
Journal of Catholic Education Journal of Catholic Education 

Volume 27 Issue 2 Article 6 

2024 

The Sound of Silence: The Significance of Nurturing Spirituality, The Sound of Silence: The Significance of Nurturing Spirituality, 

Self-Transformation, and Academic Excellence in Augustinian Self-Transformation, and Academic Excellence in Augustinian 

Schools Schools 

William R. Driscoll 
Boston College 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce 

 Part of the Catholic Studies Commons, Curriculum and Social Inquiry Commons, Educational 

Leadership Commons, Other Education Commons, and the Religious Education Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Driscoll, W.R. (2024). The sound of silence: The significance of nurturing spirituality, self-transformation, and 

academic excellence in Augustinian schools. Journal of Catholic Education, 27(2), 107–121. 
https://doi.org/10.15365/joce.2702062024 

This Article is brought to you for free with open access by the School of Education at Digital Commons at Loyola 
Marymount University and Loyola Law School. It has been accepted for publication in Journal of Catholic Education 
by the journal's editorial board and has been published on the web by an authorized administrator of Digital 
Commons at Loyola Marymount University and Loyola Law School. For more information about Digital Commons, 
please contact digitalcommons@lmu.edu. To contact the editorial board of Journal of Catholic Education, please 
email JCE@nd.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce/vol27
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce/vol27/iss2
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce/vol27/iss2/6
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1294?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1038?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/811?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1414?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fce%2Fvol27%2Fiss2%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@lmu.edu
mailto:JCE@nd.edu


107

Journal of Catholic Education
Fall 2024, Volume 27, Issue 2, 107–121
This work is licensed under CC BY 4.0.
https://doi.org/10.15365/joce.2702062024

The Sound of Silence: The Significance of Nurturing 
Spirituality, Self-Transformation, and Academic  
Excellence in Augustinian Schools

William R. Driscoll 1

Abstract: This article examines silent reflection within the context of Augustinian Catholic schools. 
Tracing the rich lineage of Augustinian spirituality, it explores how cultivating interiority serves as a 
transformative practice that fosters spiritual growth, nourishes a deeper understanding of self and others, 
and compliments academic inquiry. Through a synthesis of theological, educational, and psychological 
perspectives, this article illuminates the multifaceted benefits of integrating silent reflection into the 
educational ethos of Catholic schools. Emic descriptions from students, teachers, and leaders provided 
insights into silent reflection programming designed to enrich the holistic development of students.

Keywords: silent reflection, Augustinian Catholic schools, spiritual growth, academic excellence, 
self-awareness, social-emotional well-being, holistic education

The North American schools affiliated with the Augustinian Secondary Education 
Association (ASEA) exemplify a unique network of shared educational practices. At the 

heart of this configuration lies a commitment to education that seamlessly integrates academic 
pursuits, individual formation, and the development of faith. The philosophical genealogy of this 
educational model can be traced to the network’s Augustinian history, nourishing a conviction 
that educational endeavors must transcend the mere transmission of information or preparation 
for the marketplace. These schools embrace an abiding dedication to nurturing spiritual and 
ethical dimensions of learning that are rooted in the Augustinian charisms of Veritas, Unitas, and 
Caritas, translated as Truth, Unity and Love.

1 Boston College

https://doi.org/10.15365/joce.2702062024


The Sound of Silence108

A crucial element enacting this philosophical orientation is the practice of interiority — a 
contemplative mode of engagement inherent in the legacy of St. Augustine and the Augustinian 
Order (Carr, 2001; Eguiarte, 2022; Matthews, 1999). It is through immersive practices of 
interiority that the transformative potential of the Augustinian educational model comes to 
fruition, manifesting in the academic). It is through immersive practices of interiority that the 
transformative potential of the Augustinian educational model comes to fruition, manifesting 
in the academic, social-emotional, and spiritual development of students. Augustinian pedagogy 
posits that teachers are not sages on the stage but companions on the journey, joining students 
on a pilgrimage to discover the Truth. The role of the teacher, regardless of discipline, is charged 
with awakening the Inner Teacher (God) within each student. Interiority in education is the art of 
designing contemplative opportunities for students to listen to that Teacher’s voice as they reflect 
on their studies, lives, community, and world around them. 

