
Persistent link: http://hdl.handle.net/2345/2443

This work is posted on eScholarship@BC,
Boston College University Libraries.

Published in Contemporary issues in Catholic high schools, pp. 18-23

These materials are made available for use in research, teaching and private study,
pursuant to U.S. Copyright Law. The user must assume full responsibility for any use of
the materials, including but not limited to, infringement of copyright and publication rights
of reproduced materials. Any materials used for academic research or otherwise should
be fully credited with the source. The publisher or original authors may retain copyright
to the materials.

Educational trends in Catholic high
schools

Author: Robert R. Newton

http://hdl.handle.net/2345/2443
http://escholarship.bc.edu


EDUCATIONAL TRENDS IN CATHOLIC HIGH SCHOOLS 

This i s a time o f unusual i n t e r e s t i n and s e r i o u s examination 
of the c u r r i c u l u m i n C a t h o l i c high schools. Caught between the surge 
f o r a more s o c i a l l y r e l e v a n t and d i s t i n c t i v e l y C a t h o l i c c u r r i c u l u m 
on the one hand and the p u l l back to the b a s i c s and higher SAT scores 
on the o t h e r , C a t h o l i c high school educators are searching f o r ways 
to i n t e g r a t e these competing demands. The e d u c a t i o n a l h o r i z o n seems 
to o f f e r no apparent or easy s o l u t i o n to these 'environmental pressures' 
nor to the question o f how scarce resources should be a l l o c a t e d to 
produce a balanced e d u c a t i o n a l program. At the same time, i n the 
past f o u r or f i v e years c e r t a i n trends have taken root i n C a t h o l i c 
secondary education and e i t h e r d i r e c t l y o r i n d i r e c t l y are a l t e r i n g 
the d i r e c t i o n of the high schools. 

How can these trends be described? Many approaches are p o s s i b l e ; 
I p r e f e r to approach the t o p i c by f o c u s i n g on what I consider t o the 
essence, the d e f i n i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f a C a t h o l i c high s c h o o l - -
s c h o o l i n g which takes place i n a h i g h l y personal and r e l i g i o u s en-
vironment. There are three elements: the academic, the human, and 
the e x p l i c i t l y r e l i g i o u s . Obviously, these dimensions are interwoven 
and to some extent i n s e p a r a b l e i n the a c t u a l operation of a shchool. 
However, f o r purposes o f d i s c e r n i n g trends, i t i s u s e f u l t o regard 
them as separate spheres. 

A Prenote. In t h i n k i n g about the e d u c a t i o n a l program i n a 
C a t h o l i c high school i t i s important to remember that students very 
much pass through t h e i r high school experience and are a c t u a l l y 
present i n school f o r a very l i m i t e d time over a p e r i o d o f f o u r 
years. A school i s i n contact w i t h the student m i n i m a l l y f o r 30 
o f the 168 hours i n the week (18%). With summer v a c a t i o n , t h i s 
f i g u r e i s reduced t o more l i k e (12%) o f the year a c t u a l l y spent 
i n the high s c h o o l . Obviously, the i n f l u e n c e and goals of C a t h o l i c 
high school educators, no matter how l o f t y , how e n e r g e t i c a l l y pursued, 
must be l i m i t e d . 

I. THE RELIGIOUS DIMENSION 

There are f o u r trends which have had and w i l l continue t o have 
an important impact on the r e l i g i o u s dimension o f C a t h o l i c h i g h schools: 
i n c r e a s i n g awareness and a p p l i c a t i o n o f the i n s i g h t s o f developmental 
psychology, i n s i s t e n c e on education f o r s o c i a l j u s t i c e - a r e d e f i n i t i o n 
o f the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s f o r r e l i g i o u s formation, and the s y s t e m a t i z a t i o n 
of p l a n n i n g procedures f o r r e l i g i o u s goals. 

