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Abstract 

This paper explores the perceived role of the Catholic School superintendent as catalyst 

for improving the sustainability of Catholic education. On a national level, Catholic 

education has been in a state of decline since 1965, experiencing a 60% enrollment loss 

and closing nearly half of all schools (McDonald & Shultz, 2014). Little research has 

been conducted on the role of Catholic school superintendents. The role is one that 

predominantly serves schools in an advisory capacity, with little authority afforded to the 

superintendent to drive necessary change. Contrary to national averages, some Catholic 

dioceses are realizing enrollment gains and new models of operation that are leading to 

improved sustainability of Catholic education. This paper studies two dioceses that began 

experiencing such success upon the arrival of new superintendent leadership. The study 

finds that the superintendents inspired stakeholders around an exciting vision of growth. 

Capacity building in the diocesan central office, new strategic initiatives, improved 

philanthropic support, and communication were all crucial attributes to turning the vision 

into action. Outcomes of these efforts included enrollment gains and an improved sense 

of systemness or collaboration among the schools in the dioceses.  

Keywords: Catholic school, superintendent, Catholic school sustainability, 

Catholic school leadership  
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  CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

Since 1965, Catholic school enrollment has dropped 60% and nearly half of all 

school doors have been closed (McDonald & Shultz, 2014). Strapped with financial 

challenges (O’Meara, Ferguson, & Klink, 2012), dwindling enrollment (McDonald & 

Shultz, 2014), changing demographics (Brinig & Garnett, 2010), and perhaps changing 

family values, Catholic education is experiencing a crisis. Yet in some dioceses, Catholic 

schools are experiencing growth, contrary to these national trends (Goldschmidt & 

Walsh, 2013; Hamilton, 2008). Improved use of school choice programs (AP, 2014), 

better outreach to Latino communities (Alliance For Catholic Education, 2013), new 

governance models (James, 2007), strategic investments in program modification leading 

to expense reduction (Geruson et al., 2013), or stewardship/fundraising initiatives 

(Meyer, 2007), have allowed some dioceses to stabilize enrollment losses, create more 

sustainable models of operation, and even grow.  

Such transformative measures have not been realized through good fortune but 

arguably through strong diocesan level leaders who have instilled a vision for growth. 

Catholic schools revel in a structure which affords them great autonomy, and diocesan 

offices, led by a superintendent, exist to support the schools within the diocese. Yet, 

existing research may suggest that diocesan offices do not have the resources and/or 

vision to help schools address sustainability or growth (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015; 

Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013). Current research may suggest that the role of Catholic 

school superintendents, and their central diocesan offices, is poorly defined or misaligned 

to the needs of the system of schools within the diocese.  
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The decline of Catholic schools affects many stakeholders, from current Catholic 

families to general taxpayers. Catholic education is a ministry of the Church, existing to 

help bring students into a closer relationship with Jesus Christ. While not to suggest a 

student who refrains from attending Catholic schools cannot develop such a relationship, 

the closure of Catholic schools represents a significant loss in the Church’s efforts to 

teach the faith and Church doctrine to its followers. In addition, students who previously 

attended Catholic school are more likely to regularly attend Mass than Catholics who did 

not attend elementary or secondary Catholic schools (Center for Applied Research in the 

Apostolate, 2014). The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (2014) estimated 

that if Catholic schools did not exist, Mass attendance and participation would likely drop 

below 10% of all Catholic individuals. They further argued that fewer Catholics would 

likely exist. Such a reality would pose a significant threat to the sustainability of the 

Church itself.  

Academically, a plethora of research indicates Catholic school students 

outperform their public school counterparts in a variety of important metrics such as 

achievement scores and smaller achievement gaps (NCES, 2013), graduation rates 

(Broughman & Swain, 2013; Stillwell & Sable, 2014), college attendance (Broughman & 

Swain, 2013; Snyder & Dillow, 2014), and post-secondary degree attainment (Alliance 

for Catholic Education, 2014; Council for American Private Education, 2014). For 

example, black or Latino students are 42% more likely to graduate from high school and 

2.5 times more likely to graduate from college if he/she attends a Catholic school 

(Alliance for Catholic Education, 2014). For all students, Catholic schools realize a 

graduation rate of 99% compared to 78.2% for public school students (Broughman & 
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Swain, 2013; Stillwell & Sable, 2014). In a study of high school sophomores from the 

class of 2002, those students who eventually graduated from a Catholic high school were 

nearly twice as likely to earn a bachelor’s degree or higher by 2012 than their public 

school counterparts (Council for American Private Education, 2014). The value of 

Catholic schools in educating a future work force is invaluable to society as a whole. 

Further research exists to show that 41.5% of all Catholic schools are located 

within urban and inner-city locales (McDonald & Schultz, 2013, p. 9), and thus the 

closing of those schools can have a tremendous, negative effect on marginalized 

neighborhoods. Recent research findings in Chicago showed that higher crime rates and 

social tension were realized in communities following the closing of Catholic schools 

(Brinig & Garnett, 2014, p. x). Hamilton (2008) argued that the closing of Catholic 

schools over a 15 year stretch cost taxpayers more than $20 billion dollars as public 

schools had to incur the cost of educating this new influx of students. From faith 

formation, to academic achievement, to social and taxpayer costs, the closing of Catholic 

schools has a ripple effect on many. Thus, the desire to explore ways to better sustain and 

grow Catholic education has merit on many fronts, including the political, economic, 

social, and religious. 

To better appreciate the current status of diocesan level leadership, it is helpful to 

understand the structure of leadership within Catholic school systems. The majority of 

Catholic schools operate under a parish model whereby Canon Law of the Catholic 

Church declares the pastor as the ultimate decision maker (Haney, O’Brien, & Sheehan, 

2009). The parish model is one where the school operates in unison with an 

accompanying Church and its parishioners. The pastor and school principal answer to the 
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bishop of the diocese in which they reside. In addition, dioceses typically employ staff in 

a diocesan education office, led by a superintendent of schools. While superintendents 

and their staff work at the pleasure of the bishop’s directives, existing research may 

suggest that there are misunderstandings or misperceptions as to the role of diocesan 

level school leadership. After studying the existing literature, it is fair to argue that the 

role of Catholic School superintendents may be poorly defined in many dioceses as it 

relates to the most pressing needs of Catholic education. Some research suggests that 

when the role of superintendents and their diocesan office staff are better clarified and 

understood, such dioceses may be better apt at addressing the sustainability and 

enrollment challenges outlined herein. 

Purpose and Aim 

The purpose of the study was to explore superintendent and stakeholder 

perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ role as catalyst for improving 

sustainability of Catholic education. Research was conducted in a large, urban and 

suburban diocese on the West Coast and in a smaller, suburban and rural inclusive 

diocese in the Midwest. The core research question is what ways are Catholic school 

superintendents catalysts for improving sustainability of Catholic education. The answer 

to this question can shed light on how such leaders can be transformative figures in 

helping to create sustainable models of Catholic education. As suggested by Goldschmidt 

and Walsh (2013), when Catholic School superintendents feel tasked with addressing the 

challenges described herein, sustainability and enrollment gains might be better 

accomplished. Further research on this topic could offer better focus on leadership’s role 

in addressing the enrollment and sustainability challenges facing Catholic education. 
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This study has as its aim three major outcomes. It will add to existing research 

with the intent to better understand the perceived role of Catholic school superintendents 

relative to creating more sustainable Catholic schools. It will help assess the perceived 

influence superintendents have on improving the sustainability of Catholic education 

within their dioceses, and the findings can help bishops and diocesan leadership employ 

best practices in addressing the sustainability of Catholic education. 

Relevant Terms 

The legal operation of Catholic schools can vary from diocese to diocese. 

Likewise, there are phrases or definitions that take on different meanings when applied to 

Catholic school settings. Relevant terms for this study include: 

Sustainability: The ability for a Catholic school, while always protecting its 

Catholic mission, to be financially viable thus ensuring the school remains in operation. 

Improved enrollment, development/fundraising efforts, new models of governance, new 

curriculum delivery models, and innovative and strategic strategies all possess potential 

to address school sustainability. 

System: All schools within an archdiocese/diocese. Synonymous to the public 

school understanding of a “district.” 

Archdiocesan/Diocesan School: A school owned and operated by the Catholic 

Archdiocese/Diocese in which it resides. To be distinguished from “private” Catholic 

schools which are owned and operated by the religious orders that guide them. For 

example, the Jesuit Religious Order operates and maintains Catholic, Jesuit high schools 

throughout the country.  
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Decentralized: Systems in which Catholic schools are separately incorporated 

entities, meaning that pastors and local authorities maintain nearly all control of the daily 

operation of the school. The superintendent likely has little authority over schools in a 

decentralized system (For example, pastors hire the principals and the superintendent has 

no authority to overrule the pastor’s decision) 

Centralized: Systems in which the Catholic schools answer to the superintendent 

of schools and his/her office per the authority of the Archbishop/Bishop. This model 

would be closer to mirroring the typical public school model. 

Deaneries: Collection of Catholic schools within a specific demographic area; 

usually grouped together for the purposes of sharing in common professional 

development activities. 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC): Committees of educators assembled 

to use their specific areas of talent and expertise to improve upon strategic goals of an 

organization.  

Blended Learning: The combination of employing both traditional teacher led 

instruction with online, technological resources for the purposes of delivering curriculum 

to students.   

Enrollment Management: The ability of a school to employ strategies allowing 

them to actively attract new students to the school.  

Governance: The prevailing authority which oversees the operation of a Catholic 

school.  

Superintendent: Appointed by the Archbishop/Bishop, the superintendent is the 

designated head official of an Archdiocesan/Diocesan School system. 
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Catholic School Office (CSO): The office of the superintendent and his/her staff. 

Transformational leader: One who successfully brings about necessary change 

within an organization for its improved sustainability. 

Vision: A view of what could be with the understanding that stakeholders must 

possess a sense of urgency to change in order to realize that view of the future.  

While not all Catholic school systems operate in the same manner, the relevant 

terms above offer guidance into the terminology used within this research.   

Delimitations 

The study included a limited number of dioceses which met the criteria for 

selection. Enrollment gains and new models of Catholic school operation, following the 

installation of new superintendent leadership, was a key criterion of the study. 

Furthermore, dioceses experiencing such enrollment gains and new models of operation 

without the aid of school choice programs or significant population growth were also 

attributes of the selection criteria. Two dioceses of contrasting size and location were 

used for the purposes of this research. Diocese A affords a view of a large, urban and 

suburban Catholic school system whereas Diocese B affords a view of a smaller, 

suburban and rural system. The study was conducted in April and May, 2016.  

Limitations and Biases 

The sample size for participants interviewed, between the two dioceses, totaled 17 

individuals and included superintendents, Catholic School Office staff, principals, and 

other support staff. Saturation of the data was properly reached through the qualitative 

interviews with these 17 participants. While saturation was achieved, a major limitation 

of the research was the relatively small sample size. There are at least 166 
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superintendents nationally, thus exploring the role of two limits the scope of the research. 

However, research from both allows for more creditability within the findings as 

compared to a study occurring in just one diocese. 

   Additional limitations of the study include possible personal biases. The 

research primarily is based upon perception data. In addition, principals being 

interviewed may be more likely to credit their superintendent with being a catalyst for 

improving Catholic school sustainability as they may have concern that their feedback 

shared in the research will eventually be read by their superior. Second, the feedback 

shared in the research amounts to self-reported perceptions from those interviewed. Their 

feedback and opinions will not necessarily represent opinions of all in the diocese. Third, 

the research is not immune to personal observer bias which must be controlled. The 

researcher possesses prior working knowledge with superintendents and the National 

Catholic Education Association relative to the role of the superintendent and the ability to 

act as a catalyst for improving Catholic school sustainability. Prior research on this topic, 

current experiences in the role as a superintendent, and preconceived assumptions on why 

dioceses in the case study are succeeding all serve as potential biases.  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 Catholic education in America is experiencing a crisis – one of survival. If any 

systemic change is to occur, strong leadership must champion the transformation. In the 

for-profit world, Kotter and Heskett (1992) found that competent leadership was the most 

significant reason why ten corporations were able to outperform their competitors in 

company culture and performance. It is reasonable to assume then that competent 

leadership is equally important in the non-profit world of Catholic education.   
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 The decentralized nature of Catholic education in America has perhaps created a 

leadership vacuum relative to solving the current sustainability challenges. Pastors and 

principals are focused on the needs of their one school. Bishops are over-extended trying 

to meet the needs of a diverse Church with many parishes and stakeholders. The 

corporate community and government, while supportive in their own unique ways, are 

certainly not taxed with the responsibility of ensuring the vitality of Catholic education. 

Who then owns the problem of Catholic school decline becomes a question that needs 

answering.   

 The Catholic school superintendent is perhaps in a unique position, with changes 

in office structure and purpose, to answer this call. Strong, transformational leadership 

that inspires an organization with a vision for growth and greatness is the necessary start 

for creating a renaissance in Catholic education. No longer can the status quo and old 

systems of operation dominate the day, and the Catholic school superintendent is perhaps 

best poised to lead a new vision of growth and sustainability.   

Significance of the Study 

 In the wake of massive organizational decline, Catholic education has afforded so 

little attention to researching leadership. Research abounds in the corporate world to 

show the effects of transformative leaders who revive struggling companies. Proper 

attention has not been focused on system level leadership within Catholic education. 

Strong leadership in one school can typically improve just one school, but it arguably 

achieves little in solving the crisis of the system as a whole. When the entire organization 

is in decline, leadership on a system level must be considered. The research herein sheds 

light on the very nebulous and poorly supported role of the Catholic school 
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superintendent. This system wide leadership role is positioned to become the 

transformative change agent in creating a new, healthy vision for the sustainability of 

Catholic education.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the study was to explore superintendent and stakeholder 

perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ role in serving as a catalyst for 

improved sustainability of Catholic education. This was accomplished through a 

qualitative case study in two dioceses of varying size and location.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to better understand the perceived role of Catholic 

school superintendents relative to creating more sustainable Catholic schools, help assess 

the perceived influence superintendents have on improving the sustainability of Catholic 

education within their dioceses, and help bishops and diocesan leadership employ best 

practices in addressing the sustainability of Catholic education. 

Initial Sources 

Given the context of the research question contained herein, prior research 

pertaining to Catholic school leadership was of particular interest. Eight sources were 

used to help begin an initial study of the question posed regarding the ways Catholic 

school superintendents can serve as catalysts for improving sustainability of Catholic 

education. In an extensive review conducted by Frabutt, Holter, and Nuzzi (2013), 459 

sources were analyzed to show where research on Catholic education has been occurring. 

Only 10% of those studies examined leadership (Frabutt, Holter, & Nuzzi, 2013, p. 79). 

Given the crisis at hand regarding the sustainability of Catholic education, more attention 

and research must be devoted to leadership. 
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Two sources, A National Profile of the Catholic Superintendency (Cattaro & 

McDonald, 2015) and Faith, Finances, and the Future (Nuzzi, Frabutt, & Holter, 2008) 

shed light on who is leading Catholic schools and include perceptions about the current 

state of Catholic education, roles and responsibilities, and challenges faced. A third 

source highlights the National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic 

Elementary and Secondary Schools [NSBECS] (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012) to 

include standards for diocesan leadership expectations. The standard offers brief mention 

to the expectation placed on diocesan level leadership to affect change with respect to 

enrollment and financial sustainability. Four additional sources, Urban Catholic 

Elementary Schools: What are the Governance Models (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013), 

How the world’s most improved school systems keep getting better (Mourshed, Chijioke, 

and Barber, 2010), Who Will Save America’s Urban Catholic Schools (Hamilton, 2008), 

and The Can-Do Central Office (Hillman & Kachur, 2010) supported the theory that 

central office leadership can positively affect change in school systems. The studies 

highlight specific examples of central office leadership positively affecting change. 

Profile of the Catholic School Superintendent 

Cattaro and McDonald (2015) cited multiple studies conducted in recent years 

which sought to explore the effectiveness of Catholic schools, yet they readily admit that 

very little attention has been afforded to the importance and relevance of Catholic school 

superintendents and their diocesan offices (p. 1). The authors developed a survey 

instrument which was administered to 166 Catholic school superintendents throughout 

the country, and they realized a participation rate of 50% (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015). 

