that of a

highly resourced institution like

Boston College creating an

authentic partnership so it’s not just

B.C. cleaning house, taking over and

pushing out everyone invested in

this parish,” James says.
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Kindergarten teacher Ellen Ward maintains that there’s
no comparing the resources of St. Columbkille before
and after the Boston College partnership.

Boston College replaced Mary Battles as principal, which
Ward and other notes has been one of the hardest parts
of the transition. 
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T
he Glover Park Group conducted a
nationwide telephone survey of 800
adults between March 6, 2008 and
March 16, 2008. The margin of error

on a sample size of 800 is +/-3.5 percent. The margin
of error on subgroups is higher, due to the lower sam-
ple size. Oversamples of 250 Catholics, 100 African
Americans and 100 Hispanics were also conducted.
The total number of Catholics interviewed was 509,
with a margin of error of +/-4.3 percent.

This chapter provides topline findings. A full survey
report by Glover Park is available on the Thomas B.
Fordham Institute web site (www.edexcellence.net).

Summary of Findings
� Generally, Americans have a favorable impres-
sion of the Catholic Church (58 percent), though
ratings are lower than we see for other institutions
and organizations. For example, about nine in ten
adults view the Salvation Army and the Red Cross
favorably. This leaves room for improvement in
terms of how Americans view the Catholic
Church.

• American Catholics have a more favorable
impression of the Church (89 percent favorable).
However, older Catholics (age 50 and older) are
more likely to have a “very favorable” view of the
Church (57 percent very favorable) than are
younger Catholics (46 percent very favorable).

• Americans hold a less positive view of Pope
Benedict XVI, with only 42 percent favorable.
Only seventy percent of Catholics view him
favorably. 

� There are many substantive things the Church can
do to improve its image. Many of the good deeds
the Church is already doing are seen as important
both by Americans generally and by Catholics.
Actions seen as part of a larger Catholic commit-
ment to social justice tend to resonate with people,
and especially with people under the age of 50. 

• Enhanced efforts in the areas of disaster relief,
aid to the poor and disadvantaged, and inner-
city Catholic elementary and high schools all
have the potential to lead to more favorable
views of the Church (both among Americans
generally and more specifically among
Catholics). 

� Catholic schools are viewed positively (66 percent
favorable overall, 88 percent favorable among
Catholics), and more positively than the Church
itself. Catholic schools get particularly strong rat-
ings from people age 50 and older. American
Catholic Schools have a clear, but narrow brand
identity—they are credited for instilling discipline
and moral values. However, Catholic schools are
less likely to be associated with a commitment to
working with disadvantaged and inner-city stu-
dents and providing students the tools for success. 

� Demonstrating a commitment to inner-city
schools has the potential to enhance the Church’s
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image among Americans generally, and lead to
more intense support among American Catholics. 

� There is broad support for government funding
for many Church-led charitable efforts, including
Catholic charities that help the poor and homeless,
hospitals affiliated with the Church, and Catholic
elementary and high schools. 

Topline Findings

Favorability of Catholic
Figures and Institutions
� The Catholic Church is overwhelmingly viewed
favorably by Catholics. While not viewed as favor-
ably by adults generally, two-thirds of adults do
hold a favorable view of the Church. 

� Catholic schools are also viewed favorably, espe-
cially among Catholics. 

Perceptions of 
Different Types of Schools
� When asked to grade a variety of school types,
adults give private schools the highest ratings (69
percent A/B grades). Catholic schools (58 percent

A/B) and public schools are viewed similarly (55
percent A/B).

• Home schools are most likely to get a failing
grade (15 percent D/F). 

� Catholics generally give schools similar ratings to
adults overall. However, Catholics give Catholic
schools significantly better ratings than do adults
overall—76 percent A/B among Catholics, 58 per-
cent among all adults. 

� Participants were asked which types of schools
best exemplify certain performance traits. In this
context, Catholic schools are identified with values
and discipline, while traditional public schools are
seen as working with inner-city and disadvantaged
students.

