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ABSTRACT

The Organization of Catholic Secondary Schools:
A Preliminary Statement on Catholic School Governoce

GREGORY P. MALTBY
New Mexico State University

The purpose of this paper is to explore whether or not an
effort to tentralize the administration of several metropolitan
Catholic high schools for the purpose of economy of resources
would produce an unanticipated consequence that would severely
offset any savings. The research suggests that Catholic parents
perceive a difference among these schools in terms of their
educational and social environments and make choices accordingly.
If the centralization decreases the differences among these schools,
will Catholic parents continue to select one or another of these
schools for their children? The answer has a direct bearing on
the financial crisis facing Catholic schools in the nation.
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The Organization of Catholi' Secondary
Schools: A Preliminary Statement

on Catholic School Governance

Gregory P. Maltby
New Mexico Statc University

Introduction

During the period of the 50's and early 60's, Roman

Catholic parochial schools experienced a rapid expansion in

terms of enrollment. This occasioned heavy investments of

financial resources. Since the middle 60's, however,

parochial school enrollments have leveled out or declined,

depending on the area of the country. This occurrence has

conic in tue face of rapidly rising costs. Given these two

factors, the responses from Catholic school supporters

have ranged from increased demand for public financial

assistance to the closing and/or consolidation of many

elementary and secondary schools. In an effort to maintain

or in some cases salvage parochial school education, some

dioceses have, among other thinks, attempted to centralize

the control of the schools within its jurisdiction in the

name of greater efficiency. Though there may be variations

on the theme, essentially, the model followed was that of

public education. That is, a decrease in the autonomy of

the individual school and those who governed it and an

increase in.control in the hands of the diocesan bishop or

his appointed superintendent. This loss of "local" control

(be it in the hands of the parish priest or a religious

older or a parish or school council of layman) and the

centralization of administrative functions, especially in
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the employment of teachers and principals while appearing

to induce greater efficiency, may actually be counter-

productive in terms of parental support. Given that the

basic source of funds for the support of parochial schools

comes from the parents of children attending those schools,

the loss of parental support in signigicant numbers will prove

a disaster to those who wish to maintain such schools.

This paper deals with two issues related to the

organization of Catholic schools, (1) differences among

Catholic schools and (2) local control. These two issues

are interrelated. What is being dealt with is the percep-

tions of parents (in a larger sense, citizens) and the

potential impact of these perceptions of the continued
1

support for such schools.

[inferences Among Schools

While a staff member of an educational research bureau

located on a campus of a state university, this writer

became eeply involved in a study commissioned by the office

of education of the Catholic diocese covering the region in

which the university was located. The intent of the study

was to suggest ways in which to implement recommendations

from a previous study to centralize the control over the

various parochial schools in the diocese. The basic

1

The inferences and conclusions in this paper are based on
data collected in a Roman Catholic diocese located in the
northwestern section of the United Stated. The bibliography
(annotated) cites, among other listings, those sources.
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problem, however, was the fact that some of the Catholic

high schools in the diocese were owned and controlled by

religious orders not directly ander the jurisdiction of the

diocesan bishop.

As a part of looking at the question of "how to centra-

lize," the study team decided to see if there were differences

among the several high schools. As the study was completed,

several things suggested that differences did exist among

the high schools insofar as the students and parents were

concerned. It appeared that the decision as to which high

school to attend was partially influenced by these perceived

differences.

There were certain obvious differences. For example,

one of the high schools was coeducational, the others were

not. Two of the schools had a reputation as being hiz'lly

academically oriented, another placed emphasis on athletics

(an all male school) and two others (one very old---one

quite new) had reputations as being places to send children

if one "had arrived socially" as one priest phrased it.

There was some variation in tuition, but not as extensive

as we had thought. There was a wide variation in student

population among the schools from slightly over 200 students

in the smallest to almost 700 in the largest. None of the

physical facilities were crowded. Two members of the study

team constructed survey instruments to capture the parents',

teachers' and students' views of the normative climate of
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each school. Those instrumeits sought perceptions pertaining

to the "atmosphere" of each of the schools. Four norms were

inkestigated (mass attendance, emphasis on studying, dating

and obedience to teachers). In addition, the opinions of

the parents and students were obtained on how well the

schools did in certain basic activities (building moral

character, citizenship, providing training in academic sub-

jects, preparing the students to earn a living and providing

2a situation for students to develop close friendships).

The results of the analysis of the data indicated two

things of significance related to the matter at hand.