The study sought to explore the demographics of the Catholic school superintendent and 
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determine common challenges and issues among those in the role (Cattaro & McDonald, 

2015, p. 1). While the study is rich in data relative to the make-up of Catholic school 

superintendents, reference to the role and responsibilities, staffing, and budgets within 

diocesan offices presents itself as most relevant to the consideration of leadership and its 

ability to affect change. 

Some of Cattaro and McDonald’s (2015) initial findings relevant to the research 

herein include the following: 

• 72.3% of superintendents are over the age of 55 

• 85.6% of superintendents are lay men and women 

• 54.3% of current superintendents intend to leave their position within the next 

five years 

• Nearly 30% of current superintendents are over the age of 65, and 100% of 

those responded that they intend to leave the role within the next five years 

• 75% of Catholic School Superintendents make less than $110,000 annually. 

The national mean salary for public school superintendents is $147,848 for 

comparisons sake. Only 10% of public school superintendents earn less than 

$96,124 compared to 58.7% of Catholic school superintendents who earn less 

than that figure 

Cattaro and McDonald (2015) acknowledged that Catholic School Offices are 

poorly staffed for the scope of the job and operate with limited budgets. The scope of the 

job was listed as the number one stress factor for superintendents, followed closely by 

“inadequate office staffing” (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015, p. 30). Of those that responded 

to the survey, the average Catholic school office operates with seven people. Of the 83 
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respondents in the survey, 17 stated their office operates with no support staff to the 

superintendent, and an additional 26 stated the central office functions with only one 

support staff for the superintendent. Most respondents stated that there was no training or 

supports in place at the time they assumed the role of superintendent to help them learn 

the role (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015). 

Cattaro and McDonald (2015) argued that Catholic school superintendent 

preparation programs are lacking, dioceses must be more aggressive in compensation 

packages for superintendents to attract the most competent leaders, and financial 

investments need to be made to better support the role of the Catholic school 

superintendent (p. 41). Recognition of the impending turnover in the Catholic school 

superintendent position is a noteworthy data point as dioceses’ must prepare for a new 

wave of diocesan school leaders in the years ahead. 

Regarding job responsibilities that monopolize the majority of their time, survey 

respondents were afforded 17 options. On a scale of one to four, they were asked to 

categorize how much time they devote to each job duty. A score of one implied no time 

at all was spent on the duty and a score of 4 implied the superintendent is always working 

on the task. A summary of those results is found in Table 1. 
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Issues that Require Diocesan 
Office Personnel Attention Frequency

Articulation of the Mission 3.38
Leadership Formation 3.34
Professional Development 3.27
Curriculum 3.24
Personnel 3.07
Legal Issues 3.03
Conflict resolution 2.91
Public relations 2.88
Administration Recruitment 2.86
Student performance 2.84
Government regulations 2.65
Teacher recruitment 2.45
Ethical issues 2.43
Local/diocesan board relations 2.38
School facilities 2.28
Multicultural issues 2.26
Transportation 1.61

Table 1

 
                                       Source (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015) 

 
To help frame the importance of these results, it is worth noting the findings from 

Nuzzi et al. (2008) mixed methods study of more than 1000 pastors and their perceptions 

on Catholic schools. Their qualitative findings revealed that pastors rated the following as 

the top six areas of need/support in their Catholic schools: Finances, marketing, long-

range planning, enrollment, Catholic identity, and development (p. 21). Comparing the 

research findings of Nuzzi, Frabutt, and Holter (2008) to the data in Table 1 might 

suggest that superintendent leadership is spending the majority of its time on issues that 

do not align well to the schools’ needs as cited by the pastors. Additional research with 

superintendents to clarify their stated role as it relates to mission, professional 

development, and leadership formation could add clarity to determining the level of 

misalignment in perceived role and responsibilities. Further research of diocesan efforts 
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around finances, marketing, long-range planning, enrollment, and development may 

better clarify how superintendents perceive their role relative to serving as catalysts for 

sustainability efforts or enrollment growth. One of the most prevalent themes found 

within the open ended questioning of Nuzzi, Frabutt, and Holter’s (2008) study was a call 

for “effective and proactive diocesan leadership” (p. 43) which speaks to the crux of the 

proposed study herein.  Respondents were critical of the lack of vision, strategic 

planning, and general support from diocesan offices. “We need a leader who can help 

come up with a plan” were the words written by a Catholic priest reflecting upon the 

needs in his diocese with declining Catholic schools (Nuzzi, et al., 2008, p. 43). 

Respondents were clear in their conveyance of the need for someone to lead efforts to 

address the enrollment and financial challenges plaguing Catholic education.  

The prior review highlights a possible lack of alignment in perceptions regarding 

the role of Catholic school superintendents and their diocesan office, yet further study 

would be necessary to vet this assumption. Such a reality may lend insight into why some 

dioceses continue to recognize failing enrollment trends and financially unstable schools 

whereas others are finding sustainable models of operation along with growth.  

Ozar and Weitzel-O’Neill (2013), in helping to craft the National Standards and 

Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools (NSBECS), call 

upon schools and their governing bodies to “maintain a constructive and beneficial 

relationship with the [arch]diocesan Education Office consistent with [arch]diocesan 

policy pertaining to the recognition of Catholic schools by the Bishop” (p. 8). However, 

the benchmark does not elaborate any further on what a constructive or beneficial 

relationship looks like. The marginal reference to collaboration with diocesan education 
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offices reiterates the argument being made herein that it is unclear what role Catholic 

school superintendent leadership should serve. Further analysis of perceptions and 

attitudes regarding superintendents and their Catholic School Office’s (CSO) ability to 

positively affect enrollment and financial sustainability is necessary.  

Literature pertaining to the role of the Catholic school superintendent and the 

CSO is minimal, as is any connection between dioceses experiencing growth, contrary to 

the national trends, and the perceptions of superintendent leadership in those cases. In 

one study of multiple urban Catholic elementary school systems, Goldschmidt and Walsh 

(2013) sought to explore creative adaptations to the Catholic school operational model, 

who was initiating the design and implementation of such strategies, and whether those 

changes had an impact on sustainability and enrollment gains. The authors noted that, 

historically, the Catholic school superintendent serves the majority of schools in an 

advisory capacity only, and they suggest that clarification to the authority of the 

superintendent is necessary (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013).  

In one example of diocesan leadership leading sustainability and enrollment gain 

efforts, Goldschmidt and Walsh (2013) highlighted the work of Catholic School 

Superintendent Mary McDonald who was “tasked” by her archbishop to address the 

issues of sustainability and enrollment growth in inner-city Memphis. McDonald’s role 

and responsibilities, as clarified by her Archbishop, allowed her to realize success in re-

opening eight inner-city schools which served more than 1300 students (Goldschmidt & 

Walsh, 2013). A second example in their research highlighted the uncertain authority that 

existed in the Diocese of Bridgeport, CT, and how once the superintendent’s role and 

responsibility were clarified by the bishop, such that it would address sustainability issues 
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within the system, superintendent Margaret Dames proceeded to exert authority in 

developing a more sustainable model of operation for the diocese’s schools (Goldschmidt 

& Walsh, 2013, p. 120).  

Goldschmidt and Walsh (2013) summarized in their recommendations that 

bishops must strengthen the authority of the diocesan central office, clarifying the role 

and responsibilities of the superintendent, such that those individuals are better positioned 

to address the needs of the schools. The authors also suggested that diocesan offices 

which are more appropriately staffed may have a direct connection in addressing 

enrollment management and sustainability issues (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013, p. 129). 

Further research on this suggestion would be beneficial to Catholic education.  

The notion of central office leadership affecting system level success need not be 

limited to a review of solely Catholic education. Mourshed et al., (2010) studied 20 

school systems throughout the world which were experiencing “significant, sustained, 

and widespread gains, as measured by national and international standards of assessment” 

(p. 7). While the focus of their research sought to utilize student achievement as a metric 

for determining the systems to study, in contrast to the interest herein to explore 

enrollment and sustainability improvements for Catholic education, it is worth noting 

their conclusion relative to leaderships’ ability to affect positive outcomes within the 20 

systems studied. Their research revealed that the most prevalent factor leading to system 

wide reform was a new and strategic leader (Mourshed et al., 2010). Recalling the 

findings of Nuzzi et al. (2008), there is a need for strategic leadership in Catholic 

education. Catholic school superintendents must see themselves as this transformational 
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leader who will tackle the financial, marketing, long-range planning, enrollment, Catholic 

identity, and development objectives as highlighted in Nuzzi et al. (2008) research.  

Hillman and Kachur (2010) studied the transformation of the Decatur Public 

School district as central office leadership spearheaded a turn-around relative to student 

achievement, increased graduation rates, and improved progress related to No Child Left 

Behind mandates. In order to address less than desirable student achievement outcomes 

and graduation rates, Hillman and Kachur (2010) acknowledged that central office 

leadership led a “more focused and compelling districtwide vision for all schools” to 

address the problems within the district (p. 19). After creating a shared vision, the district 

invested in capacity building, both in the central office and in schools, to properly support 

strategic initiatives focused on improving the system’s goals (Hillman & Kachur, 2010). 

Stressing the belief that the status quo must be put aside, Hillman and Kachur (2010) 

stated that “the key to the [District’s] success was not to capitulate to pressures to return 

to the former modus operandi as a central office” (p. 22). Improved vision, capacity 

building in the central office and schools, improved collaboration and communication, 

and escaping the status quo were cited as reasons for the district to better realize its goal 

of improved academic achievement and graduation rates.  

Cattaro and McDonald’s (2015) research showed that superintendents state their 

time is spent addressing the articulation of mission, professional development, leadership 

formation, curriculum, and personnel issues. Further research must clarify what 

superintendents mean when they say their key job responsibilities are to articulate the 

mission, offer professional development, and enhance leadership formation. If these job 

categories are not aligned with the findings from Nuzzi et al. (2008), then there is an 
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arguable disconnect between how Catholic school superintendents are spending their time 

and what schools are seeking from them. Research must better clarify those three 

particular categories to understand how superintendents perceive their role and 

responsibilities. If they desire to address the needs as outlined by the pastors, then they 

must also have the staffing and budgets to positively address these challenges. Bishops 

must task their superintendents with lofty objectives of enrollment gains and no more 

school closures, as did the bishop in Memphis to his superintendent Mary McDonald.  

In addition to reiterating the success found in the Diocese of Memphis, Hamilton 

(2008) shared two additional case studies of diocesan leadership positively affecting 

enrollment and financial sustainability of Catholic schools. Hamilton (2008) declared that 

a limited number of dioceses throughout the country have reversed the trend of 

enrollment losses, and he credits those changes to leadership and initiative (p. 15). He 

provides a narrative summary of diocesan leadership efforts in the Dioceses of Wichita, 

Memphis, and Denver. On the surface, the results shared by Hamilton (2008) appear to 

align in principle with the findings of Mourshed et al. (2010). That is to say, strong 

leadership that is tasked with addressing specific problems has been able to effectively 

and positively transform the system of schools in which they work. 

Organizational Change 

Organizational change typically refers to the planned adaptation process an 

organization goes through to meet varying dynamics affecting the organization. 

Organizations can certainly be slow or fast to respond to changing dynamics in their 

industry. Catholic education can be said to have adopted very little organizational change 

despite recognizing many changing variables around it. Prior to 1960, Catholic schools 
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were typically staffed with religious versus lay staff. Religious staff, such as priests, 

nuns, and religious sisters, did not require the working wage that lay employees 

necessitated. With low personnel costs, healthy revenues from Sunday parish tithing, and 

many families choosing this affordable Catholic educational model over public 

education, Catholic schools saw fantastic growth and sustainability up until 1965. Years 

later, lay educators overtook a declining religious work force, and the personnel costs 

involved with operating a Catholic school skyrocketed. At nearly the same time, Mass 

attendance began to decline and contributions to the Church waned. The cost to operate 

Catholic schools was increasing dramatically while the main source of revenue was 

declining. Catholic education was forced to raise tuition rates which arguably accelerated 

the enrollment declines as many families did not see the value in spending limited family 

funds on purchasing Catholic education. The world around Catholic education changed, 

but the organization failed to adapt.  

Kurt Lewin is one of the most well regarded theorists relative to organizational 

change. W. Warner Burke, in his book, Organization Change, highlights Lewin’s major 

findings about organizational change, including the three step process organizations must 

go through to change. Kurt Lewin argued that organizations which have not adopted a 

culture of continuous improvement are likely to have to unfreeze, move, and then 

refreeze, at a more successful level, to grow stronger and succeed (Burke, 2014, p. 175).  

More specifically, the unfreezing stage would represent the need to have the organization 

understand the need for change, develop a better sense of urgency, and break away from 

the status quo procedures that keep the organization from succeeding.  The movement 

stage is that progress that would occur after the culture of the organization becomes more 
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susceptible for the need for change.  This movement stage would embrace modifications 

to the processes and procedures within the organization. The final refreeze stage would 

be a matter of confirming the changes and ensuring that they last.   

This model of organizational change relates well to the needs of Catholic 

education, as many Catholic schools have failed to adapt to changing market conditions 

and find themselves in a situation where acceptance of the status quo is stifling the 

growth of the organization.  With enrollment losses and closing of schools, Catholic 

education has failed to adapt.  The operational models that support Catholic education 

have been static for decades, clinging to the status quo of decades gone by when Catholic 

education thrived.  The organization as a whole struggles to demonstrate innovation or 

adaptation to respond to this crisis situation.  In order to create a more sustainable 

organizational model, Catholic education must change.  

Weick and Quinn (1999), in their article Organizational Change and 

Development, argued that such a response to change is often the result of a failure in the 

past to create a “continuously adaptive organization” (p. 362), a very similar sentiment to 

Lewin’s notion of organization’s needing a culture of continuous improvement. 

Elaborating on this point, Weick and Quinn (1999) introduced the concept of inertia, 

defining it in a negative capacity.  The authors defined inertia as the inability of 

organizations to change, particularly in light of external factors (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 

369). Organizations with this form of inertia tend to embrace tradition over innovation, 

routines over adaptation, and a status-quo culture versus one that senses any urgency or 

need to improve (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 369).  Thus, for an organization plagued with 
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such inertia, the first step to embracing change is to “unfreeze” the culture which may 

lead to episodic or revolutionary change, change that is sudden and greater in scope. 

Weick and Quinn (1999) argued that such unfreezing, perhaps leading to episodic 

change, or the movement stage as referenced by Lewin, requires a change agent (pp. 371-

372).  Such necessary change will not likely occur without an organizational leader who 

espouses the vision for change and why it is necessary.  Weick and Quinn (1999) 

categorized the change agent as a transformational leader or a “prime mover” who 

initiates the change process (p. 373).  Yet, unfreezing a culture that is entrenched with 

such negative inertia is not an easy task.  An organization cannot progress to the second 

stage of movement until the unfreezing of the status quo is complete. 

Transformational Leadership 

Building off the notion that organizational change must be led by a change agent 

or prime mover, consideration of research on transformational leadership is appropriate. 

D.D. Warrick (2011) incorporated research on both organizational change and 

transformational leadership in his article, The Urgent Need for Skilled Transformational 

Leaders: Integrating Transformational Leadership and Organizational Development. 

Warrick (2011) discussed the overlap between successful organizational change and the 

presence of transformational leadership. He argued that “nothing will transform an 

organization faster and prepare an organization better for future success than a skilled 

transformational leader” (Warrick, 2011, p. 11). Warrick (2011) defined a 

transformational leader as one who brings about significant organizational change by 

instilling a shared vision, being innovative, instilling new strategies and structures, and 

inspiring and motivating followers to realize higher goals. He argued that there is a 
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variance between management and leadership, and only the latter can inspire necessary 

organizational change. He summarized this point by stating, “Organizations need to be 

well managed, but you can’t manage an organization to greatness. Greatness comes from 

leadership” (Warrick, 2011, p. 12). Appendix A highlights the major characteristics of 

transformational leaders, as written by Warrick (2011), and it includes the corresponding 

research studies that support the findings.   

These strong leadership qualities highlighted in Appendix A may very well 

transcend industries. Bearing in mind the challenges facing the sustainability of Catholic 

education, consideration of successful changes in the corporate world could shed light on 

how Catholic education could realize positive, transformational change. Kotter and 

Heskett (1992) studied 207 corporations across 22 varying industries exploring the 

relationships between corporate culture and economic performance of the companies. 