AMONG CATHOLICS

Type of School A/B C D/F DK

Catholic/Parochial 76 11 4 9

Private 67 12 3 18

Public 57 28 12 3

Home 36 22 17 23

Charter 35 11 5 43

AMONG ALL ADULTS

Type of School A/B C D/F DK

Private 69 12 3 15

Catholic/Parochial 58 15 8 18

Public 55 28 13 3

Home 45 20 15 19

Charter 37 14 6 39

% Favorable All Adults Catholics

Salvation Army 91 92

American Red Cross 89 90

Catholic Schools 66 88

The Catholic Church 58 89

Pope Benedict XVI 42 70

Local parish priest NA 80

113

AMERICAN OPINIONS ON CATHOLIC EDUCATION



• Catholic schools get particularly strong ratings
for “instilling moral values” (Catholic schools
selected by 50 percent of adults) and “offering a
disciplined learning environment” (40 percent). 

• Catholic schools are less likely to be identified
with “working with economically disadvantaged

students” (8 percent) or “giving students in
inner cities the tools for success” (11 percent),
traits overwhelmingly associated with tradition-
al public schools. 

� Catholics are even more likely to identify these
traits with Catholic schools, including “instilling
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AMONG ALL ADULTS

Trait Public 
Catholic
Schools

Charter
Schools

Private Home

Offering a disciplined learning 
environment

15 40 3 25 8

Instilling moral values 10 50 2 14 15

Providing a nurturing environment 
to grow

20 19 6 18 25

Working with economically 
disadvantaged students

57 8 12 7 5

*Giving students the tools for success 35 12 8 30 4

*Giving students in inner cities the tools
for success

42 11 14 16 2

AMONG CATHOLICS

Trait Public 
Catholic
Schools

Charter
Schools

Private Home

Offering a disciplined learning
environment

13 55 2 17 5

Instilling moral values 8 70 1 8 7

Providing a nurturing environment to
grow

19 39 4 12 15

Working with economically 
disadvantaged students

59 13 9 6 2

*Giving students the tools for success 30 29 7 24 1

*Giving students in inner cities the tools
for success

42 19 14 13 1

*Split sample question asked of half of participants



moral values” (Catholic schools selected by 70 per-
cent of Catholics), “offering a disciplined learning
environment” (55 percent), and “providing a nur-
turing learning environment” (39 percent).

• However, like adults generally, Catholics are
far more likely to associate public schools with
“working with economically disadvantaged stu-
dents” and “giving students in inner cities the
tools for success.”

Characteristics Associated
with Catholic Schools
� Participants were also asked how well certain traits
apply specifically to Catholic schools. A majority of
adults associate Catholic schools with the character-
istics of “developing moral values and discipline” (79
percent associate this value with Catholic schools),
“providing a safe and nurturing environment” (76
percent), “realizing academic achievement” (74 per-
cent), and “developing life-long skills” (71 percent).

� Not surprisingly, Catholics are more likely to asso-
ciate these characteristics with Catholic schools than
are adults generally. Catholics are more likely to link
a host of other attributes to Catholic schools. 

• An overwhelming majority of Catholics asso-
ciate providing an education to inner-city stu-
dents with Catholic schools (81 percent), 14
percent higher than adults generally.

Importance of
Current/Future Catholic
Church Initiatives
� Adults tend to see many of the good deeds the
Church does as being “very important.” In particu-
lar, adults feel the Church’s work in providing care
for the sick and elderly (79 percent “very impor-
tant”), efforts to help the poor (75 percent ), and
offering counseling for young people (65 percent )
are particularly important.
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% ASSOCIATE WITH CATHOLIC SCHOOLS

Traits
All

Adults
Catholics

Developing moral values and 
discipline

79 91

Providing a safe and nurturing
environment

76 89

Realizing academic 
achievement

74 89

Developing life-long skills 71 85

Providing an education to inner
city and poor students

67 81

Providing an alternative to public
schools for those who can’t afford
private school

66 72

% VERY IMPORTANT

Initiative
All

Adults
Catholics

Providing care for the sick and
elderly In their communities

79 84

Funding efforts to help the poor
and homeless

75 81

*Providing counseling for young
people and teenagers

65 78

*Providing counseling to married
couples and people about to get
married

54 66

Operating Catholic hospitals 48 48

Operating Catholic elementary
and high schools in the inner city

46 62

Operating Catholic colleges and
universities

33 47

*Split sample question asked of half of participants



• Close to a majority of adults see the Church’s
work in operating inner-city schools as being
“very important” (46 percent), and a large
majority see this activity as at least somewhat
important (81 percent overall importance).