Developmentalism - Influenced by the work of developmental psycho-
l o g i s t s such as P i a g e t , Kohlberg and Fowler, C a t h o l i c schools have 
g r a d u a l l y drawn back from the n o t i o n t h a t the product o f the C a t h o l i c 
schools should be a 'once and f o r a l l complete C a t h o l i c ' , a person 
who emerges from h i s / h e r C a t h o l i c s c h o o l i n g w i t h a l l of the r e l i g i o u s 
i d e a s , values and p r a c t i c e s he/she needs to l i v e out a f u l l y C a t h o l i c 
l i f e . Rather, i t i s now c l e a r t h a t adolescents can comprehend r e l i g i o u s 
and moral r e a l i t i e s only w i t h i n a r e l a t i v e l y narrow framework. 



Students must be taken at t h e i r present stage o f development and 
be prepared to move toward the next stage i n t o which, at some time 
i n t h e i r l i f e long a f t e r they have l e f t the h i g h s c h o o l , they may 
develop. This r e a l i z a t i o n has dramatic i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r h i g h school 
programs. 

I t means a s h i f t away from an attempt t o communicate a 'complete 
body o f r e l i g i o u s knowledge and p r a c t i c e ' t o an emphasis on developing 
s k i l l i n how to grow and l e a r n i n the v a r i o u s areas of r e l i g i o u s 
development. For example, i n s t e a d o f attempting t o give answers 
to a l l o f the moral dilemmas which are c u r r e n t l y regarded as important 
or which the school t h i n k s w i l l e v e n t u a l l y face a C a t h o l i c i n h i s / h e r 
l i f e t i m e , the emphasis has s h i f t e d to developing the student's a b i l i t y 
to reason m o r a l l y and to i n t e r p r e t dilemmas from a C a t h o l i c p e r s p e c t i v e . 
Content i s not abandoned but i s seen as the context i n which students 
develop a p e r s o n a l c a p a c i t y t o s o l v e moral dilemmas. The same approach 
to developing c a p a c i t i e s can be emphasized i n other areas o f r e l i g i o u s 
growth: s t r e s s i n g s k i l l i n how to read the s c r i p t u r e s , emphasizing 
the a b i l i t y t o grow s p i r i t u a l l y (e.g., t o pray) r a t h e r than s o l u t i o n 
of a l l the r e l i g i o u s problems o f adolescence, s t r e s s i n g the c a p a c i t y 
to understand how s p e c u l a t i v e t h e o l o g i a n s g i v e contemporary under-
standing t o t r a d i t i o n a l b e l i e f s r a t h e r than thorough knowledge o f 
a l l p o s s i b l e dogmatic statements, e t c . 

Obviously, I am overemphasizing the importance o f developing 
c a p a c i t i e s f o r f u t u r e growth at the expense o f an emphasis on com-
municating more content. There i s a l e g i t i m a t e t e n s i o n here. In 
the l o n g run, however, I am convinced i t i s more important t o teach 
a person how t o grow s p i r i t u a l l y . I f C a t h o l i c schools were p r e p a r i n g 
students f o r a s t a b l e Church environment (as they were 15 years ago), 
g r e a t e r emphasis on accurate communication o f the content o f the t r a d i t i o n 
would be a p p r o p r i a t e . However, today students must be prepared f o r 
a changing Church and a s h i f t i n g r e l i g i o u s environment and must be 
able t o devise c r e a t i v e C a t h o l i c responses t o r e l i g i o u s and moral 
challenges about which t h e i r h i g h school mentors can o n l y s p e c u l a t e 
today. An unstable and r a p i d l y changing environment c a l l s f o r a s o c i a l -
i z a t i o n process which equips the person t o adapt. 

S o c i a l J u s t i c e - No one who i s aware o f the emphases emerging 
from o f f i c i a l sources i n the Church--from bishops conferences t o 
statements o f r e l i g i o u s c o n g r e g a t i o n s - - h a s f a i l e d t o n o t i c e the 
s h i f t i n emphasis towards the s o c i a l j u s t i c e dimensions o f the 
C h r i s t i a n v o c a t i o n . Obviously i t i s not something new as much as 
an aspect o f the t r a d i t i o n which has been brought i n t o h i g h e r r e l i e f 
by the C h r i s t i a n conscience as i t responds t o contemporary problems. 
As i t has emerged, t h i s new emphasis has been as p r o b l e m a t i c f o r 
C a t h o l i c s c h o o l s . 