Their findings were published in Corporate Culture and Performance (Kotter & Heskett, 

1992). The study analyzed 10 corporations which showed evidence of significant culture 

changes along with strong improvements in company performance. The greatest 

determining factor for why these 10 corporations experienced both improved 

organizational culture and successful change was that a competent leader existed at the 

top of the organizational structure (Kotter & Heskett, 1992). Kotter and Heskett (1992) 

went on to conclude that “leadership from one or two people at the very top of an 

organization seems to be an absolutely essential ingredient when major culture change 

occurs” (p. 92).  

The research from Kotter and Heskett’s study led John Kotter to develop an eight 

stage process for creating major change in an organization (Kotter, 1996).  
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The Eight Stage Process for Creating Major Change 

1. Establishing a Sense of Urgency 
a. Examining the market and competitive results 
b. Identifying and discussing crises, or major opportunities 

2. Creating the Guiding Coalition 
a. Putting together a group with enough power to lead the change 
b. Getting the group to work together like a team 

3. Developing a Vision and Strategy 
a. Creating a vision to help direct the change effort 
b. Developing strategies for achieving that vision 

4. Communicating the Change Vision 
a. Using every vehicle possible to constantly communicate the new 

vision and strategies 
b. Having the  guiding coalition role model the  behavior expected of 

employees 
5. Empowering Broad-Based Action 

a. Getting rid of obstacles 
b. Changing systems or structures that undermine the change vision 
c. Encouraging risk taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and 

actions 
6. Generating Short-Term Wins 

a. Planning for visible improvements in performance, or “wins” 
b. Creating those wins 
c. Visibly recognizing and rewarding people who made the wins 

possible 
7. Consolidating Gains and Producing More Change 

a. Using increased credibility to change all systems, structures, and 
policies that don’t fit together and don’t fit the transformation 
vision 

b. Hiring, promoting, and developing people who can implement the 
change vision 

c. Reinvigorating the process with new projects, themes, and change 
agents 

8. Anchoring New Approaches in the Culture 
a. Creating better performance through customer – and productivity – 

oriented behavior, more and better leadership, and more effective 
management 

b. Articulating  the connections between new behaviors and 
organizational success 

c. Developing means to ensure leadership development and 
succession.  

(Source: Kotter, J. 1996, p. 21) 
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In elaborating upon his eight stage process, Kotter (1996) expressed the 

importance of a leader developing a vision for the future of the organization. Motivation 

and inspiration to achieve the vision were crucial attributes of the leader (Kotter, 1996). 

Kotter (1996) spent significant time speaking to the importance of vision, and the 

communication of it, when leading change. Providing a new direction, breaking through 

from the status quo, motivating followers, and coordinating the actions of employees 

were all attributes of a solid and well communicated vision (Kotter, 1996, p. 68-69). He 

further distinguished between management and leadership, stressing the importance for 

organizations to develop leaders who can “create and communicate visions and strategies. 

Because management deals mostly with the status quo and leadership deals mostly with 

change” (Kotter, 1996, p. 165).  

Kotter (1996) also stressed the importance of creating a sense of urgency within 

an organization. He defined a sense of urgency as a “state in which complacency is 

virtually absent, in which people are always looking for both problems and opportunities, 

and in which the norm is ‘do it now’” (Kotter, 1996, p. 162). Vision, and strategies to 

improve the outcomes of an organization, are unlikely to be as successful if followers do 

not sense the need to change or have any sense of urgency to fulfill more aggressive 

organizational goals. Kotter (1996) argued that complacency among followers will 

decrease any quick adoption of a new, aggressive vision for growth. Organizations must 

have followers with a high sense of urgency. 

Adding validation to the notion of vision as an important attribute to successful 

transformational leadership and organizational change, a study conducted in the late 

1980s by the Columbia University Graduate School of Business, on behalf of Korn/Ferry 
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International, sought to explore desired leadership traits of senior executives in the 

corporate world. They interviewed 1500 senior executives, including 870 Chief 

Executive Officers, asking them to describe the ideal CEO. Ninety-eight percent of 

respondents “ranked vision as the top characteristic of the future CEO” (Korn, 1989, 

para. 1). Strategy formulation to support the vision, as well as communication, were key 

attributes shared by participants in the study (Korn, 1989).  

Arbitrating the Themes 

Perceived role and responsibilities of the Catholic School Superintendent 

The findings of Cattaro and McDonald (2015) as well as Nuzzi, et al. (2008) offer 

the most applicable review of existing research relative to the perceived role and 

responsibilities of the Catholic school superintendent. While neither study specifically 

explored the perceived role and responsibilities, sufficient information from their 

research can be gleaned to suggest the need to further study how superintendents perceive 

their role, how they define the mission and vision of their office, and whether that 

definition relates to the crisis being realized in Catholic education with respect to 

sustainability and enrollment management. Beyond perceived roles, the research could 

also lend insight on whether superintendents feel tasked with addressing these issues and 

if they have the personnel and financial resources to truly carry out their mission and 

vision.  

Goldschmidt and Walsh (2013) touched upon two important premises needing 

further consideration. In their example of the success realized by Mary McDonald in 

Memphis, they specifically point out that Superintendent McDonald was “tasked” by her 

bishop with addressing sustainability and enrollment management challenges 
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(Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013, p. 119). Research in this study can further vet whether or 

not Catholic school superintendents view it as part of their office’s mission and vision to 

serve as a catalyst for improving Catholic school sustainability.   

Goldschmidt and Walsh’s (2013) research also suggested that innovative practices 

being addressed in some urban Catholic school systems are occurring through the efforts 

of diocesan leadership. They specifically stated that determining who is involved in the 

creation and implementation of innovative strategies must be determined. They further 

argued for the importance in having bishops clarify the role and give more authority to 

diocesan leadership to affect change. Case studies in Memphis, Bridgeport, Denver, and 

Wichita suggested that diocesan leadership is not only tasked with addressing 

sustainability and enrollment challenges, but actively embraces that role and 

accompanying responsibilities. Expanding upon the research of Cattaro and McDonald 

(2015), this study herein explored superintendent and stakeholder perceptions regarding 

Catholic superintendents’ role as catalyst for improving Catholic school sustainability 

Capacity Building 

A second premise which has roots in Goldschmidt and Walsh’s (2013) research is 

that those dioceses which are better addressing the sustainability and enrollment 

management challenges have more appropriately staffed Catholic School Offices. Cattaro 

and McDonald (2015) argued that diocesan offices, on the whole, are minimally staffed 

given the necessary needs within the school system, and the average diocesan office has a 

staff of seven (pp. 19, 21). Forty-three of 83 superintendent respondents shared that they 

have either no additional staff or no more than one additional staff member beyond the 

superintendent him or herself (Cattaro & McDonald, 2015). Goldschmidt and Walsh 
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(2013) stated that the larger staffed diocesan offices throughout the country appeared to 

better assist schools with sustainability options, enrollment management challenges, 

development, curriculum enhancements, obtainment of government funds, and improved 

business operations (p. 129). This research adds data and insight into the role of Catholic 

school superintendents and their diocesan office, and ideally allows Catholic school 

stakeholders a better understanding as to how the CSO can best support the needs of the 

schools within the diocese.   

Cattaro and McDonald (2015) offered readers introductory demographic insight 

into who the current Catholic school superintendent is and how he or she spends time in 

the role. Frabutt, Holter, and Nuzzi (2013) offered readers an insight into the perceptions 

of pastors relative to Catholic schools and the challenges being faced. Case studies as 

highlighted by Goldschmidt and Walsh, (2013), Mourshed, et al. (2010), and Hamilton 

(2008) suggested that diocesan leadership can have a positive effect on Catholic school 

sustainability and improved enrollment management. Considering the findings together, 

further research may suggest a potential misalignment in how Catholic school 

superintendents perceive their role relative to the critical needs of the schools within their 

diocese. Further study on how superintendents view their role, particularly as it relates to 

creating more financially sustainable models for Catholic education, might prove 

beneficial in creating more effective Catholic School Offices and superintendent 

leadership for Catholic education. Furthermore, comparing such perception data to more 

in depth qualitative interviews with leadership in dioceses that are experiencing growth 

and improved financial sustainability may offer additional insight on the importance of 

leadership’s perceptions about his/her role.   
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Organizational Change and Transformational Leadership 

Prior research in for-profit industries has demonstrated the value strong leadership 

can bring to instilling a confident and inspiring vision for the future for an organization. 

Establishing a sense of urgency, communicating the vision, empowering a team to help 

employ innovative strategies to achieve the vision, and changing systems and structures 

such that organizational change and success can be achieved are all qualities that are 

repeatedly recognized in research surrounding organizational change and 

transformational leadership. This research sheds light on whether similar qualities are 

found in Catholic school systems that are not experiencing the trends of enrollment 

decline and school closures. Kotter’s (1996) eight stage process, based upon research 

about corporate industry leaders, may serve as relevant to the turn-around necessary in 

Catholic education. Research exploring the perceived role of Catholic school 

superintendents as catalysts for improving sustainability of Catholic education may very 

well overlap with Kotter and Heskett’s (1992) findings relative to culture and change in 

the corporate world. 
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 This chapter highlights the qualitative research methodology used to shed light on 

the research question. Roberts (2010) stated that qualitative research is inclusive of 

participant’s perceptions of a particular phenomenon. The case study approach of two 

dioceses experiencing enrollment gains and improved sustainability of Catholic education 

serves as an appropriate phenomenon in Catholic educational circles. Researching 

stakeholder perceptions relative to the role of Catholic school superintendents as catalyst 

for improving Catholic school sustainability aligns to the purpose of conducting 

qualitative methodologies. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to explore superintendent and stakeholder 

perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ role as catalyst for improving 

sustainability of Catholic education. In order to best achieve the stated purpose, research 

needed to be conducted in dioceses where the trend of enrollment losses and school 

closures did not align with national averages of decline. Since 2001, America’s Catholic 

schools have experienced an average annual enrollment loss of 2.06%. No enrollment 

gains have been realized, nationally, since 1965. Figure 1 highlights the national 

enrollment patterns dating back to 2001. 
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Figure 1: Catholic School National Enrollment Patterns 

Source (D. McDonald, National Catholic Education Association, personal communication, July 5, 2016) 

Dioceses experiencing enrollment growth and those finding unique ways to keep 

Catholic schools open and viable, particularly in light of the national trends of decline, 

would benefit the research. However, metrics such as enrollment growth can be attributed 

to a myriad of factors. For example, in the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston, Catholic 

school enrollment has stabilized in the past decade, but likely because the total number of 

registered Catholics in the greater Galveston-Houston population has increased from 

951,360 in 2001 to 1,723,062 in 2016 (Kenedy, 2001, 2016). Similarly, many states have 

adopted private school choice programs including vouchers and tax credit scholarships 

which afford families the ability to receive financial assistance to attend the private 

school of their choice. In Indiana, enrollment in many private schools has increased as a 

result of the state’s robust school choice programs (AP, 2014). Significant population 

increases and strong school choice programs are significant factors in improved 

sustainability of Catholic education, perhaps regardless of the role of the Catholic school 
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superintendent. Whereas not every state has private school choice programs to aid in the 

sustainability of Catholic education, and whereas not all dioceses have the luxury of 

significant population growth which could feed into the Catholic school system, this 

research sought out dioceses where enrollment gains and new models of school operation 

were unfolding without the aid of school choice programs or significant population 

growth.  

Diocese A is located on the West Coast, and its 225 elementary and 53 high 

schools are located predominantly in urban and suburban neighborhoods. Superintendent 

A was appointed superintendent of schools for the 225 elementary schools of the system 

in 2009. A different individual served as superintendent of schools for the secondary 

schools in Diocese A up until 2015 at which point Superintendent A assumed leadership 

of all elementary and secondary schools in the diocese. Table 3 and Figure 2 provide a 

summary of elementary school enrollment in Diocese A from 2001 through 2015. Also 

included is the total population, regardless of religious affiliation, in the counties that 

reside within the boundaries of Diocese A.  
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Year School Enrollment Change % Change Total Population Total Population Change
2001 66,731 11,055,000
2002 64,615 -2116 -3.10% 10,985,200 -0.63%
2003 62,295 -2320 -3.60% 11,012,763 0.25%
2004 61,477 -818 -1.30% 11,096,200 0.76%
2005 60,108 -1369 -2.20% 11,258,600 1.46%
2006 58,245 -1863 -3.10% 11,012,763 -2.18%
2007 56,997 -1248 -2.10% 11,468,261 4.14%
2008 54,408 -2589 -4.50% 11,536,079 0.59%
2009 52,730 -1678 -3% 11,606,889 0.61%
2010 51,477 -1253 -2.40% 11,669,322 0.54%
2011 51,577 100 0.20% 11,720,274 0.44%
2012 53,011 1434 2.80% 11,758,360 0.32%
2013 53,062 51 0.10% 11,816,567 0.50%
2014 53,119 57 0.10% 11,852,427 0.30%
2015 52,944 -175 -0.30% 11,518,233 -2.82%

Table 3

Diocese A Enrollment and Population Patterns

 
Source (Kenedy, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015) 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Pre-Kindergarten through 8th grade enrollment patterns with Diocese A 

 
 

The data show that from 2001-2010 (Superintendent A began his tenure in 2009), 

school enrollment experienced annual enrollment losses averaging 2.81% compared to a 

2.22% annual loss nationally. The total population within Diocese’s A boundaries, 

religious affiliation aside, grew by 0.62%. The enrollment losses therefore cannot be 

directly attributed to population loss in the surrounding area of the diocesan boundaries 
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since the population slightly increased over that time frame. From 2011-2015, during 

Superintendent A’s tenure, elementary school enrollment increased 0.58% compared to a 

national average loss of 1.76% during that same time period. Total population in the 

diocese’s boundaries decreased 0.25% from 2011-2015. With no significant population 

changes, no private school choice programs in place, and the increased enrollment that 

was realized shortly after Superintendent A assumed leadership of the elementary 

schools, the researcher chose Diocese A as an appropriate venue for conducting case 

study research. 

Yin (2009) argued that case studies can minimize one’s ability to generalize 

findings to a greater whole, as the research is isolated to one situation. The researcher 

sought a second diocese with different characteristics to help address the limitations of 

conducting case study research in just one diocese. Diocese B is a small, Midwestern 

diocese with 30 schools located in suburban and rural communities.  Superintendent B 

has served as superintendent of schools of Diocese B since 2010. In 2010, Superintendent 

B initiated a new model of governance and operation for three small rural schools which 

have aided in the sustainability of those institutions in their small rural communities 

(Geruson et al., 2013). More recently, Diocese B experienced its first system wide 

enrollment gains in 15 years. Table 4 and Figure 3 highlight Catholic school enrollment 

patterns for grades pre-school through twelve from 2001 through 2015 in Diocese B. 

Unlike Diocese A, data on total population within the boundaries of Diocese B were not 

available.   
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Year Enrollment Change % Change
2001 10024
2002 9513 -511 -5.10%
2003 9318 -195 -2.05%
2004 8816 -502 -5.39%
2005 8617 -199 -2.26%
2006 8454 -163 -1.89%
2007 7978 -476 -5.63%
2008 7451 -527 -6.61%
2009 7022 -429 -5.76%
2010 6833 -189 -2.69%
2011 6789 -44 -0.64%
2012 6630 -159 -2.34%
2013 6521 -109 -1.64%
2014 6351 -170 -2.61%
2015 6454 103 1.62%

Table 4

Diocese B Enrollment

 
Source (Kenedy, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015) 

 

 

 

 

   

Figure 3: Total School Enrollment in Diocese B 

Prior to Superintendent B’s tenure in the central school office, the school system 

averaged annual enrollment losses of 4.15% dating back to 2001. From 2011-2015, 

during B’s tenure, enrollment losses decreased to an annual average of 1.12%. In 2015, 

the school system experienced an enrollment gain, an increase of 1.62%, contrary to the 

national trends of decline. Given the recent enrollment gain, the decreased enrollment 
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losses during Superintendent B’s tenure, the new governance model employed to 

maintain sustainability of three rural schools, all in a state with no school choice 

programs, made Diocese B a proper case study environment.  

Research Question 

 The following research question guided this qualitative study: In what ways are 

Catholic school superintendents catalysts for improving sustainability of Catholic 

education? Given the lack of research on the role and responsibilities of Catholic school 

superintendents, particularly as it relates to the most pressing sustainability needs of 

Catholic schools, the research question may lead to guidance on how Catholic school 

superintendents can be more proactive in supporting the sustainability of Catholic 

education.   