� Catholics are more likely to see operating inner-
city schools as being very important (62 percent),
and an overwhelming majority see this activity as at
least somewhat important (93 percent overall impor-
tance). But Catholics are also more likely to see most
of the Church’s efforts as being “very important.”

• As with adults generally, Catholics see the
Church’s work in providing care for the sick and
elderly (84 percent “very important”) and efforts
to help the poor (81 percent) as being “very
important.”

� Participants were read descriptions of five areas
where the Church is currently active and could
increase its commitment moving forward.
Generally, action in each area would lead people to
view the Church significantly more favorably.

• While an increased commitment to inner-city,
K-12 education would increase Church favorabil-
ity, this initiative ranked behind Church efforts to
address poverty, disaster relief and healthcare. 

� Each of these efforts is even more powerful with
Catholics. 

• Importantly, Catholics are more likely to view the
Church more favorably if the Church increases its
commitment to inner-city, K-12 education (78
percent). While this is a second tier initiative (trail-
ing disaster- and poverty-relief efforts), Catholics
respond more to efforts with inner-city schools than
do adults more generally. 

Inner-City Catholic School
Closings
� Information about the closing of inner-city
Catholic schools over the last five years leads to
slightly less favorable views of the Church, though
the margin is larger for adults generally (10 points
more likely to view the Church less favorably) than
for Catholics (4 points less favorably). 

� Given arguments for and against closing inner-
city Catholic schools, the majority of people prefer
not closing inner-city Catholic schools. 

REACTION TO INFORMATION ABOUT CLOSING
INNER-CITY CATHOLIC SCHOOLS

All
Adults

Catholics

Total More Favorable 27 30

Total Less Favorable 37 34

Difference -10 -4
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%  MORE FAVORABLE

Initiative
All

Adults
Catholics

Disaster Relief: Responding
quickly to help victims of natural
disasters get to safety and get
their lives back to normal as
quickly as possible.

83 86

Poverty: Spending more time and
money helping the poor and
disadvantaged.

82 87

*Health Care: Providing affordable
quality health care to those who
cannot afford it.

78 77

*Health Care: Supporting Catholic
hospitals that provide high
quality healthcare to people
around the country.

71 79

K-12 Education: Increasing
funding and commitment to
inner-city Catholic elementary
and high schools.

64 78

Immigration: Supporting
initiatives that help bring recent
immigrants into the mainstream
of their communities.

49 58

*Split sample question asked of half of participants



• Among adults generally, a social justice argu-
ment for keeping the schools open (+37) is
slightly more effective than a public funding
message (+28). Among Catholics, both messages
resonate similarly.

Attitudes toward Public
Funding Initiatives
� A majority of adults (and Catholics) tend to sup-
port public funding of various Church-affiliated
initiatives. Not surprisingly, Catholics are more
supportive of public funding of Catholic affiliated
charitable efforts. 

• Support for public funding of “inner-city
Catholic elementary and high schools” is a sec-
ond tier priority, trailing help for the poor,
homeless, and for hospitals. However, majorities
of both adults generally (64 percent at least
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AMONG ALL ADULTS

All Adults Catholics

Social Justice

Statement 1: Some people say that is important for the Catholic Church to continue to support
K-12 education in urban areas because it is a stabilizing force for struggling families looking to
provide moral guidance and an affordable quality education in some of the toughest areas in
the country.

62 63

Statement 2: Other people say that because Catholics are increasingly moving out of cities,
urban Catholic schools no longer serve Catholic students. The Church should dedicate its efforts
to the suburban schools where more Catholics who can afford full tuition live.

25 30

Margin +37 +33

Public Funding

Statement 1: Some people say that it is important for the Catholic Church to make it a priority to
actively seek public and private funding in order to keep inner-city Catholic schools open since
they help equalize opportunity through an affordable, quality education in some of the toughest
areas in the country.