This discursive review seeks to understand the transformative power of silent introspection 
within the Augustinian Catholic educational context. By examining the philosophical 
underpinnings of interiority and drawing upon qualitative research conducted at select ASEA 
institutions, analysis will illuminate the practical applications of silent reflection as a pedagogical 
approach and contribute to the ongoing discourse surrounding the holistic formation of the human 
person within the realm of Catholic education.

Review of the Relevant Literature

The ensuing section includes a brief review of conceptual and empirical research on the 
concepts of Augustinian education, silent reflection, social-emotional learning, and the integration 
of these practices directed toward academic excellence. A review of the literature using Elicit, 
Semantic Scholar, ERIC, and Boston College Library databases, unearthed three themes that 
provided a framework to apply during visits to the selected schools. Furthermore, it underscored 
that adopting a spiritual perspective of the human person is relevant to educational leaders striving 
to offer a differentiating experience for students.

St. Augustine and the Spiritual Dimension of Silent Reflection

Silent reflection is deeply rooted in Catholic spiritual tradition, especially as conceived by 
St. Augustine who emphasized the importance of introspection and communion with God. Born 
in Thagaste, North Africa, Augustine contributed to Western civilization as a Bishop of Hippo, 
philosopher, writer, and teacher influencing followers in their design of a blueprint for humanistic, 
holistic and interdisciplinary education (Costa, et al., 2018). The formation of students in 
Augustinian Catholic schools resides in a duality of spiritual and temporal pedagogical aims. Silent 
reflection serves as a sacred space for students to engage in prayer, meditation, or contemplation. 
It offers students an opportunity to deepen their relationship with God, seek spiritual guidance, 
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discern their vocation, and ascertain a purpose in life. By fostering a contemplative attitude, silent 
reflection enables students to cultivate virtues such as humility, gratitude, and compassion, aligning 
Truth with Unity, as practiced in community life, and expressed through Love of neighbor in acts 
of charity.

Globally, Augustinian schools are implementing reflective practices, such as interiority, in 
various ways. Kelley (2010) demonstrated how Merrimack College incorporates Augustinian 
ideas and Vatican documents to guide its academic community and create campus culture. 
Owen-Smith (2017) emphasized the importance of legitimizing student interactions and 
deepening learning through introspective practices. She highlights that contemplative practices 
such as silence, reflection, witnessing, listening, dialoging, journaling, and self-inquiry are 
critical to the classroom. Schultz and DeRoo (2014) discuss the use of Augustine’s Confessions to 
promote a unified and holistic approach to living the Christian faith. This is further emphasized 
by Perez and Eusebio (2019), who considered the perception of Augustinian values among 
students at La Consolacion University Philippines, highlighting the role of these values in the 
school’s unique spiritual identity. Dodaro (1995) compared numerous religious orders and their 
educational purpose, recognizing the distinctive role “love of neighbor” and community life play 
in informing Augustinian spirituality. These studies collectively illustrate the multifaceted ways 
in which Augustinian schools are integrating Augustinian spirituality into their educational and 
cultural frameworks.