Rationale and Design 

A case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Yin (2009) 

elaborated that the benefit to case study research is that it attends to issues or topics that 

are both unusual and important on a national scale (p. 185). The aim of this research is to 

better understand the perceived role of Catholic school superintendents relative to 

creating more sustainable models of Catholic education. It would help assess the 

perceived influence superintendents have on creating sustainable models of Catholic 

education within their dioceses, and the findings could help bishops and diocesan 

leadership employ best practices in addressing the sustainability of Catholic education. 

Thus, the aim of this research meets Yin’s (2009) two criterion for successful case study 

research as both Diocese A and B are experiencing unusual enrollment gains and 
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sustainable models of Catholic education which perhaps can be attributable to the new 

leadership put in place prior to the gains being realized. The findings of this research may 

shed light on the perceived role of superintendents as catalysts for improved 

sustainability within Catholic education, thus having national relevance as specified by 

Yin (2009) as a criterion for successful case study research.  

Participants 

Just as the two participating dioceses were purposely selected due to their unusual 

enrollment gains and creative new models of Catholic school operation, Creswell (2014) 

recommended that research participants also be purposely selected. Initially, in-depth 

interviews with the superintendents of the two participating dioceses occurred. In 

addition, permission from the superintendents to conduct in-depth interviews with 

Catholic School Office personnel and administrators, and staff at the local school levels, 

was sought. It was requested that the superintendents suggest individuals who were 

knowledgeable of happenings within the dioceses, and relative to school administrators, 

that participants be from both schools with and without enrollment gains. The allowance 

of the latter would afford the researcher the ability to inquire about a superintendents’ 

role as catalyst for improved Catholic school sustainability, albeit coming from a 

participant whose school is not experiencing current patterns that lead to sustainability. 

With respect to Diocese B, the researcher sought participants from rural communities to 

help extend the diversity of participants. Such rural participants would also afford the 

researcher insight into new operational models that have been realized in several rural 

schools located within Diocese B.  
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Conducting qualitative interviews with staff from diverse roles within the system 

would allow the research to possess varied input in addressing the core research question. 

The superintendents provided names of potential participants from both the Catholic 

School Office level and the local school level, and the researcher contacted these 

prospective participants to assess their willingness to participate. A summary of those 

participating is highlighted in Table 5. 

Table 5

Participant Summary

Characteristic

Number of 
Participants             

n = 17

Gender
     Male 9
     Female 8

Average Experience in Catholic Education 

     20+ years 4
     16-20 years 5
     11-15 years 4
     6-10 years 2
     0-5 years 2

Primary Role
     Superintendent 2
     Catholic School Office Staff 8
     School Administrator 5
     School Teacher/Staff 2  

While more participant names were offered to the researcher, saturation of the 

data served as the primary purpose for the sample size of this research. Yin (2009) 

described saturation of data as that point in which the researcher knows there is “little 

relevant evidence remaining untouched” through the interview process (p. 187). Charmaz 

(2006) described saturation as that point when collecting more data reveals no new 
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insights or observations. After 17 qualitative, in-depth interviews, no new themes or data 

points were being shared by participants.  

Data Collection Tools 

Data for this case study research were collected through telephone interviews with 

all 17 participants. Yin (2009) stated that guided interviews, which include both directed 

questions and open-ended dialogue or conversation, are best suited for case study 

research. Following a pre-determined interview protocol, which included peer-review of 

interview questions, participants were asked to respond to 8 questions (See Appendix A). 

While the initial interview protocol initiated the interview process, all interviews 

embraced open-ended dialogue between researcher and participants. Participants 

frequently would address topics or themes which required further vetting by the 

researcher. While interviews followed a set protocol to start, the nature of each was 

conversational in tone. The researcher took notes summarizing participant’s’ behavior 

over the course of each phone interview, acknowledging laughter, silence, and general 

tone and demeanor.  

All phone interviews were conducted in participants’ place of work, and all 

interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Each participant received a 

written copy of their transcribed interview with the researcher and were asked to review it 

to ensure its accuracy and validity. All interview data, transcriptions, written notes, and 

audio files have been secured by the researcher. All participant names have been changed 

to ensure confidentially of the participants.  

A three question survey was shared with participants after the completion of their 

phone interviews. The purpose of the Survey Monkey instrument was to confirm the 
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number of years of service in their current role, in their diocese, and in Catholic 

education in general. The researcher realized these data were not consistently obtained in 

the phone interviews and a brief survey instrument seeking clarification on these figures 

would aid in the transparency of who participated in the research.  

Data Collection Procedures 

The interview 

All interviews began with general social dialogue to help build rapport with 

participants. Once participants were reiterated their rights in participating, the researcher 

began asking questions as designed in the interview protocol. Initial questions sought to 

obtain some general understanding of the participant’s current role in the diocese. 

Additional questions included those which were directed specifically to the diocese’s 

recent enrollment gains and why participant’s thought those gains occurred. For example, 

all participants were asked why they thought their diocesan school system had 

experienced enrollment gains in recent years. Relative to the research question at hand, 

participants were also specifically asked what they believed has been the influence of the 

superintendent of schools in serving as catalyst for improved sustainability of Catholic 

education. Participants were encouraged to give examples or further explain answers. 

Quite often, participants shared topics or ideas which required further vetting by the 

researcher. New questions would be introduced to help participants clarify and/or 

elaborate on themes or data shared. As this research sought to explore superintendents’ 

influence in serving as a catalyst for improved sustainability, the researcher would often 

ask participants to clarify who led particular measures discussed. For example, when a 

participant would state “We introduced a new initiative,” the researcher would ask 
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participants to clarify who comprised the “we” in that group. Such vetting of statements 

allowed the researcher to better understand where initiatives or ideas were originating in 

the diocese.  

Several open ended questions were posed to all participants to try and elicit any 

further data not specifically obtained from the more direct line of questioning relative to 

enrollment gains and school sustainability. Given that both dioceses had experienced 

greater enrollment losses prior to the tenure of the two superintendents, asking 

participants to take the researcher to a time when the central office may not have been 

effective in addressing the sustainability needs of Catholic schools, and why that was the 

case, allowed participants to further verbalize the variance in leadership styles between 

the current superintendents and their predecessors.  

Analysis of Transcript 

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed once completed. Each 

research participant received a copy of the transcribed interview and was asked to submit 

any changes or comments to ensure the transcription properly captured their sentiments 

shared during the interview. Creswell’s (2014) recommendations for data analysis, 

coding, and interpretation were followed. The raw data were initially read to provide a 

general idea of sentiments shared. Reviewing each transcription individually, the data 

were then organized and analyzed to see what general topics were presenting themselves. 

This step allowed codes to be applied to the raw data. Coding was completed manually, 

allowing for the general organization of concepts or ideas presented in the data. Once the 

coding process was established, the assignment of general themes advanced the analysis 
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of the data. The analysis entailed the exploration of interrelated themes within the case 

study. The final step was to apply meaning and interpretation to the presenting themes.  

Data analysis also included a proper assessment of saturation of data and 

clarifying interview comments. In addition, the dissertation committee was provided 

copies of all interview transcripts to allow for external auditing and peer review of the 

data collected. This step, along with journaling, helped control for biases or 

misinterpretation of the data.  

Delimitations 

The study was conducted in April and May of 2016 in two dioceses of varying 

size and location. Diocese A is located in a large, urban and suburban, west Coast 

demographic, and Diocese B is located in a smaller, suburban and rural area of the Mid 

West. Including two Dioceses of varying size and location allowed the research an added 

level of validity, as the findings would transcend demographics. The sample group 

included Catholic school superintendents, Catholic School Office staff, and school 

administrators and staff.  

Limitations 

The limitations of the study included research limited to two geographic regions 

of the country, one large urban/suburban oriented diocese and one small, suburban/rural 

diocese. There are several hundred dioceses across the United States and a case study of 

two is not fully representative of the national landscape. The superintendents from 

Diocese A and Diocese B recommended participant names to the researcher, creating 

another limitation. Those superintendents may have selected participants who are more 

likely to afford credit to the standing superintendent for any enrollment gains or new 
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sustainability measures. Conversely, a limitation of the research could be concern that 

information shared by the participants would reach their superior, the superintendent, thus 

keeping the participant from truthfully sharing all opinions in the interview process. As 

the interview questions generated self-reported perceptions from those interviewed, the 

opinions and data shared will not necessarily represent the opinions of all in the diocese. 

Finally, the researcher has his own personal observer bias entering the research and this 

served as an additional limitation which needed control. The use of external auditors, 

conducting an audit trail of all interviews, approval of the Creighton University 

Institutional Review Board (See Appendix C), and the sharing of transcribed interviews 

with each participant all assisted in controlling for bias while adding trustworthiness and 

reliability to the research. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations must acknowledge that respondents were speaking about 

their boss during the interview process. Additionally, the researcher began the research 

with preconceived opinions/biases on the topic, as he is a current Catholic school 

superintendent who has previously discussed the research question with other national 

Catholic school leaders. Additional ethical considerations surface as participants in the 

research knew they were speaking to a standing superintendent and thus may had concern 

about speaking poorly of their Catholic School Office. Truthfulness in interview 

sentiments shared would need to be assessed and personal bias in the interpretation of all 

interview data would need proper attention. All of these ethical considerations could 

impact the research. 
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Summary 

Creswell (2014) maintained that the purpose of qualitative research is to ascertain 

from participants why they perceive a certain phenomenon is occurring (p. 186). A case 

study which explored two Catholic school systems experiencing unusual enrollment gains 

and improved sustainability measures, absent of other variables which could have 

impacted that success, aligns with Creswell’s (2014) stated purpose of qualitative 

research. Qualitative interviews with 17 diverse participants from two varying Catholic 

school systems offered perspective on the research question of what perceived role the 

Catholic school superintendent plays in serving as catalyst for improving Catholic school 

sustainability.   
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

The role and influence of the Catholic school superintendent is one in which very 

little research and attention has been focused (Cattaro and McDonald, 2015). Yet, prior 

research suggests that Catholic school superintendents may be in a position to positively 

affect the sustainability of Catholic education (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013; Mourshed, 

et al., 2010; Hamilton, 2008). The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore 

superintendent and stakeholder perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ 

role as catalyst for improving sustainability of Catholic education. The primary research 

question seeks to answer in what ways are Catholic school superintendents catalysts for 

improving sustainability of Catholic education. The answer to this question leads to the 

threefold aim of this study. Ideally, the research findings will add to existing research 

with the intent to better understand the perceived role of Catholic school superintendents 

relative to creating more sustainable Catholic schools. It will help assess the perceived 

influence superintendents have on improving the sustainability of Catholic education 

within their dioceses, and the findings can help bishops and diocesan leadership employ 

best practices in addressing the sustainability of Catholic education. 

This chapter will summarize the six major themes and two subthemes derived 

from analysis of all 17 participants’ interviews. Examples of participants’ statements will 

be shared to support the thematic findings. A summary of the data presented will 

conclude the chapter. 
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Findings/Themes 

Participants were asked a series of questions which sought to shed light on the 

perceived role of the Catholic school superintendent as catalyst for improving Catholic 

school sustainability. Both Diocese A and B have realized enrollment gains and 

participants were asked to share opinions on why the dioceses have seen gains that are 

not replicated on the national level in Catholic education. The qualitative interviews led 

to six discernable themes which were attributed to the successful changes occurring 

within the dioceses’ enrollment and sustainability trends. The themes included: 

1. Vision; 

a. Sub themes of culture vs. strategy and role of status quo 

b. Sub theme of personal attributes of the superintendent 

2. Specific and strategic school improvement strategies; 

3. Catholic School Office capacity building and support; 

4. Improved philanthropy; 

5. Communication, and  

6. The creation of systemness, or collaboration. 

Within the theme of vision, multiple participants elaborated on the notion of culture 

being more important than strategy in helping to direct positive change. Furthermore, 

multiple participants highlighted a break from the status quo as relevant to understanding 

how a new, growth mentality, or vision, helped drive progress in creating more 

sustainability in Catholic education. In addition, while not solicited, participants shared 

the personal attributes of the superintendent that they felt were vital to the research at 



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  48 
 

hand. The preceding represent three identifiable sub-themes to the predominant vision 

theme. 

A vision that embraced a growth mentality presented itself as the most critical 

attribute to the superintendents’ role as catalyst for improving Catholic school 

sustainability. Strategies, Catholic School Office capacity building and support, and 

philanthropy were presented as supporting characteristics to that vision, with 

communication intertwined among all themes. Systemness or improved collaboration was 

an outcome of the successful adoption of the preceding themes, in addition to enrollment 

growth. Table 6 summarizes the findings of the participants relative to the themes: 

Table 6                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Participant # Vision
Culture vs. 

Stategy
Status 
Quo Strategies Philanthopy

CSO 
Capacity 
Building

CSO Design: 
Superintendent led

Systemness/                 
Collobaration Communication

1 X X X X X X X X
2 X X X X X X X X
3 X X X X X
4 X X X X X X
5 X X X X X X
6 X X X X X X X X X
7 X X X X
8 X X X
9 X X X X X

10 X X X X X
11 X X X X X X X X
12 X X X X X X X X
13 X X X X X X
14 X X X X X X
15 X X X X X X X
16 X X X X X X
17 X X X X X X X X X

Referenced  Themes from Research Participants

Vision 

Fourteen of 17 respondents cited vision as a key component behind system 

growth and the role of the Catholic school superintendent. When exploring new 

sustainable models of Catholic school education and why systems grew, including what 

role the superintendent and his central office played in that growth, one overarching 
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theme emerged. Participants afforded much credit to the superintendent for first having a 

vision for growth, a vision for improved sustainability and improved schools. Nine 

participants further clarified this notion by specifically talking to culture vs. strategy. The 

adage “culture eats strategy for breakfast” was apparent in responses. These 9 

participants described how the strategies for creating enrollment gains and sustainable 

Catholic schools may not have been as successful if culture, through the expressed vision, 

were not altered first. Seven participants further elaborated that the move away from 

status quo was evident within the shared vision.  

From the superintendents themselves, the importance of vision, specifically as it 

relates to enrollment growth and sustainability, was explicitly expressed. The 

superintendent of Diocese A stated: 

A big piece of my work that I just never want to lose contact with is this vision of 

growth for our diocese, which is the overarching purpose of what we’re trying to 

do...When I came in, my big message was, we’re going to grow! We’re going to 

grow just because I feel like that has to be our vision. That has to be where we 

are. I said that without data or any kind of backing. I just felt like we had to be 

optimistic and forward thinking about how we wanted to do Catholic schools. 

The superintendent of Diocese B, when describing his roles and responsibilities, shared: 

A third role that I think has become really primary and has taken center stage 

often times is just enrollment growth. Doing a better job getting the word out 

about our schools on the value of Catholic education, helping to get the data out in 

manageable chunks that people can actually bite into and use in their 

communications so that our principals and school boards and pastors who are 
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closer to it can have a bigger picture of what a great thing they have. Then trying 

to market that for image out in the community and create contacts that really drive 

people back to the schools for enrollment purpose, because with enrollment 

decline as many years as consistently as we have had, that just had to be a primary 

focus of our office. 

Participant 1, when asked about the chief role of the superintendent, stated: 

I think one of the key things has been helping to really clarify and articulate that 

vision. The vision of growth for the diocese, the focus on leadership for the 

diocese, the focus on faith, excellence, stewardship. That constant focus on 

growth, on sustainability, on working together on collaboration to move forward.” 

Participant 7, when describing her superintendent, shared “he starts every 

conversation and presentation with the good news about our enrollment growth.” 

Elaborating on that, participant 7 continued “it encouraged the public to believe in our 

Catholic schools and the direction we are heading.” Participant 17, when asked about 

critical job duties of the superintendent, supported the notion of the superintendent’s role 

being one that supports the vitality and sustainability of Catholic education. She stated “I 

think one of his biggest ones is just keeping us viable for the future.” Participant 16 

answered the same question by first speaking to diocese A’s superintendent’s vision as it 

relates to enrollment. “He was very open about the declining enrollment overall for the 

state of Catholic education, and that we can talk about what will happen if we all sit and 

do nothing.” 

Participant 5, referring to her superintendent, shared: 
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He has always talked about growth. Every day we need to be working for growth. 

We really believe in that growth, not only of enrollment, but growth of faith, 

growth of excellence, and so it’s starting to permeate the culture here. It started 

with Superintendent A leading that vision.”  