On the one hand, C a t h o l i c h i g h school educators have t h e i r hands 
f u l l j u s t worrying about the personal r e l i g i o u s development o f students. 
On the o t h e r hand, i t seems the s o c i a l j u s t i c e emphasis i s b e i n g 
proposed as the o v e r r i d i n g purpose o f C a t h o l i c s c h o o l i n g - - t h a t the 
schools produce C h r i s t i a n s o c i a l reformers, f a i t h which does j u s t i c e , 
e t c . Obviously, personal r e l i g i o u s development and concern f o r 
others are not completely d i s t i n c t goals but they are d i f f e r e n t . 



emphases; and i t i s not immediately c l e a r how they can be j o i n e d . 
There have been many worthwhile e f f o r t s : s e r v i c e program, programs, 
c u r r i c u l u m m a t e r i a l s to i n s e r t j u s t i c e issues i n t o the c u r r i c u l u m 
(hunger k i t s , peace s t u d i e s , l i b e r a t i o n theology courses, i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
development s i m u l a t i o n s , e t c . ) , programs to put students (and f a c u l t y ) 
i n t o contact w i t h the r e a l i t i e s of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e , e t c . A l l o f 
these e f f o r t s have been good but most seem to have been 'pasted on 1 

to the e x i s t i n g school o p e r a t i o n , t o be an inadequate response to 
the dramatic challenge the Church i s posing to the schools. The 
'trend' toward s o c i a l j u s t i c e w i l l continue i n C a t h o l i c high schools, 
not o n l y i n terms of the a c t i v i t i e s mentioned but a l s o i n a search 
o f a more t h e o r e t i c a l i n t e g r a t i n g v i s i o n which, without doing v i o l e n c e 
t o the i n t e g r i t y o f t h t academic program and s e n s i t i v e to the adolescent's 
stage o f development, i n d e n t i f i e s the way i n which the t o t a l school 
process promotes an a c t i v e personal sense o f C h r i s t i a n j u s t i c e . 

R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r R e l i g i o u s Formation - More and more i t has 
become c l e a r that the e x p l i c i t l y r e l i g i o u s goals of C a t h o l i c h i g h 
s c h o o l s are not s o l e l y the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f the r e l i g i o n department 
or c h a p l a i n or members o f the r e l i g i o u s group o p e r a t i n g the s c h o o l ; 
r a t h e r the school's p a s t o r a l goals are the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f every 
member o f the f a c u l t y . Though f a c u l t y members may not be expected 
to teach r e l i g i o n s i n c e t h i s r e q u i r e s t e c h n i c a l knowledge both of 
content and methodology,each f a c u l t y member, no matter what h i s / 
her s u b j e c t area, can be expected to c o n t r i b u t e to the r e l i g i o u s 
formation o f students. T h i s means a c t i v e i n t e r e s t and p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
i n the p a s t o r a l programs o f the s c h o o l : r e t r e a t s , l i t u r g i c a l events, 
s e r v i c e programs, personal r e l i g i o u s d i s c u s s i o n s w i t h students, e t c . 
No longer i s i t out o f place to ask a p p l i c a n t s f o r teaching p o s i t i o n s 
what they expect to c o n t r i b u t e to the r e l i g i o u s goals o f the s c h o o l ; 
nor i s i t i n a p p r o p r i a t e t o evaluate current f a c u l t y members on what 
they have c o n t r i b u t e d to t h i s important and d i s t i n c t i v e aim of the 
s c h o o l . The e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t a l l f a c u l t y w i l l share the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
f o r r e l i g i o u s formation i s one o f the major trends which i s changing 
our p e r c e p t i o n o f how the contemporary C a t h o l i c school achieves i t s 
r e l i g i o u s aims. 