Enhancing Self-Awareness and Emotional Well-being

Catholic schools have emphasized the importance of building social-emotional skills for 
decades and across multiple countries. McCloskey (2016) traced the connections between the 
writings of St. Augustine and the core competencies (primarily self-awareness and social awareness) 
of contemporary SEL frameworks. Heath’s (2019) chapter in her book on the roots of Christian 
individualism examined how St. Augustine plumbed deeply into his own inner self in a way that 
remains powerfully relevant to modern thinkers due to a pronounced emphasis on self-awareness. 
Piteo (2023) argues that Catholic frameworks offer significant advantages for understanding social 
and emotional development because of the holistic treatment of the human person. Leon and 
Rice (1949) posited that Catholic secondary schools aim to foster a sense of belonging, emotional 
expression, and skill development among students, helping them adjust to social dynamics and 
promote critical thinking. Bagley and Mallick (1997) explored how students in Canadian Catholic 
schools demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem compared to students in public schools. The 
study highlighted how this was especially relevant for girls enrolled in Catholic schools. Thirty 
years later, Rausch (2024) analyzed recent studies that reveal religious involvement provides 
teenagers with a sense of meaning, social support, and coping strategies that can bolster their 
mental health and happiness. Relatedly, Woden (2022) highlights the importance of students 
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acquiring cognitive and socio-emotional skills in schools, particularly in the context of Catholic 
education. Parents enrolling their children in Catholic schools often share the vision of “educating 
towards humanism,” while also valuing critical thinking skills and preparation for college and the 
labor market.

Integration with Academics

Bardón (2001) emphasized the role of the teacher is to model ideals through a contemplative 
life. Bardón continued by asserting that the Truth of God resides within human beings and that 
education aims to illuminate the path within students. Costa et al. (2018) study referenced earlier, 
highlights the didactic and pedagogical contributions of St. Augustine by emphasizing education 
as a strong ally of the Catholic Church for various purposes. Francis (2012) explores Augustine’s 
writings on pedagogy, comparing him to a Christian model of Plato and Aristotle. Significantly, 
this study sought credible evidence from St. Augustine’s works that may reveal a relationship 
between his teachings on education and critical pedagogy, transformative education, and social 
consciousness. McCloskey (2014) challenges teachers in Augustinian schools to learn alongside 
students in an integrated learning community.

Collectively, the literature reveals that an Augustinian approach challenges the misconception 
that silent reflection detracts from academic rigor, suggesting that it enhances cognitive 
functioning and academic performance. Silent reflection allows students to consolidate their 
learning, make connections between ideas, and engage in meaningful dialogue with peers and 
educators. By incorporating silent reflection into educational practices and extracurricular 
activities, Augustinian Catholic schools create an environment conducive to deep learning, critical 
thinking, and creative problem-solving. This integrative approach not only enriches academic 
outcomes but also inspires a culture of intellectual curiosity and lifelong learning.

However, there are limited studies on how these practices are operationalized in middle and 
high school settings. Tullio (2009) examined the impact of school retreats on secondary school 
students, Falliero (2014) investigated the importance of Catholic meditation and silence in shaping 
the practices of elementary school leaders, and Scholefield (2001) explored how shared religious 
experiences away from school deliver a significant impact on Jewish and Catholic secondary 
schools. This study contributes to the literature by analyzing key stakeholder experiences with an 
institutionalized silent reflection initiative embedded in structure of the school day.

Methods

At the heart of this investigation, two Augustinian middle and secondary schools embrace a 
sacred educational mission to pursue Truth, Unity, and Love. The subject of this interrogation 
is how leaders of these schools implemented an innovative Silent Reflection Program with the 
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express aim of cultivating deeper self-awareness and contemplation among their young scholars. 
Through extensive open-ended interview questions with the student leaders and educators 
engaged in this program, invaluable perspectives emerged on its importance and impact on their 
educational journey. The students themselves speak of the silent meditations coupled with peer 
reflections as precious interludes — much-needed pauses from the frenetic pace of their academic 
and extracurricular obligations. These purposeful moments of silence and reflection provide 
a vital space for introspection, connecting with their innermost thoughts and emotions. The 
Heads of School, drawing upon the lineage of Augustinian education, recognize the importance 
of intentionally creating silence, reflection and dialogue to awaken the Inner Teacher, igniting 
spiritual insight, self-awareness, and community connections. Teachers, campus ministers, student 
and community engagement directors, and service directors, were charged with enacting the 
program and breathing life into it.