Continuing on the vision theme, participant 14 elaborated: 

I think the first thing he (the superintendent) brings is hope, and a vision of hope, 

and not only hope, but the idea that it is within reach. He has this wonderful 

statistic that only 8% of Catholics in [Diocese A] are in Catholic education, so if 

we just move up to 10%, we’re going to impact ourselves dramatically. 

Vision: Status Quo and Culture vs. Strategy 

In discussing vision, multiple participants expanded on the concept by speaking to 

the efforts to improve culture first, then work to advance specific strategies. In addition, 

participants spoke of how the vision for growth helped the system break free from the 

status quo. Participant 17 said that no longer does the diocese and school system “settle 

for mediocrity.” He elaborated that superintendent A spreads a message that “we’re not 

going to settle for mediocrity in the department of Catholic schools. We’re going to be 

excellent, and we’re going to be the best that we can be.” These sentiments set the tone 

for creating culture, but participant 17 further elaborates that this talk of growth is then 

supported with concrete actions. Superintendent A then supports this vision, he “backs it 

up with programs, he backs it up with initiatives, he backs it up with ‘what do you need, 

how can we help.’” Participant 1, when asked to discuss how the superintendent had to 

win over administrators on a new idea or program stated: 
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I think initially it might have been just to buy-in to this very optimistic vision of 

growth and leadership, and innovation. He talks a lot about the idea of 

innovation…the idea of innovation of not settling with the status quo. We’re 

constantly looking at how we can better serve our children and how we can better 

serve our communities. Our focus is much more about culture building than really 

initiatives, but I think the understanding and buying into that vision has been a big 

piece.” 

Superintendent A, while expanding upon the notion of having a vision for growth 

for the diocesan schools, elaborated that need to “continually challenge our schools and 

our principals and our teachers to reject the status quo on a daily basis.” Schools “can’t 

just continue to operate the way you’ve operated, especially if you have been declining in 

enrollment.”  He further speaks to the need to “drive change at the leadership level” so 

new, better benchmarks for success are achieved. Superintendent B discussed at length 

the notion of status quo in his system of schools. Thinking back to the culture that 

preceded his leadership, he states, “I think there was a spirit of status quo. The 

superintendent’s role was to occupy a space with a phone and a computer. It was year 

after year of the same old thing.” He elaborated that the prior superintendent and CSO 

had a mentality of: 

We’re not going to be able to affect anything because all these parishes are 

independent from one another. It wasn’t a proactive office that was really out 

training folks to think in a different way and to move in a different direction and 

really try to grow. I don’t think anybody believed we could grow, so they acted 

upon that belief. In a way, I think we were more of a hospice mentality as the 
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Dolan article (The Catholic Schools We Need, Cardinal Dolan) in 2010 talked 

about. There was no vision for change, no vision for growth, and so it was just a 

status quo organization. 

 Participant 11 when describing the changing culture in the organization, one 

which better embraced the vision of growth, described the way it used to be by saying 

there was a “deep embedded culture in the system of don’t talk about it, don’t share 

because it’s a tradition and it is 2 thousand years, and it’s Catholic, and it’s good. We just 

weren’t looking at ourselves enough.” He further clarified that now, Superintendent A is 

convincing schools that “it’s a different world” and some things “need to change or needs 

to be new.” Participant 8 when describing prior leadership that existed in Diocese B 

described one key former leader as a great person, but she was “very old school and she 

wasn’t willing to try new things.” Now, however, leadership in the system is instilling a 

culture where “creating schools that are very future forward and willing to try new things 

has made such a difference.” Participant 2 described a culture or feeling that now the 

schools are “moving forward versus treading water.” 

 Participant 16, speaking to vision of growth, shed light on the culture which was 

developed first. When asked to recap how the superintendent of schools serves a catalyst 

for improved sustainability of Catholic education, she stated: 

I think setting the clear goals that I think were very aggressive, in fact, the idea of 

this is a trajectory we are headed, that we are going on now, and whether we 

continue on this path and drive ourselves in the ground or we all pool our 

resources and work a little harder, and change the ending. 
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She further elaborated that this vision was then “followed up with opportunities and 

support that was aligned with our needs, that was directly responsible for a lot of the 

impact and the improvement that we’ve seen here,” referencing the enrollment gains in 

particular that she has witnessed. This speaks to building culture first, then focusing on 

the strategies to carry out the vision. 

 Participant 15, when speaking about the key roles and responsibilities of the 

superintendent, stated that there is so much emphasis on building a “culture of 

collaboration, dedicated to growth, and have that vision for growth and kind of an 

excellence mind set.” He then further elaborates that it gets to a point where “the rubber 

meets the road, and we are actually collaborating, we actually are working together.” The 

sentiment being shared is that culture is built up but is then realized or acted upon. 

 Superintendent B had described his top 3 or 4 responsibilities as developing 

infrastructure in his office along with specific strategies to support the vision for growth. 

While he stated that the vision piece was primary, he recognized that multiple job duties 

overlap. “In many ways you’re building infrastructures that ensure the high quality of 

Catholic culture and mission of excellence from school to school and across all schools.” 

When speaking of all his roles, he elaborated: 

I think they’re all incredibly important. You can’t work on [vision] without 

working on all of them. You can’t just say we’re going to tackle enrollment 

growth without looking at the high quality of each school and making sure that 

everyone that you drive toward enrollment is…being served appropriately. 
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His point being that vision is his primary goal, but in order for the vision to be carried 

out, then strategies must be adopted and supported. This serves as an example of 

embracing culture first, then considering strategies second.  

 Participant 2 described the culture then strategy sentiment by sharing the analogy 

of a big boulder which starts rolling forward. She shared the importance of 

Superintendent A by stating that he was a: 

single leader who collaboratively built the vision and then shares it out and got 

people to buy into it. Putting that vision in place, starting to push the big boulder. 

Then you have to put the right people on the bus to keep pushing it forward, and 

then develop the leaders in the schools and develop a pipeline so that big boulder 

never stops rolling.”  

She is describing a case where vision is implemented first, then specific supports, 

capacity building, and strategies are put into place to help the vision come to fruition. 

Personal Attributes of the Superintendent 

 While not asked to comment on the leadership style or personal attributes of the 

superintendent, 6 of the 15 (non-superintendent) respondents offered description of the 

superintendent’s personality or leadership style. “Inspiring” was the most frequently used 

term by those who chose to elaborate on the personality of their superintendent. 

Participant 17 spoke of Superintendent A’s ability to inspire. “He’s willing to venture off 

really outside the box for Catholic schools. I think that excites people, and it gets the 

people that work for him excited, and they want to come up with ideas. He does have a 

way of inspiring people.” He further elaborated:  
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I drank the Kool-Aid. I think that Superintendent A is amazing. I really do. For 

me, he’s a big influence because he really believes in Catholic education, and he 

makes you want to do your best. 

Participant 13, speaking of the same superintendent, said “I trust in his vision. I believe in 

him. I personally believe that he’s been an inspiration to me and motivates me to be able 

to continue to do this difficult job I was tasked to do.” Continuing the praise of 

Superintendent A, Participant 11, recalling a time his superintendent addressed a room 

full of principals, stated: 

(He) got up and sort of did the welcoming in the address. It was a totally different 

message, and it was a special sort of mojo in the room where people where like, 

‘this guy is different, and I’m going to listen to this guy. He’s saying something 

intriguing that I want for my school’. 

 In Superintendent B’s case, participant 7 stated “Our superintendent is infectious 

when he speaks about Catholic schools! You can’t help but be excited about Catholic 

schools after talking with him.” Participant 3 echoed that statement by describing 

superintendent B as a “very passionate, inspiring person” who “looks toward the future, 

and insures that the gift of our schools are there for us to pass down to many more 

generations down the road.” Participant 10, speaking of the superintendent, shared: 

(He) is always talking about improving our schools. He just never seems to, I 

guess, lag in zeal. It’s like the trickle down. If your leader is only somewhat 

enthusiastic, then the people underneath him are going to be pretty mediocre. I 

think his enthusiasm and his leadership is really vital for the enthusiasm of the 

rest of the team, and even the diocese. 
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Strategies 
 
 All 17 participants were able to provide specific strategies that they felt helped 

contribute to the overall enrollment growth and sustainability measures within the 

diocese. Table 7 highlights the various strategies shared. 

Strategy (N)
Marketing 12
Improved Student Learning/General Academic Enhancement 11
Catholic Identity 8
PreSchool/Transitional Kindergarten Focus/Early Childhood 8
Professional Development 7
Scholarships/Affordability Measures 7
Innovations 6
Use of data/metrics 6
Assessments 5
Technology/Blended learning/STEM 5
Dual Language 4
Extended School Year 4
Leadership Development 4
Alternative Governance/Operational Models (WINGS) 3
PLC's 3
Latino Outreach 3
Focus Schools 2
Partnerships (colleges, corporate community, etc.) 2
Strategic Planning 2
Principal Autonomy Allowed 1
Alumni Development Program 1
Stewardship 1
Pastor Partnerships 1
Early Literacy Program 1
Support provided to Schools 1
Poor public schools 1
Alternate thinking 1
New teacher induction program 1
Accountability 1

Table 7

Strategies Employed to Address Enrollment Challenges 

 



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  58 
 

 Some of the more frequently mentioned strategies included an improved emphasis 

on early childhood programming, new governance models as noted in Diocese B’s efforts 

to support struggling rural schools, improved marketing efforts, and general 

improvements in the academic and student learning experience.  

Early Childhood Emphasis 

Relative to some of the more frequently mentioned strategies, Participant 2, when 

answering why he thought enrollment was on the rise in the elementary schools within 

Diocese A shared, “I do know that they added transitional kindergarten (TK) so that 

increased the enrollment of the schools overall because it added another level.” 

Participant 5 expressed agreement in the impact of renewed early childhood emphasis. 

I think transitional kindergarten was one area that we saw as a great opportunity 

for growth here. That was just even talking to the principals about, if you have 

that additional space in your school, and it’s not being used, let’s think about 

growing the school through TK.  

 Similarly, Superintendent A cited their dioceses’ efforts targeting early childhood 

as a specific strategy that led to growth. Answering the question about why his diocese 

has realized enrollment gains in the elementary schools, he responded:  

I think it’s probably following on a few things. One of them would be that we 

really started to look intentionally at early childhood. Bringing in transitional 

kindergartens into our schools for four year olds, so it’s essentially the first year 

of a two year kindergarten program that alone has helped to really emphasize the 

importance of early childhood education and also to bring more families in to the 

school.  
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Participant 13, an inner city Catholic school principal, stated that his school’s 

enrollment gains are partially attributable to the addition of a transitional kindergarten 

program. 

When I became principal four years ago, we were about 325 students. We’ve 

grown to 340. One of the main reasons we grew, we added a TK program two 

years ago and we cap it at 30, but we’ve had waiting lists in the last couple years. 

New operational model – Diocese B 

 Unlike Diocese A, Diocese B contains multiple, small rural schools. Rural 

Catholic schools are unlikely to realize enrollment gains in communities that are already 

severely limited by the population of school age-children. In those communities, 

sustainability of Catholic education is not necessarily achievable by considering strong 

enrollment gains thus improved tuition revenues to support operations. Many rural 

Catholic schools struggle with unrealistic staffing ratios as there are too few students in 

place, bringing in too few revenue dollars to support the number of full time positions 

within the school. Participant 9 spoke at length to the change in operational models in 

three rural schools which allowed the schools to operate with a lower expense yet still 

achieve strong academic results. She mentioned the “development of new models that 

allow schools to continue operating even when there aren’t very many students” as a key 

strategy in their diocese.  

 Diocese B did reduce staff in some rural schools to create a financial model in 

which the community could support with its limited revenues. To make up for the loss of 

teachers, the schools relied on a model of operation which incorporated technology to 

help deliver curriculum to students of varying ages/grades in a classroom. The notion of 
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one teacher per grade is replaced with one teacher per full class of mixed ages, thus 

ensuring the tuition revenues from the class of students better supports the operational 

cost associated with that teacher’s presence. Participant 9 elaborated: 

The idea of right-sizing classrooms, of getting the right instructional tools 

available for teachers so they can teach in a multi-age classroom across students 

of different level abilities and helping teachers break that mold of ‘well, I have to 

teach third grade math, and now I have to teach fourth grade math,’ but rather 

‘I’m teaching students math and wherever the students happen to be learning at 

this point in time, on a spectrum of a learning continuum, I’m just going to meet 

them where they are.’ We’ve been able to keep smaller schools open that might 

have closed. 

Participant 3, elaborating on the new operational model in Diocese B, shared: 

I think our superintendent has a very unique way of looking at preserving the 

schools that we do have. There’s a set of schools just west of our city that were in 

small rural communities, all facing closure, and he worked with them to 

implement a new model, a kind of hybrid model. A [new] satellite school model 

that allowed the school to operate on two campuses with a shared administration, 

and utilize some blended learning, and multi-age instruction techniques to really 

maintain the viability, and keep the doors open, and I think he’s so committed to 

that. Yes, we want to have great driving schools, but we also need to be mindful 

of those that are struggling, and how can we maintain those, and sustain those 

without closing doors, because for every one closure, there’s hundreds and 

thousands of ripples that go out throughout the community. 
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 Superintendent B, in discussing the paradigm shift adopted to help address the 

sustainability of schools in communities with limited enrollment potential, discussed the 

impact of the new model, stating:   

The [new] model allowed us to use blended learning and a satellite approach to 

combine some administrative services and instructional services to 1 or more 

locations sharing administration, sharing some services at satellite locations all 

under 1 school name while using blended learning as a way to manage a multi-age 

classroom of students so that you could still right size the teacher-to-student ratio, 

which is what makes it sustainable ultimately long term. 

He later continued “these schools had no other choice other than to close or physically 

merge with one another.” These rural schools, on the verge of closing years ago, are now 

in their fifth year of operation under the new model thus serving as evidence to new 

models of operation leading to improved sustainability of Catholic schools.  

Marketing 

 The most frequently mentioned strategy, among the 17 participants, for 

enrollment gains and improved sustainability of Catholic education were improved 

marketing initiatives throughout the diocese. Participant 16 stated: 

I think there has been a better emphasis on marketing ourselves, and focusing on 

what we can offer...there has been a great deal of marketing that’s taking place at 

the department of Catholic schools level. I believe it trickled down in the things 

that were being emphasize to me, as principal.  

Participant 14 shared “There’s been a conscious marketing of individual schools, and 

training them in marketing, and giving them the language to talk about marketing.” 
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 Speaking to the recent growth in the Catholic school system, participant 10 

shared: 

 I think it has a lot to do with just making the schools more visible. For a long 

time, the schools would just take whatever kids from the parish would come, and 

they never had to advertise themselves or market themselves. Now, they do have 

to market themselves. Our marketing professional has done a really amazing job 

the last couple years at just getting the word out about the Catholic schools.  

In speaking about the new marketing staff at the CSO level that Superintendent B brought 

into the system, participant 8 stated that those additional personnel are: 

Bringing awareness…before, I never saw anything about Catholic schools, and 

just driving around town, I didn’t see them (Catholic schools) in the news 

much…there was never anything in the area about our Catholic schools. I feel like 

I’m seeing stuff all the time now! Not in an overpowering way, but I feel good 

that we’re out there to the community as well. 

Diocese B adopted “Welcome Scholarships” which afforded new families to Catholic 

education a discounted tuition rate, through a scholarship, to come try Catholic school. 

Participant 3 spoke to the impact of this marketing tactic to reach new families, stating: 

We developed the Welcome Scholarship purely as an acquisitions tool, a tool to 

attract new families with a one-time financial incentive, regardless of financial 

need to come to our schools for a year. We launched in March of 2015, and by 

September 2015 that first year, we had over 500 new students apply. That was a 

tremendous success, and I think was a refreshing take on where our schools are 

heading. 
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Improved Student learning/General Academic Enhancement 

 Many participants spoke to general enhancements to the academic programming 

and the student learning experience as an effective strategy for enhancing the enrollment 

gains and sustainability of Catholic education. Participant 2 stated “I think that there’s 

been a lot of intentional focus in elementary schools on leadership and also improving the 

product so building the capacity of teachers and the principals as instructional leaders and 

improving the education that’s being offered.” Participant 1 elaborated on Diocese A’s 

creation of a leadership council, Professional Learning Communities (PLC), and how 

those leadership groups then work towards improved academic excellence within the 

schools. “We’ve created a leadership council, which is one principal from each of the 

deaneries that serves to be the leader of the PLC.” Participant 1 spent significant time 

discussing how the CSO works with these deanery and PLC leaders on improved 

“academic excellence,” “core instructional practices,” “data analysis,” “differentiation,” 

and “assessments” to name a few. Such emphasis is all geared towards improved 

academic excellence.  