Systematic Planning - The f i n a l t r e n d which has emerged i n the 
r e l i g i o u s dimensions o f the C a t h o l i c high school c u r r i c u l u m i s the 
systematic way i n which the schools are c u r r e n t l y pursuing t h e i r 
r e l i g i o u s o b j e c t i v e s . Attempts have been made to apply, sometimes 
p o o r l y , but nonetheless s e r i o u s l y , a v a r i e t y o f methods which i n v o l v e 
more r i g o r o u s p l a n n i n g , implementation and-evaluation o f r e l i g i o u s 
education and formation programs. L o f t y but o f t e n vague goals are 
being reduced to s p e c i f i c , c a r e f u l l y sequenced o b j e c t i v e s ; a l t e r -
n a t i v e programs have been reviewed i n the l i g h t o f predetermined 
o b j e c t i v e s — w i t h the obvious i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t , on the b a s i s o f e v a l u -
a t i v e data, programs w i l l be modified or changed. I t i s an important 
and p e r v a s i v e t r e n d which has the p o t e n t i a l , i f a p p l i e d p r o p e r l y , 
to make C a t h o l i c high schools more purp o s e f u l and e f f e c t i v e i n a c h i e v i n g 
t h e i r r e l i g i o u s goals. 



I I . PERSONAL DIMENSION 

A C a t h o l i c school was d e f i n e d as a p l a c e where s c h o o l i n g takes 
place i n a r e l i g i o u s and personal environment. Two emerging major 
trends are d i s c e r n a b l e i n the 'human environment' which are s t r e n g -
thening the p e r s o n a l dimension o f the C a t h o l i c secondary school 
a p o s t o l a t e : 1) a v a r i e t y o f programs and i n n o v a t i o n s which give 
contemporary expression t o the concern f o r the i n d i v i d u a l , and 
2) an emphasis on the community aspect of a C a t h o l i c s c h o o l . 

New Forms o f Personal Concern - C a t h o l i c s c h o o l s , many o f which 
have grown i n s i z e and complexity, have r e a l i z e d t h a t i t i s not 
enough to assume t h a t a C a t h o l i c school w i l l , without f u r t h e r p l a n n i n g , 
provide the means f o r p e r s o n a l concern f o r each student. The response 
has been t o s t r u c t u r e i n t o the normal o p e r a t i n g procedures o f the 
school mechanisms which devote time and resources t o c r e a t i n g and 
m a i n t a i n i n g p e r s o n a l rapport w i t h each student. The t e a c h e r / a d v i s o r 
concept i s such a mechanism; i t communicates two messages: t o the 
s t u d e n t — t h a t there i s a f a c u l t y member who w i l l take s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t 
i n you; t o the f a c u l t y member--you are the focus o f the school's 
personal i n t e r e s t i n and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h i s student. 

Concern f o r the personal dimension has a l s o r e s u l t e d i n a wider 
knowledge o f and concern f o r the a f f e c t i v e growth o f students. Many 
cou n s e l i n g s t a f f s have added group dynamics experiences which a l l o w 
students t o probe i n t e r p e r s o n a l i s s u e s more deeply and to understand 
more f u l l y t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e i r peers. Small group sessions 
i n v a r i o u s d i s c i p l i n e s have a l s o promoted a c l o s e r , more pe r s o n a l 
atmosphere. 

The r e a l i z a t i o n o f the impact o f f a m i l y on student success o r 
happiness has meant the expansion o f the r o l e o f the school as a 
r e f e r r a l agency f o r community resources t o a s s i s t students and t h e i r 
f a m i l i e s i n d e a l i n g w i t h p e r s o n a l o r f a m i l y problems. 