Adeodatus: A Student Reflection Program to Guide Silent Meditation

The two sample schools launched the Adeodatus program, named after St. Augustine’s son, 
as a student-led program of interiority and reflection. The students responsible for delivering 
the reflections are enrolled in Theology courses designed expressly for this purpose. Students are 
nominated for the program by staff members who have seen the students demonstrate Augustinian 
virtues. Nominated students may apply for a class in their junior year that includes a selection 
process conducted by school leadership with a preference given to students who have attended 
a national Augustinian retreat sponsored by ASEA. The program consists of the student body 
reporting to the chapel during the school day by grade level and waiting silently to listen to a peer 
reflection. Both schools practice a refrain of invoking Augustine’s words (taken from the opening 
paragraph of Confessions) to call the community together where the leader states: “You have made 
us for yourself O’ Lord...” and the student body responds with “...and our hearts are restless until 
they rest in you.” Then, the student leader responsible for the session completes a call to order that 
is a reworded summary of St. Augustine’s Sermon 52:

So now, let’s get comfortable in our seats . . .  and take a moment to center ourselves. Let 
us leave a little room for silence and reflection in our lives. Let us hear what God might 
be saying to us in stillness and maybe we will come to understand it. Let us leave our 
distractions behind and just be here in the moment.

The student leader then relates a story about their life, integrated with themes from Augustinian 
values, insight into the Catholic liturgical calendar, connections to the lives of saints, and other 
people of character and integrity. For example, in exploring the liturgical themes of sacrifice and 
new life during Lenten season, a student connected his own transformative journey to the example 
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of St. Maximilian Kolbe as a model of courage and moral fortitude that inspired and challenged 
him. Another example was a student imagining himself possessing the courage to walk in Mary’s 
shoes when learning that she was pregnant and would be ostracized by the community.

Each student leader ends their reflection posing questions of their peers, provoking them to 
think critically about their own lives, and guiding all assembled to spend two minutes of silence 
contemplating how they might better live their ideals. Thus, when the reflections concluded, the 
entire assembly, students and faculty alike, entered into a customary two minutes of sacred silence 
invoked at the request of the student leader. The power of this daily spiritual practice was palpable, 
as these guided meditations offered an enriched perspective on living lives of purpose and meaning 
and students engaged deeply in minutes of silence allowing space for God to speak to them.

Participants

This qualitative inquiry examined the interplay between Augustinian spirituality, silent 
reflection, and academic achievement in two distinct Augustinian school communities. Aligning 
with the study’s emphasis on Augustinian education, the researcher intentionally chose two 
school sites that deliberately incorporated daily student-led reflections into the design of their 
educational programming to enhance the learning experience. The ethnographer’s insider status 
afforded prolonged engagement with both research sites. His dual roles—as an educator embedded 
within one school and as the coordinator of a student exchange program linking it to the 
other—positioned him advantageously. This positionality facilitated deep access, allowing for the 
collection of rich, contextualized data across both educational spaces.

This ethnographic study was conducted across two secondary school sites in different 
geographic regions of the United States. Site 1 was a coeducational school located in the 
Northeastern region, while Site 2 was an all-boys institution situated in the Mid-Atlantic area. 
At each site, participant selection focused initially on the administrative leaders who originally 
envisioned and implemented the silent reflection program being studied. The researcher then 
identified educators who were directly responsible for managing the day-to-day operations of these 
reflection-based programs, as they were viewed as important spiritual guides and leaders within 
their respective school communities. Finally, students who composed and delivered the school-
wide reflections were included as key participants. These students served as conduits through 
which their peers were regularly challenged to engage in silent contemplation of spiritual and 
philosophical issues.