 Speaking to the reasons for elementary growth across the system, participant 14 

shared:  

I think strengthening the curriculum, that was (Superintendent A’s) job before, 

and that’s where he really did some substantive changes, because as 

superintendent of elementary schools, he was able to really create a rising tide in 

terms of curriculum expectations, professionalizing the teacher base, and moving 

forward in those areas. 
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Catholic School Office (CSO) Capacity Building & Support 

 All 17 participants acknowledged the restructuring of the Catholic School Office 

staffing as vital to the sustainability of Catholic education. Fourteen directly credited the 

superintendent with leading the re-purposing and capacity building of staff in the central 

office. This latter fact is important as it addresses the research question as to how 

superintendents may serve as catalysts for improved sustainability of Catholic education. 

With 14 of 17 participants attributing successful change and redesign of the Catholic 

School Office to the superintendent, it highlights the role of the superintendent as a 

catalyst for change.  

 To give context to the notion of Catholic School Office restructuring and capacity 

building, it is helpful to understand what Superintendent A and B inherited for office 

staffing and how they changed the staffing roles and capacity. Superintendent B stated 

that one of his most critical job responsibilities was ensuring that an infrastructure existed 

to support the Catholic school system. He shared, “I would say that the top job 

responsibility probably has to do with creating an infrastructure that supports all of our 

schools and pastors.” He spoke frequently about the need for improved infrastructure to 

support the vision. He spoke throughout his interview about the addition of new 

“admissions enrollment field consultants,” a “marketing communications coordinator,” a 

diocesan “athletic director.” “We have added positions to our office, and it’s just the 

beginning.” “These positions together made a huge difference.” 

 Superintendent B stated that upon his arrival in the diocese, his central office 

consisted solely of himself and one administrative assistant. Today, his office includes 
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himself, as superintendent, along with an administrative assistant, an Assistant 

Superintendent for Curriculum, Instruction, and Technology Integration, a Student 

Information Systems Administrator, a Marketing Communications Coordinator, an 

Admissions Enrollment Field Consultant (multilingual including Spanish), 4 individuals 

serving as Admissions Advocates (2 bilingual Eng/Span), and one elementary Athletic 

Director. His office has grown from 2 people to a staff of 12. 

 Superintendent A spoke of how he needed to redesign his Catholic school office 

staff to support the vision and needs of the schools. 

Within three to five years, I turned all of the staff over. I had gone out and 

targeted people and tapped people on the shoulder and said, you really need to 

come downtown…There are more positions (now) but I would say that a lot of 

those positions have been added because we have external foundation support to 

fund their salaries. 

As for who led the funding request, Superintendent A shared that “As far as funding, I 

would usually take that. I would take the plan, the program, and go to some funding 

partners and then seek those dollars.  

 In Diocese A, the superintendent described his initial staffing situation as one 

which included himself along with “5 regional supervisors” to support him. Now, he has 

7 assistant superintendents and has added a number of new positions. He shared: 

The key two (new positions) were a Director of Leadership Formation and 

Director of Educational Technology. The Director of Leadership Formation was 

really important because our vision all comes back to leadership and so our office 
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realized that we had to focus like a laser on ensuring we had high quality 

principals. The Ed Tech person is self-explanatory. 

 He further elaborated on central office growth by stating:  

We have a program called Onward Readers that focuses on developing early 

literacy skills in our urban schools. We have an Executive Director of that and 

about 5 instructional coaches. We also have Onward Leaders, which has and 

Executive Director, 5 master principals, and 5 resident principals. All of this is 

funded through a foundation. Finally, we have a strong focus on developing dual 

language immersion Catholic schools. We have three this year and expect to have 

15-20 in the next six years. We have brought on a DLI Implementation Specialist 

and admin assistance. Again, this is all funded with external support.  

 Superintendent A, in speaking to central office design in Catholic education, 

stated a critical point to Catholic school growth and sustainability. “You need to invest if 

you want to see growth. If you have experienced multiple years of decline, simply 

maintaining what you have had in place is a recipe to continue down the path of decline.”  

Research participants also acknowledged the importance of the Catholic School Office 

role and capacity building. Participant 9 expressed the value in Superintendent B’s ability 

to work with his bishop to acquire additional staffing in the central office.  

He (superintendent B) brought some capacity into our office. We got some boots 

on the ground in our office and those were around marketing, communications, 

enrollment, and that was key and that were able to then have a diocesan presence 

out at more events in the community.  
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Participant 1 recognized the growth in the central office personnel and credited 

Superintendent A’s leadership in that expansion. Speaking to the impact, she stated: 

Superintendent A has done really well within the diocese in bringing on a team 

with multiple different skill sets and different areas of expertise, but all willing to 

come to the table, to be open and collaborate toward a common vision.  

 Participant 13 when asked to elaborate on the expansion of the Catholic School 

Office in Diocese A spoke of the “new positions.” Superintendent A has “placed the right 

people in the right places to provide support.” Participant 14 echoed these sentiments 

stating, “I’ve seen a growth towards creating new positions, especially the curriculum 

position, a growth in making that happen...and then also in having positions that support 

the technology, so that growth is really good.” Participant 4, when asked to speak about 

the diocese’s efforts to provide the necessary personnel in the central office, responded 

by stating “there’s been a concentrated effort to increase support here.” Participant 10 

spoke of the value of “increasing professional capacity” in the central office. “Adding a 

few new positions to the diocese to offer support” was a stated improvement. Participant 

10 elaborated on the issue of CSO staffing by stating: 

There’s already a shortage of hands and feet in the schools themselves. If the 

diocese has nothing to offer as far as extra help and professional capacity, then 

there’s not much that they can do to assist in any way because everybody’s spread 

so thin…I think that the schools that have been using us (CSO) so far have 

expressed a lot of appreciation, and that makes a huge difference.  

Participant 8 speaking to the capacity building in the CSO stated:  



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  68 
 

I think their biggest effort was hiring those three marketing people. That was new, 

and I think that was a really big effort, I would say that’s the biggest thing that 

I’ve seen in the past few years. Like I said, I think it has made a difference as I’ve 

seen Catholic schools in general from our diocese being more visible throughout 

the community. 

Participant 7, speaking to Diocese B’s enrollment growth, shared that it was “critical” to 

their growth that the Catholic School Office added seven new positions.  

Those seven positions gave the office of Catholic schools a sales force to sell 

Catholic schools. It gave the principals and pastors a much needed break because, 

as you know, they’re busy running the parish or school and doing all the day to 

day stuff. They don’t have time to work on admission and marketing and 

complete all of the daily tasks on top of it. It (CSO capacity building) allowed us 

at the diocesan level to work with some of them and to work with their marketing 

committees and take some of those additional responsibilities off their plate, but 

more than anything, these positions got us out into the community and allowed us 

to start building relationships with people who had never heard about Catholic 

schools before.  

Philanthropy 

 Eleven respondents cited the relevance or importance of increased philanthropy in 

achieving improved sustainability of Catholic education. The overhaul of Catholic school 

office staffing and the introduction of strategies to support the vision for growth 

oftentimes needs additional funding.  Superintendent A shared that philanthropy and 

community outreach is a core job responsibility. “Second big part of my job is both 
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philanthropy and community partnership. How do we establish relationships with 

philanthropic partners and also how do we establish partnerships with local community 

organizations?” Superintendent A elaborated on the philanthropic dollars that are 

annually realized to support Catholic education in his diocese. 

On a given year, it [philanthropic support] could be as high as twelve million, it 

could range from eight to twelve, but let’s say average ten million dollars a year 

coming into our schools for scholarship assistance, which is obviously a huge 

boon for our schools and especially schools that are serving low income 

populations.  

Relative to support for Catholic School Office capacity building, Superintendent A 

shared that he is proactive in finding funds to further bolster his office staffing. “I’d love 

to see more support just for personnel. We’ve actually gone out to get some foundation 

support to do some programs specifics within our office.” Relative to Catholic School 

Office personnel, he elaborated “There are more positions, but I would also say that a lot 

of those positions that have been added have been added because we have external 

foundation support to fund their salaries.” When asked whose idea it was to seek outside 

funding to expand the capacity of the Catholic School Office and add particular programs 

supported by the CSO, Superintendent A shared “As far as funding, that I would usually 

take, I would take that. Then I would take the plan, the program, and go to some funding 

partners and then seek those dollars.” 

 Participant 2, speaking to superintendent A’s efforts to find financial resources to 

support the vision shared:  
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[He]…has been creative in finding resources to have the right thing. The diocese 

has funded and created my position (Director of High School Curriculum and 

Leadership) for the high schools. This is the first time in over 20 years that 

anybody has been specifically in charge of leading academic achievement.  

Participant 17, describing the efforts to support Catholic education, stated, “As far as 

financial is concerned, he (Superintendent A) has worked with the Catholic Education 

Foundation to [pause]…we need more money, he’s helped with that.” Participant 13 

noted that a key role of the CSO is to “find the resources to assist in providing those 

opportunities for individual schools to help make that vision.” Participant 14 twice 

referenced the “growth in fundraising” and its importance to supporting the initiatives of 

the system. 

 When speaking of the duties of his superintendent, participant 15 spoke of the 

importance of fundraising, stating, 

[It is] obviously something that he (Superintendent A) does quite well. Just to 

reach out and to build relationships, fundraising, obviously dollars, but also 

helping to build relationships with community organizations and groups that 

might want to invest in Catholic schools in one way or another. 

Later, participant 15 continued to elaborate on Superintendent A’s fundraising experience 

when speaking of student scholarships “I’m sure a lot of fundraising that he does goes to 

help support…opportunities for kids to come into the schools.” Participant 4, when 

discussing the CSO capacity building mentioned, “There was a way to find resources, our 

leader made it happen. We just expanded (our office) a little bit more this year, especially 

the help in the area of curriculum.” Participant 11, speaking of some of the roles of 
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Superintendent A, described him as “more the visionary and the communicator and the 

connector to funders and to money.” When speaking to the added positions within the 

CSO, participant 11 acknowledged that the diocese has been “creative in utilizing those 

funds from philanthropic donations” which the superintendent was responsible.  

 When asked how he would respond to individuals who say that capacity building 

and implementing strategies cost too much money, Superintendent B responded:  

Well, create the money. Sixty trillion dollars are going to change hands in US 

wealth in the next 55 years. How are Catholic schools positioned to benefit from 

that wealth, from that philanthropy…It’s a whole new day of philanthropy and 

our Catholic schools have one of the best products in the world. We’ve got to go 

out and demonstrate for them, through our metrics, that we’re a high quality 

investment. There’s no limit to the money that’s available to us if we can 

demonstrate the quality of our product. 

Communication 

 Ten respondents cited how communication seemingly helped tie together all the 

prevailing themes discussed, including the vision. Participant 2 stated:  

Every time he’s (superintendent A) gone to a principals meeting of high schools, 

he is sharing the vision. Every time he has an opportunity to be at some gathering 

of teachers or anybody, he’s got his elevator speech about that vision. I bought 

into it, and I’ve developed a similar vision related to academic excellence, and 

I’ve been communicating that out every opportunity I get. 

When reflecting upon the impact of the Catholic School Office in the past versus the 

present, participant 17 stated: 
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There’s just always something going on down there (CSO), where they’re always 

trying to make us aware of what’s available. It’s become to a point now where if 

you don’t know what’s available, that’s because you’re not paying attention, 

whereas in the past it might have been they (CSO) weren’t communicating. Now, 

we’re always getting emails about when the next marketing stuff is, these are new 

job openings, this is mentor principals, that program’s coming around, this is the 

new way to train your teachers… 

 Participant 3, when speaking to the marketing initiatives in the system stated that 

the diocese is now “really focusing on some shared best practices, and really emphasizing 

the values of Catholic schools, and really communicating that strongly to potential 

families.” Participant 5 spoke frequently about the vision of growth, stating that constant 

efforts were in place to “keep that message out there,” “put out that message,” and often 

speak to the “clarity of the message.” Participant 1, when speaking to the vision, shared 

that the buy-in to the vision occurs because of “constant, consistent communication.” She 

elaborated upon the number of times, over the course of a year, that educators “all come 

together” allowing “touch points…where they’re consistently hearing that vision, hearing 

the possibilities, hearing that there’s supports to get there and the optimism towards that.” 

Participant 15 stressed the value of two-way communication with the central office. 

It’s not just top-down. That communication goes both ways. We all have a voice, 

and just because I don’t work down [at the central office], I can call them, we can 

throw ideas out there and they’re going to be heard, and they’re going to be 

implemented if they’re valuable. That’s empowering as a principal, to know that 

I’ve got that kind of voice I guess. 



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  73 
 

Participant 10, in reflecting upon the role of the Catholic school office highlighted the 

prior lack of communication that existed and how things have changed under 

Superintendent B’s leadership. 

Before…I was very unaware of anything that happened in the diocesan office. I 

didn’t even really know…I suppose that they must have existed, but that’s all I 

knew. I had no idea what was going on in the offices, and I don’t think a lot of 

people did from what I understand. 

Under new leadership, Participant 10 stated: 

Our superintendent has been super vocal with the schools…I think there’s a lot 

more communication going out from the office (CSO) and from several different 

places, several different people within the office. Before, it might have been just 

the superintendent and his secretary. Now, schools are receiving communications 

from several different departments within the diocese. 

 Superintendent A stressed the importance in communicating the problem of 

enrollment loss. “We articulated the problem. And this is such a simple thing to 

do…Folks, we have a crisis here. We’ve got to think about enrollment.” In moving 

forward with carrying out the vision, Superintendent A recognized his ability to be a solid 

communicator and the role communication plays in supporting the overarching vision of 

growth. 

I also recognize within myself that I am a good communicator, and so what I can 

do really effectively is get up in front of principals and really sell them on the 

vision and talk about the vision and talk about where we need to go…a lot of that 

communication is big picture 
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 Superintendent B, when asked to reflect upon his influence in serving as a catalyst 

for improved sustainability of Catholic education stated “I think a consistent, persistent 

voice just constantly repeating the same elements that are important to building quality 

Catholic school alliance.” He further elaborated in his interview how he and his team go 

anywhere and everywhere to communicate the vision and the value of Catholic education 

to prospective families and even current stakeholders. 

We went to everything, so public park parties, and out to anything in any 

neighborhood. We were at all the soup suppers for parishes and fish fries with 

table tents and tried to be downtown when they have a big convention, whenever 

there’s a family expo or anything like that... 

Systemness/Collaboration 

 Vision, Catholic School Office capacity building and support, strategies, 

philanthropy, and communication presented themselves as critical themes relative to the 

research. A final theme which emerged from the qualitative research, and one which 

presented itself as an apparent outcome to the effective implementation of the preceding 

themes, was the idea of improved systemness, or collaboration, among the schools in 

both dioceses.  Eleven respondents described this newfound level of “systemness” or 

collaboration among the catholic schools. In the case study dioceses, many participants 

felt that the shared vision and their superintendent’s efforts had increased collaboration 

and/or a feeling of being one school system rather than a collection of disparate, 

decentralized schools. From the outset, the research acknowledged that both dioceses in 

the case study had realized enrollment gains which in turn benefit the sustainability of 
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Catholic education. The theme of systemness or system wide collaboration presented 

itself as a new, additional outcome. 

 Participant 5, recollecting back to her years as a principal in the early 2000’s, 

before Superintendent A’s leadership, stated: 

At that time…we really were left to our own. The only reason you would even 

call downtown (CSO) is if you really needed something. There was really an 

attitude of you just ran your own show. That was in the 90’s, and I think it was 

that way, although the superintendent prior to (Superintendent A) I think was also 

trying to work more towards working together, collaborative efforts. I think now 

it’s just, we have set up the system within the diocese in terms of systemic 

professional learning communities that the new principals coming into the system 

in the last 3 years don’t know anything different. They don’t remember a time 

when you were on your own, because there’s so much collaboration and support. 