56 63

Statement 2: Other people say that because Catholics are increasingly moving out of cities,
urban Catholic schools no longer serve Catholic students. The Church should dedicate its efforts
to the suburban schools where more Catholics who can afford full tuition live.

28 27

Margin +28 +36

% FAVOR EACH INITIATIVE

All
Adults

Catholics

Catholic charities that help the
poor and homeless

77 83

Hospitals affiliated with the
Catholic Church

72 79

* Inner-city Catholic elementary
and high schools

64 73

* Catholic elementary and high
schools

59 76

Catholic colleges or universities 57 68

Charitable organizations that
have a religious affiliation

56 65

*Split sample question asked of half of participants



somewhat favor) and Catholics (73 percent) are
at least somewhat supportive of public funding
of inner-city Catholic schools.

� Majorities support public funding when presented
with the potential taxpayer cost of closing schools.
After hearing about a potential $2 billion price tag if
inner-city Catholic elementary and high schools
close, the majority of adults (55 percent) support a
proposal to subsidize programs such as support for
young teachers who choose to work in inner-city
Catholic schools and financial support for technolo-
gy and transportation in these schools.

• Catholics are even more supportive of such a
proposal, with 69 percent favoring such a pro-
posal to subsidize inner-city Catholic schools.

Attitudes toward 
Converting Catholic Schools
into Charter Schools
� There is little support for converting Catholic
schools into public charter schools. A majority of
adults oppose such a proposal. 

• Opposition is even higher among Catholics,
where 62 percent oppose converting Catholic
schools into charter schools. Given their strong
support for Catholic schools, this may suggest a
concern over losing what it is they like about
Catholic schools if they are converted into pub-
lic charter schools.

SUPPORT FOR CONVERTING TO CHARTER SCHOOLS

Some people are considering converting Catholic schools
into public charter schools. Charter schools are public
schools that are given more freedom to be innovative in
exchange for being held accountable by public authori-
ties for improved student achievement. As public charter
schools, the Catholic schools would be required to stop all
religious practices and teachings.

All
Adults

Catholics

Favor 39 31

Oppose 52 62

Difference -13 -31

PUBLIC FUNDING AS WAY TO SAVE MONEY

Some people have said that when inner-city Catholic
elementary and high schools close, it could cost tax payers
$2 billion a year to serve those students. One proposal to
reduce operating costs is for the government to subsidize
programs that will help keep these schools open,
including support for young teachers who choose to work
in inner-cities and financial support for technology,
transportation, and special education in inner city Catholic
schools.

All
Adults

Catholics

Favor 55 69

Oppose 40 27

Difference +15 +42
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APPENDIX A:  
Question Wording

Favorability of Catholic 
Figures and Institutions

Q1-6 - Now I’m going to read you a list of public
figures and groups, and I’d like you to tell me
whether you have a very favorable, somewhat favor-
able, somewhat unfavorable or very unfavorable
opinion of each one. If you have never heard of the
person or group, or don’t know enough to have an
impression, please just say so.

Perceptions of Different School Types

Q7-11 - Next, I’m going to ask you some questions
about education and different types of schools that
students may go to. For each one, I’d like you to tell
me what grade you would give them – an A, B, C,
D, or F. If you have never heard of the type of
school, or don’t know enough to have an impres-
sion, please just say so.

Q12-17 - I’m going to read some phrases some peo-
ple have used to describe these types of schools.
After each, please tell me which type of school the
phrase describes best. 

Positive and Negative 
Associations of the Catholic Church

Q18-19

• When you think about the Catholic Church,
what positives come to mind? (OPEN END)

• When you think about the Catholic Church,
what negatives come to mind? (OPEN END)

Importance of Current/Future Catholic
Church Initiatives

Q20-26 - Next, I’m going to read you a list of
things the Catholic Church does today. For each
one, please tell me how important it is for the

Catholic Church to be doing this work – very
important, somewhat important, not very impor-
tant, not at all important. 

Favorability Toward Church Commitments

Q27-32

• Next, I’m going to read you a list of things the
Catholic Church is currently working on. For
each of these initiatives, the Church could
increase its commitment now and in the future.
For each, please tell me what impact increasing
the Church’s commitment would have on your
view of the Catholic Church – would it make
you feel much more favorable toward the
Church, somewhat more favorable, somewhat
less favorable, or much less favorable toward the
Catholic Church? Or does it not make a differ-
ence?