Table 1 below provides an overview of the participant roles and demographics, delineated 
by the research site. The multi-perspectival approach, incorporating administrators, teachers, 
and students, allowed the researchers to gain a comprehensive understanding of the context, 
implementation, and perceived impacts of the silent reflection programs at each school.
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Data Collection and Analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with leaders, educators, and students who met 
the established criteria and consented to participation in this study. Interviews were conducted in 
person and lasted approximately one hour to ninety minutes. The researcher also observed multiple 
student-led reflections at both sites. This approach allowed for in-depth exploration of emerging 
themes while maintaining a holistic perspective on the interconnected aspects of participants’ lives 
and social contexts. The responses were then analyzed again by comparing them to themes that 
surfaced from the review of the literature.

Findings

Spiritual Growth: “God, you are closer to me than I am to myself ” - St. Augustine,  
Confessions, Book 3

In keeping with common paradoxes engendered by Augustinian spirituality, the reflection talks 
created an environment where students could silently explore their inner spiritual journeys by sharing 
them in a public forum. The peer-led nature of these talks allowed for a level of vulnerability and 
candor that may not have been possible with teachers or religious leaders moderating discussions. Many 
student leaders remarked that hearing their classmates’ personal reflections on topics like losing a loved 
one, finding inner peace, connecting with nature, and discovering their life’s purpose resonated deeply 
and allowed them to mediate on these themes in the structured moments of silence that followed.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Participant Position Location

1 Head of School Mid-Atlantic
2 Head of School Northeast
3 Campus Minister Mid-Atlantic
4 Director of Student Engagement Mid-Atlantic
5 Academy Coordinator Mid-Atlantic
6 Director of Service Northeast
7 Coordinator of Community Engagement and Inclusion Northeast
8 Student Mid-Atlantic
9 Student Mid-Atlantic
10 Student Mid-Atlantic
11 Student Northeast
12 Student Northeast
13 Student Northeast
14 Student Northeast
15 Student Northeast
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These talks provided a rare space on campus for students to delve into their spiritual lives outside 
of formal religious settings. Away from structured lessons, or all-school homilies offered during Mass, 
the open-ended format provided them with the freedom to share their innermost thoughts, questions, 
and journeys related to faith and meaning. One student offered this insightful perspective:

I’ve basically grown up learning about the values of unitas, veritas, and caritas, but I never 
took the time to truly understand what they meant on a deeper level. This forum allowed 
me to connect with those principles in a more personal and profound way.

The reflection talks nurtured an environment of empathy, openness, and self-discovery for students 
to contemplate during the moment of silence. Not every student enrolled in the class was attracted 
to the public speaking requirement, or to opening up in front of their peers. However, one 
student articulated his willingness to challenge himself in this way: “Making sacrifices is a path of 
transformation representing resilience and an unwavering commitment to personal growth. Deep 
reflection is necessary for this process, which frequently calls for embracing change and venturing 
outside one’s comfort zone.” The Catholic identity of the schools was also strikingly important to 
students as they discussed the program. They offered these insights when delivering their talks to 
the student body at large, “Lent is an invitation to embrace change and foster a deeper connection 
with ourselves, our peers and with God,” and “Mass is a tradition like the Sunday dinner I share 
with my family that goes back three generations.”

Teachers noticed a difference in the student body. “We felt that it was important for our 
students to have some time during the day to listen to the Inner Teacher. This is distinctly 
Augustinian because St. Augustine teaches the importance of listening to God in silence. Meeting 
together in silence helps promote unitas and opens them to this kind of Augustinian spirituality.” 
This sharing of spiritual journeys fostered a sense of community through the universal search for 
purpose that unites all people.

In conclusion, one educator noted how the student leaders impacted his own spirituality and 
growth: “Getting to hear these teens share some very personal stories about their journeys, their 
relationships with God, friends and family members... I am always in awe at their willingness to 
share, and the depths of their reflections.”