First, after examining the normative climate data for

each school it was noted that there were discernible dif-

ferences among the seven groups of parents as well as among

the seven groups of students. Essentially the differences

ranged on a continuum from traditional to progressive in

terms of acceptable behavior on the norms examined. Second,

the opinion of the parents on how well the schools performed

on basic activities was consistently higher than the students.

Coupled with those points was the finding that the students

of five of the seven high schools were more concerned with

the judgment of their parents about the norms sampled than

with their peers or teachers.

7

-Random samples from each school were taken by family unit.
Questionnaires were given to the students at school thereby
securing nearly 100% return. The parent's questionnaires
were mailed and the return was slightly under 60%.
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In addition the research team examined the samples

drawn for each high school in terms of distance traveled

from home to school. By using zip code locations, a some-

what hazardous procedure, it was found that significant

numbers of students traveled long distances at family ex-

pense to attend their particular school when at least one

other high school was located closer to home. This was true

of both sexes, given that two schools catered to all male

and four catered to all female. When the one high school

that was coeducational was examined, it was found that

nearly 257, of the students, at parent's expense, rode school

buses from the far northside of this large metropolitan area

to a southern suburb to attend school. All of the schools

"attendance areas" were far larger geographically than any

of the public high school areas in the same city.

Taking these factors together with the degree of auto-

nomy each of the high schools had, the research team urged

very cautious implementation of centralized control and

standardization of these schools. Though there was nothing

in the data collected that would determine how important

this matter of a "distinctive atmosphere" in each of the

schools was in terms of selection (by parent and/or student),

the literature reviewed for the study did suggest it was

important, especially in the face of rising costs. Also

the literature strongly indicated that, as perceived

8
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differences between Catholic schools and public schools

diminished in the minds of Catholic parents, support

of Catholic schools decreased.

Two studies conducted by colleagues of this writer, at

about the same time in ap-`_her city in the same general geo-

graphic area, strongly indicated that public school parents

discerned noticeable differences in the "atmosphere" among

the four public high schools in the city. Chore was also

strong support for interschool transfer of students among

those parents so that students might attend a school with

a suitable "atmosphere."

LoLa1 Control

A final study (unpublished) deserves mention.

This writer, while investigating the closure of Roman

Catholic high school in a small rural town located in the

same diocese discovered that though the stated reason given

by those making the decision was rising cost (declining

enrollment---higher salaries for personnel, especially the

demand for a double increase in salary for members of the

religious order teaching in the school), this factor may

well have been only the precipitating cause. Some six years

before, the ownership and control of the school passed from

the hands of a religious order whose abby was located just

outside of town to control by the Bishop's office some fifty

miles distance. One adult informant summed up the perceptions

9



of many by suggesting that the ahby being staffed by "three

generations of local sons" understood the community. The

impression conveyed by most was that the community had lost

control.

After the change in control, the two principals and

several of the teachers came from outside the community and

were "sent down" by the Bishop. Given that this small rural

community was highly homogenious (90"0 Roman Catholic and of

essentially Germanic origin, which the local telephone book

and weekly newspaper archives confirmed), this writer de-

veloped the notion that there might be more to the closing

than stated. After interviewing a number of the locLi in-

fluentials (religious and lay), some of whom were most

familiar with the history of the community, there was a

strong indication that along with rising costs, the community

had become disenchanted with the loss of local control.

This feeling of loss of control was aided by the assumption

that the Irish Bishop "up north" did aot understand the needs

of this small community.

It is interesting to note that within one academic year

after this school's closure, the community lay leaders were

successful in reopening the high school as a public school

and bringing back the town'; children from the regional

public high school to which local tax money had always been

paid for support. To be sure, "mixed" in these events was
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determination by local leaders that they did not want this

small rural tohn to go the way of many other communities when

their high schools were consolidated. The lay leaders that

were interviewed feared that the community would gradually

die. Their Catholic school (now public) was, in their minds,

the focal point of the community along with the local parish.

Most of them expressed concern about sending their children

a few miles to the regional public high school. As one

phrased it "after all, most of the kids there are Protes-

tant."

Conclusion

Based on the foregoing, it must tentatively be suggested

that Catholic schools face a problem of loss of parental

support when the hierarchy of a diocese attempts to centra-

lize (de-localize) its schools. This conclusion needs to be

conditioned on the basis of the geographic area of the country,

the area's history and traditions, and the ethnic and socio-

economic mix of its Catholic population. Consolidation and

centralization of control may increase the rate of less of

parental support. This potential consequence should be con-

sidered before extensive reorganization is undertaken.
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