Q33

• And which of these issues do you think would
most improve your impression of the Catholic
Church?

Reasons to Send 
Child/Children to Catholic School

Q35

• What are the primary reasons you send your
child/children to Catholic schools? (OPEN
END)

• Which of the following is the most important
reason to send your child/children to Catholic
schools?

Characteristics 
Associated with Catholic Schools

Q37-42 - Next, I’m going to read you a list of char-
acteristics some people associate with Catholic
schools. For each, please tell me if you associate this
characteristic with Catholic schools strongly, not so
strongly, a little, or not at all? 
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Catholic Preferences for Child/Children

Q43-45

• If you have children, or if you ever were to
have children, how important is it to you for
your children to learn the basic teachings of the
Catholic Church – very important, somewhat
important, not very important or not at all
important?

• If you have children, or if you ever were to
have children, how important is it to you for
your children to learn the moral values that
come through a Catholic education – very
important, somewhat important, not very
important or not at all important?

• If you have children, or if you ever were to
have children, how important is it to you for
your children to become practicing Catholics –
very important, somewhat important, not very
important or not at all important?

Inner-city Catholic School Closings

Q46 - As you may know, due to escalating operat-
ing costs, the Catholic Church has closed approxi-
mately 339 inner-city Catholic elementary and
high schools in the last five years. Does this infor-
mation make you feel more or less favorably toward
the Catholic Church?

Closing Schools Messaging

Q47

SSA:

Next I’m going to read you two statements that
people have made about the Catholic Church clos-
ing inner-city schools.

STATEMENT 1: Some people say that it is impor-
tant for the Catholic Church to continue to sup-
port K-12 education in urban areas because it is a
stabilizing force for struggling families looking to
provide moral guidance and an affordable quality

education in some of the toughest areas in the
country. 

STATEMENT 2: Other people say that because
Catholics are increasingly moving out of cities,
urban Catholic schools no longer serve Catholic
students. The Church should dedicate its efforts to
the suburban schools where more Catholics who
can afford full tuition live. 

Which statement do you agree with more? 

SSB:

Next I’m going to read you two statements that
people have made about the Catholic Church clos-
ing inner-city schools.

STATEMENT 1: Some people say that it is impor-
tant for the Catholic Church to make it a priority
to actively seek public and private funding in order
to keep inner-city Catholic schools open since they
help equalize opportunity through an affordable,
quality education in some of the toughest areas in
the country. 

STATEMENT 2: Other people say that because
Catholics are increasingly moving out of cities,
urban Catholic schools no longer serve Catholic
students. The Church should dedicate its efforts to
the suburban schools where more Catholics who
can afford full tuition live.

Which statement do you agree with more? 

• Q 49 - What is the best reason for a renewed
Church commitment to inner-city Catholic
schools?

Attitudes toward 
Public Funding Initiatives

Q50-55, and 56

• Next, I’m going to read the names of some spe-
cific religious groups that provide social services
that may apply for government funding to sup-
port their efforts. For each one that I name,
please tell me whether you would favor or
oppose government funding to the organization?
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• Thinking again about inner-city Catholic ele-
mentary and high schools.

Some people have said that when inner-city
Catholic elementary and high schools close, it
could cost taxpayers $2 billion a year to serve
those students. One proposal to reduce operat-
ing costs is for the government to subsidize
programs that will help keep these schools
open, including support for young teachers
who choose to work in inner-cities and finan-
cial support for technology, transportation,
and special education in inner-city Catholic
schools. 

Do you favor or oppose this proposal to use gov-
ernment money to support programs such as

these to keep inner-city Catholic elementary
and high schools open across the country?

Attitudes toward Converting 
Catholic Schools into Charter Schools

• Some people are considering converting
Catholic schools into public charter schools.
Charter schools are public schools that are given
more freedom to be innovative in exchange for
being held accountable by public authorities for
improved student achievement. As public charter
schools, the Catholic schools would be required
to stop all religious practices and teachings.

Do you favor or oppose converting Catholic
schools into public charter schools?
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