Self-Awareness: “I entered my inward soul, guided by you.”- St. Augustine,  
Confessions, Book 1

A common theme that emerged was how the silent reflection talks helped student leaders 
ground themselves and find stillness amidst the chaos of adolescent life. The talks encouraged 
practices like having awareness for the milestones of high school life occurring in the present 
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moment. Several students spun anecdotes during their talks about how they applied these 
techniques when they felt overwhelmed by academic pressures, social drama, or mental health 
issues like anxiety and depression. Integrating spirituality through the talks provided students 
with sorely needed coping tools to navigate the turbulent teenage years. The reflective practices 
promoted self-awareness, emotional regulation, and a sense of inner calm. Consider this statement 
by a sophomore: “I really appreciated today’s reflection. It was meaningful and the simile he made 
to a spring cleaning and Lent as a time to examine your soul was deep. It really made me think 
about myself.” Another junior offered this point,

I like Adeodatus because reflections allow you to think about topics you do not usually talk 
about in school. For example, hook-up culture is something that I feel passionately about 
because I think some of my classmates are really not on the right path. So, when this came 
up as a topic it really forced us to have conversations about how some boys treat girls and 
what we really want from relationships.

The benefit to students’ social-emotional learning was uncovered during the talks themselves. 
Take this reflection offered by a senior student during the month of March amidst the pressures of 
the college application process.

I discovered something called “breath prayers.” Breath prayers are short, mostly one-
sentence prayers that are rooted in scripture and Jesus’ teachings. They are meant to help 
you focus on God while taking slow, deep breaths and repeatedly reciting words that will 
help you center yourself in prayer. Thinking about praying every day can be overwhelming if 
you’re new to the habit, as you might not always know what prayer to say or what to talk to 
God about. These one-line prayers have made my transition into daily praying much easier, 
because they are easy to remember and structured for you. Not only have these breath 
prayers made praying easier and seemingly more accessible for me, they have also really 
helped to calm me down and refocus me in times of anxiety.

The student then went on to lead her classmates in “breath prayers” just as they entered into their 
reflective moment of silence.

As students listened to their peers articulate vulnerabilities, grapple with existential questions, 
and share hard-won wisdom, they saw reflections of their own interior landscapes. A senior student 
echoed his classmate’s sentiment, “The reflection helps us step outside our comfort zone and the 
silence gives us time to explore how it fits our lives.” Another offered, “We were not sure how this 
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would resonate in an all-boys environment, but they showed compassion for each other, especially 
when a student talked about losing a family member.”

A Community of Learners: “Live harmoniously in your house, intent upon God in  
oneness of mind and heart.” – The Rule of St. Augustine

Perhaps the most profound impact was how the peer-led talks not only helped shape spiritual 
beliefs and self-discovery journeys, but they also nurtured a deeper sense of empathy. The platform 
allowed student leaders to model an exploration of spiritual teachings and philosophies. As these 
students constructed their own individualized spiritual outlooks informed by their singular life 
experiences, it led to relatable insights shared by their classmates. The process fostered greater 
self-acceptance, appreciation for humanity’s common threads, and clarity on life’s deeper meanings. 
“It shows that no one’s perfect,” said a junior student, “and anyone at any point in their lives can 
turn to God and better themselves as an individual.”

Ultimately, the silent reflection talks empowered student leaders to author their own spiritual 
narratives, but they revealed deeply communal interdependence. A particularly insightful student 
summarized the impact on her with these words:

Saint Augustine reflects on love by saying: ‘What does love look like? It has the hands to 
help others. It has the feet to hasten to the poor and needy. It has eyes to see misery and 
want. It has the ears to hear the sighs and sorrows of men. That is what love looks like.’ I felt 
that [two of the speakers we had this week] truly exemplify St. Augustine’s words. They 
show love through dedication and service to others. This is the kind of love that builds our 
relationship with God and with faith.