B u i l d i n g Community - The most obvious and h i g h l y p u b l i c i z e d 
e f f o r t has been the attempt t o view the school as a community o f 
f a i t h and t o e s t a b l i s h a sense o f involvement on the b a s i s o f shared 
r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t p r e l i m i n a r y f i n d i n g s 
o f research conducted at the Center f o r Research i n P r i v a t e Education 
at the U n i v e r s i t y o f San F r a n c i s c o has shown the most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
element o f the C a t h o l i c schools i n B r i t i s h Columbia i s the strong 
sense o f community and o f mutual commitment t o one another t h a t e x i s t s 
among p a r e n t s , students and f a c u l t y . I t i s the sense o f community 
which provides the context i n which more p r o d u c t i v e t e a c h i n g / l e a r n i n g 
can take p l a c e . 

A f u r t h e r impetus towards the e x p l i c i t e f f o r t t o b u i l d community 
has been the d i v e r s i t y , and i n some cases, d i s u n i t y which has marked 
the Church i n the years s i n c e V a t i c a n I I . D i f f e r i n g t h e o l o g i c a l 
and s p i r i t u a l approaches, as w e l l as a heavy dose o f u n c e r t a i n t y about 
how we express what we b e l i e v e or what i s r i g h t , has produced a need 
to b u i l d the community aspect of C a t h o l i c schools i n a way which was 
unnecessary when the Church was undisturbed by i n t e r n a l controversy o r 
c o n f l i c t . 



C a t h o l i c schools w i l l need to continue to devote time and 
resources to maintaining a h i g h l y personal and communitarian s p i r i t 
t h a t has always been at the heart o f the C a t h o l i c s c h o o l . C l e a r l y 
the l e s s o n o f higher education i s t h a t once the concern f o r the 
i n d i v i d u a l d e c l i n e s and the sense o f community disappears, C a t h o l i c 
c o l l e g e s appear to be l i t t l e d i f f e r e n t from t h e i r s e c u l a r c o u n t e r p a r t s . 

I I I . THE ACADEMIC DIMENSION 

The immediate purpose o f C a t h o l i c schools i s s c h o o l i n g . When 
parents send t h e i r c h i l d r e n to C a t h o l i c s c h o o l s , they expect that 
they w i l l be educated i n a way which w i l l prepare them f o r the world 
o f h i g h e r education or work. Schooli n g r a t h e r than r e l i g i o u s o r per-
sonal development i s where C a t h o l i c high school educators spend the 
bulk o f t h e i r time--on p l a n n i n g , executing and e v a l u a t i n g s t r o n g 
academic programs. Three important trends are emerging i n C a t h o l i c 
secondary s c h o o l i n g : a r e t u r n t o t r a d i t i o n a l content, an emphasis 
on i n t e l l e c t u a l s k i l l s , and the development of g r e a t e r s e l f - d i r e c t i o n 
among students. 

Content - I foresee a r e t u r n i n C a t h o l i c schools to t r a d i t i o n a l 
content. T h i s statement should not be equated w i t h the r e a c t i o n a r y 
'back to the b a s i c s movement'. In h i g h schools as w e l l as c o l l e g e s , 
too much was 'given away' i n the l a t e s i x t i e s and e a r l y s e v e n t i e s 
i n response t o student pressures and demands. There are three p r i n -
c i p l e s f o r determining the content o f the c u r r i c u l u m : the s t r u c t u r e 
of the d i s c p l i n e (what the d i s c i p l i n e says i t i s most important 
to know), what the f a c u l t y wish to teach (because o f s p e c i a l e x p e r t i s e 
or i n t e r e s t ) , and what the students are i n t e r e s t e d i n s tudying. In 
the recent p a s t , the emphasis s h i f t e d away from the f i r s t two of 
these p r i n c i p l e s towards the t h i r d . I see a r e t u r n to emphasis on the 
f i r s t o f these p r i n c i p l e s , without e l i m i n a t i n g student and f a c u l t y 
i n t e r e s t s , but d e f i n i t e l y r e t u r n i n g to a c u r r i c u l u m w i t h s t r o n g content. 
I t w i l l be a c u r r i c u l u m which aims at communicating a s i g n i f i c a n t p o r t i o n 
o f the c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e mainly through a study o f the enduring books, 
concepts and ideas t h a t are the foundations o f Western C i v i l i z a t i o n . 