 Participant 2 simply declared that now, “We are all one system.” Participant 17, 

speaking to the role of the superintendent, shared that the superintendent reminds 

everyone that they are “part of the diocese…we’re all working together…we’re all under 

the same umbrella, and we need to help each other out.” Participant 1 used the words 

collaborate or systemness 14 times in her interview, stressing that her primary role is to 

facilitate “collaboration so that schools can really support one another moving forward.” 

Participant 13, speaking to new efforts in the diocese, shared: 

Well, there is this idea of systemness that we’ve really supported over the last 

couple of years. The Catholic School Office has really created this notion…that is 

systemness. I think we’re in the middle of a culture shift now. I just think 
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generally how Catholic schools were established, they were established as 

individual entities within a parish, and most of them are within parishes. In my 

experience, I’ve had the luxury of serving in the leadership council, so I have seen 

how the idea of systemness has been supported for us. 

 Participant 15 spoke at length to his experiences in a prior diocese versus Diocese 

A. In a prior diocese, he shared that he often felt like he was “on an island…doing this 

(work) on my own” whereas in Diocese A, “we’re all part of this bigger organization, and 

it really isn’t segmented.” He spoke on multiple occasions of the “culture of 

collaboration” in Diocese A. Participant 10 spoke to superintendent B’s ability to develop 

that culture of collaboration, stating: 

I think he’s been a good centralizing force in the diocese helping the schools to 

realize that they’re part of a greater mission and that each of them has their 

individual mission, but that improving Catholic schools overall is something that 

each of them has to buy into in order for it to be successful as a whole. 

Superintendent A stated that it has been an intentional effort from the CSO to build this 

idea of “systemness.” He shared: 

What we tried to do with systemness is we try to say, ‘look, you’re part of a 

bigger system,’ so how do you start to view your work in conjunction with what 

you’re neighboring schools are like? The idea of systemness that I like to define is 

that…you should feel almost as committed to your local colleagues’ school as you 

are to yourselves...we’re part of a larger system. 
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 Communication 

Illustrating the Themes 

 The six themes presented a degree of interconnectedness. Figure 4 highlights the 

interplay among the themes presented.  
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                Figure 4: Summary diagram of research findings 
 

 Research participants stated that their superintendents enthusiastically shared a 

new vision for growth throughout the diocese. Capacity building in the central office 
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sustainability of Catholic education. In addition to enrollment gains, an improved feeling 

of systemness, or collaboration, appeared to present itself in both dioceses A and B. 

 Participant 5 came close to summing up all themes in one expressed statement. In 

reflecting upon the diocesan schools from years past with prior system level leadership, 

she declared the schools were “really a system of schools and not a school system. We 

really we’re left on our own.” When asked what has changed, she responded: 

I think it’s changed honestly because of Superintendent A’s leadership. He’s 

really put the message out that we are a collaborative culture of growth, and that 

there has been specific professional development in the deaneries for systemic 

PLC’s. It’s like both leadership and excellence are coming together with regard to 

that common message of systemic PLC’s wherein principals are using words like 

‘systemness’ and that just never happened before. It’s the vision, Superintendent 

A’s vision, but it’s also the intentional professional development that’s been 

done.”  

Participant 5 is speaking to vision, communication, collaboration/systemness, culture, 

strategies, and leadership. 

Summary 

 Participants were asked questions geared to solicit input on the perceived role of 

the Catholic School superintendent as catalyst for improved sustainability of Catholic 

education. In addition to direct inquiry relative to the research question, participants were 

asked to speak to their perception for why Catholic education in their respective dioceses 

had realized enrollment gains in recent years despite the national trend to the contrary. 

Six themes presented themselves from the analysis of the interviews. Possessing a vision 
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for growth was an overarching theme to the research. Catholic School Office capacity 

building and support, along with specific strategies for system improvement, supported 

with improved philanthropy and communication, were four additional themes to the 

research findings. In addition to improved enrollment, a feeling of systemness or 

collaboration among schools was an additional outcome conveyed from research 

participants. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 As outlined in chapter 1, the value and impact of Catholic education is wide 

ranging. From outstanding academic achievement and graduation rates, to community 

social cohesion, to the future strength of the Catholic Church, the long term viability of 

Catholic schools is important to many stakeholders. In light of the decline in Catholic 

education over the past five decades, this study sought to explore superintendent and 

stakeholder perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ role as a catalyst for 

improving Catholic school sustainability. Very little research has previously been 

afforded to the role of the Catholic school superintendent. Goldschmidt and Walsh (2013) 

recommended further study into the role and responsibilities of the Catholic school 

superintendent along with consideration of Catholic school office capacity relative to 

supporting the needs of Catholic education.  

 A case study in two dioceses of varying size and location was conducted to add 

insight to the research question. Diocese A encompasses a large, predominantly urban 

and suburban Catholic school system with 225 elementary schools and 53 high schools. 

Diocese B encompasses a smaller, suburban and rural Catholic school system which 

includes 25 elementary schools and 5 high schools. Both Diocese A and B have seen 

enrollment gains in recent years, occurring shortly after the hiring of new superintendent 

leadership. Diocese B also implemented a new model of Catholic school operation that 

has allowed a number of rural schools to remain viable in their local communities. In 

light of positive enrollment trends that are in contrast to the national decline, these 

particular dioceses were selected for research.   
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 This chapter will review the study’s purpose and aim and offer a set of 

recommendations for how Catholic school superintendents and their central office can 

better operate to meet the most pressing needs of the Catholic schools within the system. 

The implications include improved sustainability of Catholic education which benefits 

the future strength of the Church, aids in the improved achievement level of students in 

the community, and ideally helps society realize a more productive, well educated work 

force for future years. The research also lends credence to prior learning regarding 

change management and transformational leadership. The research herein supports the 

theory of transformational leadership and its impact on driving necessary organizational 

change. Final conclusions will be presented at the end of the chapter.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study was to explore superintendent and stakeholder 

perceptions regarding Catholic school superintendents’ role in serving as catalyst for 

improving Catholic school sustainability. This was accomplished through a qualitative 

case study in two dioceses of varying size and location. 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to better understand the perceived role of Catholic 

school superintendents relative to creating more sustainable models of Catholic 

education, help assess the perceived influence superintendents have on creating 

sustainable models of Catholic education within their dioceses, and ideally help bishops 

and diocesan leadership employ best practices in addressing the sustainability of Catholic 

education.  
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Overview of the Problem and Recommendations 

 Catholic education enrollment has been in decline since 1965 (McDonald & 

Shultz, 2014). The long term viability and sustainability of Catholic education is a 

national concern as expanded upon in chapter 1. As previously highlighted, research may 

suggest a misalignment between the role of Catholic school superintendents, along with 

their central office, and the sustainability needs of the schools within the system (Nuzzi et 

al., 2008; Cattaro & McDonald, 2015). Cattaro and McDonald (2015) acknowledged that 

Catholic School Offices are poorly staffed for the scope of the job and operate with 

limited budgets. The scope of the job was listed as the number one stress factor for 

superintendents, followed closely by “inadequate office staffing” (Cattaro & McDonald, 

2015, p. 30). Out of 83 respondents to their survey, they found that the average Catholic 

school office operates with seven people, 17 offices operate with no support staff to the 

superintendent, and an additional 35 offices are staffed with no more than 2 support staff 

for the superintendent. Most respondents stated that there were no training or supports in 

place, at the time they assumed the role of superintendent, to help them learn the role 

(Cattaro & McDonald, 2010, p. 34). 

Proposed Solution & Applicable Leadership Theories 

 To help address the long term viability and sustainability of Catholic schools in 

America, more focus must be placed on the need for transformational leadership within 

Catholic school systems, not just individual schools. Just as prior research highlights the 

importance of a visionary, transformational leader in the corporate world (Kotter and 

Heskett, 1992), so too does the research contained herein shed light on the role of the 

Catholic school superintendent as a transformational catalyst for improving sustainability 
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of Catholic schools. Transformational leadership that inspires and motivates has proven 

effective in the corporate world, and it certainly has a place in the sustainability of 

Catholic education. 

 The Catholic school superintendent is capable of becoming the change agent, or 

transformational leader, who can help lead a revival of Catholic education in America. 

Dioceses experiencing decline in Catholic school sustainability should commit to the 

following five recommendations, based upon the research findings herein, to help address 

the long term vitality of Catholic education: 

1. Ensure transformational leadership that inspires and motivates is present in the 

role of the Catholic School superintendent 

a. Make investments to attract the best leaders 

2. Own/Communicate the problem of Catholic school decline and create a sense of 

urgency among all stakeholders 

3. Create and communicate a vision for growth; move past the status quo 

4. Support the vision through 

a. Capacity building in the central office 

b. Specific strategic strategies  

c. Communication  

d. Philanthropy 

5. Celebrate, promote, and build upon the gains; leverage improved collaboration 

Support for the Solution 

Recommendation #1: Transformational Leadership 
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 As stated in chapter 2, Urban Catholic Elementary Schools: What are the 

Governance Models (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013), How the world’s most improved 

school systems keep getting better (Mourshed, Chijioke, and Barber, 2010), Who Will 

Save America’s Urban Catholic Schools (Hamilton, 2008), and The Can-Do Central 

Office (Hillman & Kachur, 2010), all make reference to the potential of central office 

leadership, including the superintendent, driving positive change in school systems. In 

Catholic school systems that are struggling, bishops need to invest in finding 

transformational leaders who can direct the necessary change to help overtaxed, local 

school leaders strengthen all schools. While very few in Catholic education seek 

positions for the monetary benefit, dioceses are remiss to ignore the fact that most 

Catholic school superintendent positions pay significantly less than their public school 

counterparts (McDonald & Shultz, 2015).  An investment in the right transformational 

leader can lead to greater sustainability of the system of schools, thus making the return 

on the investment well worth the diocese’s efforts.  

Prior research, particularly in other industries, also supports the recommendation 

to invest in stronger transformational leadership. Kotter and Heskett (1992), in their 

landmark study on corporate culture and organizational success, found that the number 

one factor influencing both company culture and success was a competent leader at the 

top of the organization. Weick and Quinn (1999) spoke of the need for change agents or a 

“prime mover” in an organization needing change. D.D. Warrick (2011) affirmed that 

“nothing will transform an organization faster and prepare an organization better for 

future success than a skilled transformational leader” (Warrick, 2011, p. 11). 
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Dioceses experiencing Catholic school enrollment losses and school closures 

therefore must ask one crucial question. Is the Catholic School superintendent a 

visionary, transformational leader who inspires and motivates stakeholders to move past 

the status quo and embrace a vision of growth and system wide excellence? If not, and if 

the Catholic School Office is poorly staffed, poorly funded, and not held to any standard 

to address the five decade decline in Catholic education, then what is the return on 

spending limited resources to support such an ineffective role and office? The preceding 

is not meant to minimize the importance of servant leadership, a role many in the 

Catholic Church assume, but servant leadership alone may not properly address the long 

term viability of Catholic education.  

With more than half of all current Catholic school superintendents intending to 

leave their role in the next five years (McDonald and Shultz, 2015), Bishops and dioceses 

must make the commitment to invest in change agents - in transformational leaders who 

will respond to this crisis in Catholic education.  

Recommendation #2: Own/Communicate the problem; Create a sense of urgency among 

all stakeholders 

The cover page of Hamilton’s (2008) article appropriately visualizes or 

contextualizes a significant problem relative to the issue of Catholic school decline. 
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Figure 5:  Cover of Who Will Save America’s Catholic Schools, Hamilton (2008) 

  

 Whose responsibility it is for turning the tide of enrollment losses and school 

closures in Catholic education is a question that needs vetting. Bishops are often 

overwhelmed with a myriad of responsibilities across their dioceses. While state 

government school choice programs are appearing across the country, the state and 

federal government is certainly not responsible for the sustainability of Catholic 

education. The corporate community, while very supportive of non-profits, including 

Catholic education, is also not solely responsible for addressing the decline of Catholic 

education. In the absence of these leaders spearheading solutions, it is fair to question 

who will own the problem. A diocese declaring “everyone” is responsible is perhaps 

using the cliché to avoid true ownership of the problem. While “everyone” is a part of the 

solution, someone must still lead the “everyone.” Someone must lead the change process.  

 Superintendent B acknowledged that many dioceses simply do not have the 

capacity for someone to own and address the challenges at hand with Catholic education 

sustainability. Speaking of strategies and processes to address change, he shared why 



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  87 
 

others in the schools and dioceses cannot address the necessary sustainability initiatives. 

“There’s just no one there to really implement this stuff. They’re already working their 

tails off trying to improve their school, almost like on an island, in a sense, and blinders 

on really just focusing on their school.” In Diocese B, the superintendent decided his 

office would own the problem of addressing Catholic school decline, and thus he 

embarked on implementing the recommendations made herein.   

 Superintendent A took ownership of the problem in his diocese, and he 

aggressively communicated it to stakeholders. He shared, “We articulated the problem. 

And this is such a simple thing to do…Folks, we have a crisis here. We’ve got to think 

about enrollment.” Catholic school leaders cannot be fearful to use the word “crisis” in 

discussing the challenges facing Catholic education. If an organization has lost 60% of its 

client base and closed half of its operations in the past fifty years, that would constitute 

itself as a crisis in most people’s definition. Like superintendent B, Superintendent A not 

only owned the problem, but he instituted the five recommendations proposed in chapter 

5.  

 Furthermore, this recommendation aligns well to step one of Kotter’s (1996) eight 

step process for creating major change. Kotter (1996) argued that a sense of urgency must 

first be established. As was discussed in Chapter 1, significant and necessary 

organizational change cannot occur if complacency exists. Diocese A and B addressed 

the status quo by verbalizing the crisis at hand, owning the problem, and developing a 

sense of urgency among stakeholders. As those two Catholic School Offices sought to 

develop a new role in supporting Catholic schools, the sense of urgency helped afford 

rationale for the new role and vision of that office.  
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Recommendation #3: Create a vision for growth; move past the status quo 

 Fourteen of the 17 research participants shared that their superintendent served as 

catalyst for improving Catholic school sustainability predominantly through inspiring 

others with a vision of growth, a vision for excellence for all schools and students. 

Multiple participants specifically mentioned that the forward-thinking vision was one that 

allowed the organization to move past the detrimental status quo which long held the 

diocese back from realizing growth. Vision was the primary overarching theme in which 

all other themes followed in this research study. Research participants eagerly shared 

examples of how their superintendent led an inspiring and motivating new vision through 

the system of schools, a vision that moved past a status quo mentality that simply 

maintained the system decline.  

 The fact that vision was the primary theme shared in this research which explored 

the perceived role of the Catholic school superintendent as catalyst for improving 

sustainability of Catholic education should be of little surprise. As previously discussed 

in Chapter 2, Kotter and Heskett’s (1992) study of 202 corporations showed the 10 most 

successful, in terms of culture and performance change, were the result of competent 

leadership, leadership that employ Kotter’s (1996) 8 step process for creating major 

change. Inclusive in that research is the notion of leaders who develop and communicate 

a shared vision. Superintendents A and B both developed a shared vision of growth for 

their school systems, and they communicated it among all stakeholders, creating 

organizational buy-in for the need to change. Their constant and confident emphasis on 

vision also aligns closely to the 1980s study by the Columbia University Graduate School 

of Business, on behalf of Korn/Ferry International, which found that of 1500 senior 
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executives, including 870 CEO’s, 98% stated that possessing vision was the top 

characteristic of the ideal CEO (Korn, 1989). 

Recommendation #4: Support the Vision: Catholic School Office Restructuring; Capacity 

Building 

 Prior research suggests that the role of the Catholic school superintendent and his 

or her office may be poorly aligned to the sustainability needs of Catholic education. 

Recalling Table 1 from Chapter 2, most superintendents do not appear to be devoting 

sufficient time to initiatives, programs, or processes which address the sustainability of 

Catholic education. This is largely a result of the fact that most central offices are not 

properly staffed to carry out such initiatives, programs, and processes. The average 

diocesan office is staffed with just 7 personnel, and inadequate office staffing was cited 

as one of the greatest stress factors among standing superintendents (McDonald and 

Shultz, 2015). Superintendent A alluded to this point when speaking about other diocesan 

central offices. He shared, “They’re not properly staffed in the first place, so the 

individuals that are there, bless their heart, they’re completely ineffective in really doing 

anything.”  