Another realized, “Once I became closer with my faith, I kind of realized that, whether it’s 
spreading love toward others or just being that helping hand, that’s definitely what this [reflection 
program] has taught me.”

Student leaders recognized that not all students, or teachers, appreciated the value of the 
program. At times, the Chapel was clearly not filled to capacity with students. Student leaders were 
disappointed by this reality and recognized that some of their peers were resistant to the program. 
One respondent addressed this quite directly,

It bothers me that sometimes people do not want to go, or they hide in the library, or the 
bathroom during it. I know everyone has different ideals, they may see the world differently, 
but the reflections don’t force you to think a certain way. They give you a chance to think.
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Meanwhile, another participant offered this thought in response, emphasizing that at times their 
peers can take things for granted, but “one’s development emphasizes how vital self-care is. It is an 
act of self-compassion, realizing that the path to betterment is a dynamic, continuous process.”

Augustinian pedagogy reconfigures the classroom as a collective journey of discovery, with 
teachers and students alike cast as co-pilgrims in the quest for knowledge. The ethnographic gaze 
revealed the subtle yet profound ways this philosophy permeated instructional practices. Teachers, 
as social actors within this educational milieu, increasingly punctuated their lessons with deliberate 
interludes of silence.

One theology instructor, reflecting on her evolving practice, remarked, “Our increased 
emphasis on journal writing serves as a conduit for cultivating interiority, just like Adeodatus.” 
This statement indexes a broader shift towards contemplative practices within the curriculum. In 
a parallel development, an English teacher instituted rituals of silent meditation, guiding students 
through ten-minute walks of silence across the campus.

The students themselves, when prompted to narrativize their educational experiences, 
frequently invoked the emphasis on silence as a salient and distinguishing feature of their 
schooling. These accounts, while anecdotal, suggest the emergence of a shared discourse around 
contemplative practices, one that has become ingrained within the school’s cultural repertoire.

Leadership

Robust academic leadership animates a culture of continual growth and self-transcendence within 
educational institutions. As Sorkin et al. (2023) illuminated, the liminality catalyzed by the Covid 
pandemic sharpened the focus of academic leaders. This ability to reorient leadership was evident 
in the study, as the heads of these two Augustinian schools evinced a profound commitment to self-
awareness and a willingness to critically examine praxis and decision-making in service of enhancing 
their communities. In the crucible of the pandemic (2021 for the Mid-Atlantic Site and 2022 for the 
New England Site), as they forged this programming. Both schools envisioned creating an opportunity 
for administrators, faculty, students, and staff to engage in unflinching self-assessment, identify terrains 
inspiring personal growth, and explore innovative pathways toward refining the educational experience 
into more seamless alignment with their institutions’ animating missions and values.

The leaders articulated how the decision to invest in these programs arose from a perceived loss 
of connection that students and families voiced amidst the post-pandemic context, coupled with 
a sense that student lives had become over-scripted, with insufficient opportunities to decelerate 
social media’s whirring rhythms. Leaders marshaled time, curriculum, and developmental resources 
to ensure the programs’ flourishing. The investment of time necessitated the expenditure of 
political capital, as leaders consecrated precious segments of the master schedule for communal 
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reflection each day - a move met with initial teacher resistance. At the study’s inception, both 
schools convened by grade weekly, each day of that cycle.

Both schools invested in curricular resources, offering Theology courses wherein student 
speakers could regularly apply the crafts of reflection composition and practice delivery prior to 
the grade-level talks. One enlisted the Campus Minister for this role, while the other serves as the 
Theology Department Chair and Director of Service.

Finally, leadership committed to the professional development of these educators and teachers 
and the experiential learning of students, by supporting their sojourns to the national Augustinian 
retreat, a gathering of all schools in the ASEA network to solidify their understanding of and 
commitment to Augustinian values while cross-pollinating best practices. Resource allocation 
encompassed funding delegations’ travel and lodging for this four-day holistic immersion.