I n t e l l e c t u a l S k i l l s - There w i l l a l s o be a r e t u r n t o an emphasis 
on t r a d i t i o n a l s k i l l s , e.g., on the a b i l i t y to w r i t e c l e a r l y and 
congently, on how t o study, e t c . and on the process o f l e a r n i n g 'how 
to l e a r n ' . Once again, the impact of the r a p i d l y changing environment 
i n which students w i l l spend t h e i r l i v e s w i l l demand that they be 
prepared to continue t o l e a r n i n order t o adapt t o new demands, and 
which educators today cannot p r e d i c t i n any accurate f a s h i o n . Schools 
have always, at l e a s t i m p l i c i t l y , taught students how t o l e a r n . 
The t r e n d I am suggesting i s t h a t t h i s process, i n s t e a d o f being assumed 
or accomplished i m p l i c i t l y , w i l l be a focus o f d i r e c t c o n c e n t r a t i o n . 
Teaching students how t o l e a r n w i l l become a primary and e x p l i c i t 
goal i n C a t h o l i c schools i n a way t h a t i t has not been i n the past. 



S e l f - I n i t i a t i o n - The f i n a l element which has had an impact 
on C a t h o l i c secondary education i s the development o f programs and 
e d u c a t i o n a l processes which encourage g r e a t e r student s e l f - d i r e c t i o n 
i n l e a r n i n g . 

Though, as suggested above, C a t h o l i c schools w i l l r e t u r n to t r a -
d i t i o n a l CONTENT, the PROCESS o f education w i l l i n c o r p o r a t e many o f 
the i n s i g h t s o f recent e d u c a t i o n a l movements which have allowed g r e a t e r 
freedom i n a c h i e v i n g t r a d i t i o n a l e d u c a t i o n a l o b j e c t i v e s . T h i s has meant 
and w i l l continue t o mean reform o f many school s t r u c t u r e s and the adoption 
o f now f a m i l i a r i n n o v a t i o n s such as unscheduled time, resource c e n t e r s , 
modified forms o f i n d i v i d u a l i z a t i o n , e t c . The aim w i l l be to t r a n s f e r 
to the student, t o the extent p o s s i b l e and w i t h a s t r o n g element o f guidance 
and a c c o u n t a b i l i t y , i n c r e a s e d r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r h i s / h e r l e a r n i n g . This 
i s an i d e a l and t r e n d which C a t h o l i c h i g h school educators cannot a f f o r d 
not t o promote; i f the C a t h o l i c school cannot develop s e l f - d i r e c t i o n 
i n l i m i t e d f a s h i o n i n the c o n t r o l l e d environment o f the h i g h s c h o o l , 
i t i s h a r d l y f u l f i l l i n g i t s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o prepare students f o r 
c o l l e g e o r work experiences which demand t h a t they assume almost t o t a l 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r themselves and t h e i r l e a r n i n g . 

CONCLUSION 

Obviously there are many other trends i n contemporary C a t h o l i c 
secondary s c h o o l s . You may agree or disagree w i t h those presented 
here. I suspect t h a t v i r t u a l l y every C a t h o l i c h i g h school educator 
would recognize the impact o f each o f the trends mentioned on h i s / 
her s c h o o l . 

These trends are f o r c e s which are i n f l u e n c i n g the d i r e c t i o n o f 
C a t h o l i c secondary education. They are permeating i t s v a l u e s , i t s 
s t r u c t u r e s , i t s o p e r a t i o n a l procedures, i t s m a t e r i a l s , i t s p e r s o n n e l , 
i t s c u r r i c u l u m . As i n f l u e n t i a l f o r c e s shaping the f u t u r e o f C a t h o l i c 
secondary education, these trends deserve the understanding and c r i t i c a l 
review o f C a t h o l i c h i g h school teachers and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . 
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