Discussion

The findings reveal a constellation of practical strategies through which the integration 
of silence and peer reflection may become woven into the fabric of Augustinian Catholic 
schooling. To initiate the interiorizing dynamic, Catholic educators embedded in any context 
(parish, diocesan, or other religious orders) could designate hallowed moments for silence and 
contemplation amidst the cacophony of text messages, social media posts, morning assemblies, 
class transitions, and extracurricular activities. The intentional incorporation of guided meditations 
and exercises that honor the patron saint of individual schools could serve to beckon students into 
more profound modes of inner engagement with a school’s mission.

Beyond a formal program, fashioning contemplative spaces within the school grounds –  
sanctuaries of quietude, temples of stillness amidst the fray – could provide an anchor for those longing 
to retreat into silence’s embrace. Like eddies of calm amidst the rushing currents of academic and social 
urgencies, these cloistered enclaves would afford a way station for soul-searching, for mining the depths 
of one’s interior landscapes. The architecture of such spaces in schools and on campuses imbued with 
reverence and care, may well awaken sensibilities too often lulled by the mundane.

Nurturing resources that illuminate the diverse paths of prayer and meditation would ensure 
that an array of spiritual needs and faith traditions of students find accommodation. The journey 
inward can begin from many different starting points–encompassing ancient spiritual traditions, as 
well as more modern approaches. By embracing this wide selection of reflective practices, schools 
can nurture a holistic environment that honors the interior life. Ultimately, fostering a culture 
that respects and values reflection and dialogue, recognizing its vital role in personal growth, 
spiritual development, and the elusive yet precious gift of deep insight, will likely prove essential for 
integrating interiority throughout the educational experience.
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Limitations

This article illuminates how the concept of Catholic spirituality comes to animate schools, 
and how interiority and kindred conceptual frameworks of silent reflection enable us to 
decipher the methods some Augustinian schools employ to promote their unique values. While 
the particular circumstances and selection criteria afforded a window into these dynamics 
in unique organizational settings, one must appreciate the bounded generalizability across 
Catholic schools, private schools, or K-12 institutions in the United States more broadly. 
Moreover, the interviews, though yielding descriptive accounts illuminating the interior 
experiences of school leaders, teachers, and students involved, did not directly capture the 
voices and perspectives of those not enmeshed in the program itself. Their perspectives could 
potentially shed further light on fathoming the inward experience of interiority. Additionally,  
I offer no quantitative data that points to organizational shifts across the two schools. Finally, 
the researcher was embedded in one of the sample schools as an educational leader and could 
have captured student and teacher responses that sought to please, rather than offer critical 
objective feedback.

Conclusion

The research highlights how the Silent Reflection Program, coupled with peer reflections, is 
intricately woven into the fabric of the Augustinian educational philosophy, which values the 
interior life as much as the pursuit of academic excellence. Students emphasized the rarity of 
finding moments of quiet in today’s fast-paced world and how these structured periods of silence 
have taught them the art of reflection, a skill they now consider essential for personal growth and 
spiritual well-being. The discussions that follow these silent periods have also fostered a stronger 
sense of community among students enrolled in these classes, allowing them to share their insights 
and learn from each other’s experiences and perspectives.

Educators and administrators from both Augustinian schools note that implementing silent 
reflection programs has led to noticeable changes in their schools’ atmosphere, promoting a 
more contemplative and compassionate student body. The research findings suggest that such 
a program not only complements the Augustinian commitment to holistic education but also 
equips students with the tools to navigate the complexities of modern life with resilience and a 
grounded sense of self. As educational practitioners increasingly acknowledge the importance 
of holistic well-being alongside academic achievement, the insights from these interviews 
underscore the value of integrating silent reflection into the educational experiences of young 
individuals. The success of the programs in these two Augustinian schools may serve as a 
model for other educational institutions seeking to cultivate a more reflective, mindful, and 
empathetic generation.
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