 With proper leadership at the helm, leadership that creates the exciting vision 

highlighted by participants in this study, investments in the structure of the Catholic 

school office must then be made. Superintendent B elaborated on this by stating:  

I think our Catholic schools are the leanest organization in the world. There is no 

capacity to implement change. We’re staffed to put out  fires so we do the same 

thing that we’ve always been doing, and tiring people out in that process. I think 

one of the answers is to add capacity to all of our offices, professional capacity, 
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and trained capacity. I don’t just mean educators, I mean marketing, 

communications professionals. I mean business professionals who understand 

enrollment management and finance and strategic planning and development and 

advancement and all these things that are key to our school’s sustainability in the 

future. Without that capacity, all we can do is put out fires and just get tired in the 

process… Continue to do the same old thing. 

 Both Diocese A and B significantly added capacity to their central office. All 17 

respondents in the research acknowledged the increased capacity in the Catholic School 

Office and could speak to the value it brought in supporting the schools in the system. 

The notion of capacity building aligns closely to Kotter’s (1996) second step in his 8 

stage process of creating major change. Kotter (1996) speaks to the need of assembling a 

group with enough authority to impact change as well as one that will work cohesively 

together (p. 21). Capacity building in the CSO, along with improved collaboration, were 

among the prevalent themes shared by participants in this case study research. 

 Dioceses must find ways to invest in increasing the capacity of the Catholic 

School Office such that it can better meet the needs of the schools and the system as a 

whole. As highlighted in chapter 2, comparing the findings of Nuzzi et al., (2008) mixed 

methods study with the findings of Cattaro and McDonald (2015) suggests that the role of 

the Catholic school superintendent is misaligned to the most pressing needs of Catholic 

schools. Dioceses and/or superintendents must fund the capacity building of the central 

office, assuming strong superintendent leadership exists to properly oversee said capacity 

building. As did the superintendents in Diocese A and B, central office leaders must be 
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willing to assume, as part of their job duty, the responsibility to find funds to add capacity 

to their central office, presuming dioceses do not have sufficient funds to do so already.  

Recommendation 4 Continued - Support the Vision: Specific Strategies 

 As highlighted in Table 6, all 17 participants were able to identify specific 

strategies employed by their diocese and Catholic School Office in order to support the 

vision, help increase enrollment, and strengthen the overall operation of the Catholic 

school system. In multiple cases, the superintendents in those dioceses were credited with 

finding the resources to support new strategic programs and processes to support the 

vision of growth. Dioceses must therefore invest in proven strategies to increase 

enrollment and create sustainable models of Catholic education. Both Diocese A and B in 

the case studies made significant investments, largely funded through philanthropic 

support, in strategies, programs, and processes which aided in enrollment gains and new 

models of efficient operation for Catholic schools.  

 Nine participants in this study alluded to the notion that organizational culture 

was attended to first, followed by strategy, to realize a new vision. The superintendents 

instilled a new, exciting vision for growth then supported that vision with specific 

strategies. This reality aligns closely to the findings of Kotter and Heskett’s (1992) study 

of top performing corporations. Kotter and Heskett (1992) shared that once the leading 

CEO’s communicated the vision, followers in the organization began to implement new 

strategies which drove the change, positively impacting company performance (p. 146). 

The superintendents in the case study did the same. Following the vision came new 

programs and processes, embraced by the principals and staff, allowing the systems to 
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begin realizing enrollment gains, improved academics, and more sustainable modes of 

operation.   

 Stage three of Kotter’s (1996) eight stage process also spoke of leaders taking 

more risks, changing systems or structures that don’t support the vision, and pursuing 

non-traditional ideas (p. 21). The superintendents in the case study exemplified these 

attributes. Superintendent B’s innovative deployment of the blended learning model in 

multiple rural Catholic schools is a very non-traditional approach to delivering education 

in Catholic schools. This model has allowed several struggling rural schools to remain 

move viable for the future. Participant 9 shared that stakeholders in those schools then 

learned to take more risks after seeing the new, innovative program take root. “They were 

willing to take more risks. Once they took more risks, they had good outcomes and then it 

starts to snowball for them.”  

 Speaking specifically about superintendent A, Participant 17 stated:  

He's always investigating things, and I think one of the things that I have a lot of 

respect with him for is he's talked about innovation. He's willing to kind of, take a 

risk isn't exactly the right terminology, but he's willing to venture off really 

outside the box for Catholic schools. I think that excites people, and it gets the 

people that work for him excited and they want to come up with ideas.” 

“Innovative” strategies were cited by six participants, and many of the strategies 

previously listed in Table 7 represent non-traditional methods of Catholic school 

marketing, programming, or outreach. 

Recommendation 4 Continued - Supporting the vision: Communication 
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 Step four in Kotter’s (1996) eight stage process of creating major change is 

communicating the vision. Ten research participants cited the relevance and importance 

of communication from their superintendent and the Catholic School Office in sharing 

the vision amongst stakeholders. Ford and Ford (2012), in a review of 14 research articles 

studying the impact of leadership on organizational change, found that communication 

was a theme present in all 14 studies. While the definition of communication varied from 

study to study, that fact does align to the findings of this research. Participants in both 

Diocese A and B stressed the importance of communication in inspiring and motivating 

followers to help realize the vision.  

Recommendation 4 Continued - Supporting the vision: Philanthropy 

 The summary findings of Cattaro and McDonald’s (2015) demographic data 

argued that financial investments must be made in supporting the Catholic School Office 

and the role of the superintendent. However, dioceses often operate with limited financial 

resources used to support multiple ministries of the Church. Superintendents can assume 

a lead role in addressing the need for additional funds to support a more robust Catholic 

School Office which better serves the needs of Catholic schools in the system. Recalling 

Superintendent B’s response to the question, what would you say to the superintendent or 

bishop who says, those things (supports) cost money, and we just don’t have the money, 

he responded, “Well, create the money. Sixty trillion dollars are going to change hands in 

US wealth in the next 55 years. How are Catholic schools positioned to benefit from that 

wealth?”  

 Both Superintendent A and B actively engaged the philanthropic community to 

support the vision and strategies for developing stronger Catholic schools. New positions 
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in the central office were funded by donors. New programs were funded by members of 

the community. Thirteen of the 17 research participants recognized the role of their 

superintendent in finding financial resources to support the vision and corresponding 

strategies. Superintendents must add fundraising to their job duties. Communicating an 

exciting vision is a critical piece to successful change, but strategies to carry out the 

vision must be present or the vision will not be realized, frustrating followers in the 

process.  

Recommendation #5: Celebrate, promote, and build upon the gains; leverage improved 

collaboration 

 Kotter (1996), in his sixth and seventh stages of creating major change, advocates 

for the celebration of “short term wins,” then leveraging the success to produce more 

change. Research participants in Diocese A and B expressed their excitement with the 

strengthening of Catholic education in their school systems. The realization of enrollment 

gains in light of national enrollment losses serve as a point of pride for the educators 

within the systems. Realizing such success empowers the superintendents and their 

Catholic School Office staff to ideally drive more systemic change for improving 

Catholic school sustainability. Trust is established through the short-term wins. Success 

is realized for the innovative risk taking that has occurred. Rejection of the status quo is 

showing its merits. The organizations are poised to then build upon their success, make 

new investments, continue to add capacity, strengthen collaboration even further, and 

continue on the path of realizing an inspiring vision for the future of Catholic education 

in their dioceses. 
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Proposed Solution - Summary 

 Research suggests that the Catholic school superintendent can positively impact 

change in Catholic education (Goldschmidt & Walsh, 2013; Hamilton, 2008). Research 

has shown that public school superintendents have successfully transformed their school 

systems around a shared vision (Mourshed et al., 2010; Hillman & Kachur, 2010). As 

highlighted in depth in Chapter 2, research on organizational change and transformational 

leadership has stressed the importance of a solid leader at the helm of an organization, a 

strong vision, human capacity to carry out the vision, new ways of operation, 

communication, investing in strategic strategies, possessing a sense of urgency, and 

moving past the status quo. The findings of the research in Diocese A and B reaffirm all 

these prior findings and are closely aligned to prior research in corporate settings. The 17 

research participants shared data which lends credence to the notion that the Catholic 

school superintendent can serve as catalyst for improving Catholic school sustainability, 

if the recommendations made herein are realized.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

Potential barriers 

 Cattaro and McDonald’s (2015) demographic findings highlighted the most 

common stress factors of America’s current Catholic school superintendents. While 

scope of the job was the number one stress factor, following second was Church 

structures and politics (p. 30). Most Catholic schools are closely tied to the local parish 

which supports the school’s operation. Under Canon Law of the Catholic Church, the 

pastor is afforded great authority over the operation of both the parish and school (Haney, 

O’Brien, & Sheehan, 2009). Goldschmidt and Walsh (2013) highlighted the reality that in 



SUPERINTENDENTS & CATHOLIC SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY  96 
 

the Catholic Church, most Catholic School superintendents serve the schools in an 

advisory role. Therefore, the largest obstacle to the implementation of the 

recommendations herein is that most Catholic school superintendents lack the authority 

to drive transformational change. Most superintendents operate in a church structure that 

allows parish pastors, most who are not trained to lead schools, the authority to ignore the 

recommendations of the superintendent and the Catholic School Office. Speaking of the 

politics within his own diocese, Superintendent A stated: 

You’ve got to figure out how to work with the bureaucracy in an appropriate way 

and how to push the bureaucracy appropriately so you don’t over-push. But you 

also can’t just settle into the bureaucracy because then I think you become a cog 

and just operate along with everything else. You’ve got to be able to push back 

against it appropriately. 

 While Church politics and structures has proven to be an obstacle and stress factor 

for current Catholic School superintendents, prior research shows that this obstacle is not 

insurmountable. Nuzzi, Frabutt, and Holter’s (2008) study, discussed in Chapter 1, 

highlighted the fact that Church pastors are asking for “effective and proactive diocesan 

leadership” (p. 43).  Pastors realized the lack of vision, strategic planning, and general 

support from the Catholic School Office in their diocese. One pastor spoke of a pressing 

need by stating “We need a leader who can help come up with a plan.” (Nuzzi, et al., 

2008, p. 43). So while Church politics and structures minimize the authority of the 

Catholic school superintendent, many pastors are still seeking more effective diocesan 

leadership and Catholic school office support. 
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 Such a reality then helps preface the findings of this research. Diocese A and B 

experienced enrollment gains and improved system wide collaboration. These outcomes 

seemed to derive themselves from superintendent leadership that created and 

communicated an exciting, shared vision for growth, supported by new strategies, central 

office restructuring, philanthropic support, and improved communication. 

Transformational leadership from superintendent A and B allowed them to move beyond 

the Church structures that limited their authority. Stakeholders in the dioceses are helping 

bring the vision to life and drive necessary change, not because they were mandated to do 

so, but rather because they were motivated to do so. Famed leadership author Robert 

Greenleaf summarized this sentiment when he declared “Leadership by persuasion has 

the virtue of change by convincement rather than coercion” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 30). 

 In addition to strong transformational and persuasive leadership from the 

superintendent, bishops must be willing to invest in finding the best person for the 

superintendent role. Investments need to be made in hiring the right leader and supporting 

him/her with any necessary training. Investments must be made in the staffing needs of 

the Catholic School Office, and consideration should be given to increasing the authority 

of the Catholic School Superintendent presuming that leader is a strong and appropriate 

fit for the position. The superintendent can then serve as the catalyst for improved 

sustainability of Catholic education if these hurdles are removed. A superintendent, 

serving in an advisory role, with limited personnel, and perhaps lacking vision, is simply 

not going to drive the transformational change necessary to help with the challenges 

facing Catholic education today. And if this type of superintendent does not drive the 

change, who will? 
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Implications 

 As shared in Chapter 1, the impact of Catholic education is diverse.  Findings 

from the Center of Applied Research in the Apostolate (2014) showed that those who 

attended Catholic schools were more likely to be involved in parish life as adults. They 

further estimated that Church attendance would drop below 10% of all Catholics if 

Catholic schools no longer existed (Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, 2014). 

 Academically, research abounds to show that Catholic school students exceed 

their public school peers in achievement scores and smaller achievement gaps (NCES, 

2013), graduation rates (Broughman & Swain, 2013; Stillwell & Sable, 2014), college 

attendance (Broughman & Swain, 2013; Snyder & Dillow, 2014), and post-secondary 

degree attainment (Alliance for Catholic Education, 2014; Council for American Private 

Education, 2014). The economic impact across the country from having a better educated 

workforce would be significant. 

 Nearly 42% of Catholic schools reside in urban and inner-city neighborhoods 

(McDonald & Schultz, 2013, p. 9). The shuttering of Catholic schools has a negative 

impact on the most marginalized of communities. Brinig and Garnett (2014) showed that 

the closing of urban Catholic schools negatively impacts crime rates and social tension 

within the communities. Hamilton (2008) showed how the closing of Catholic schools 

costs the tax payer billions of dollars as public school incur the effort to educate students 

from the closed school.  

 The future of Catholic education impacts the future of the Catholic Church. The 

failure of Catholic education to remain viable negatively impacts the academic 

development of our future workforce. The cost to the taxpayer is significant when 
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Catholic schools close. Social, religious, economic, and political implications abound 

when Catholic education fails. This research highlighted Catholic school systems that are 

seeing enrollment gains, new models of operation, and improved sustainability. The 

research suggests that the Catholic school superintendents in Diocese A and B, by 

implementing the proposed recommendations herein, are serving as catalysts for 

improving Catholic school sustainability.  

Future research 

 One of the limitations of this research was the fact that only two dioceses were 

studied. Research that seeks to explore why other Catholic school systems are realizing 

growth, contrary to the national trends of decline, could prove valuable. Further studying 

any correlation between Catholic School Office staffing size and/or salaries paid, 

compared to improvements in the system, would be enlightening. With respect to the 

notion of salary, research into any correlation between system enrollment gains and 

dioceses paying aggressive salaries to get the most competent, transformational leaders 

might prove interesting. Does paying for the most (perceived) competent leader translate 

to better results in Catholic school sustainability?  

 In a broader sense, additional research on leadership in Catholic education is 

sorely needed. As shared in Chapter 2, Frabutt, Holter, and Nuzzi (2013) reviewed 459 

sources regarding research on Catholic education and only a mere 10% of those studies 

examined leadership. Compare this fact with the findings of Kotter and Heskett (1992) 

which showed that the presence of a competent leader was the number one factor in 

improved corporate culture and performance. With a crisis at hand relative to the 
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sustainability of Catholic education, more attention must be focused on the impact 

diocesan level leadership can have on saving Catholic schools.  

Conclusion/Summary of the Study 

 Prior research evidences the nebulous role of the Catholic school superintendent 

in an organization that largely treats the role in an advisory capacity. Add to the unclear 

advisory role the fact that Catholic school superintendents receive little to no training for 

the job, have insufficient staffing support, poor budgets, and little guidance on their role 

to address Catholic school sustainability, it should be little wonder then that the Catholic 

school superintendent is not positioned to support the most pressing needs of Catholic 

schools. 

 This qualitative case study sought to explore the impact of Catholic school 

superintendents as catalysts for improving Catholic school sustainability. Unlike national 

norms in Catholic education, both case study dioceses have been realizing enrollment 

gains, new models of operation, and improved sustainability of Catholic schools. Both 

dioceses began realizing these trends shortly after the arrival of new superintendent 

leadership in the Catholic School Office.  

 Research findings suggest that the superintendents in both dioceses created an 

exciting new vision of growth. Furthermore, through improved philanthropic outreach, 

the superintendents expanded the capacity of their central office allowing them to further 

support the sustainability needs of the school system. Specific strategies to aid in 

achieving the vision were realized, and improved organizational communication aided in 

the implementation of the new vision. All efforts, combined, are credited with allowing 

both school systems to experience enrollment increases, contrary to the national trends. In 
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addition, the research showed a newfound level of systemness, or collaboration, among 

the schools in the system. The research findings also closely aligned to research focused 

on corporate leadership and success.  

 Cardinal Timothy Dolan, in speaking to the present decline of Catholic education, 

emphatically stated, “It is time to recover our nerve and promote our schools for the 21st 

century. The current hospice mentality – watching our schools slowly die – must give 

way to a renewed confidence” (Dolan, 2010). Renewed confidence stems from a new 

vision for Catholic education -- a vision of growth! The Catholic school superintendent, if 

properly supported by the Church, is poised to be the transformational leader sorely 

needed in so many Catholic school systems. The Catholic school superintendent must 

assuredly champion a vision for growth, a vision that will instill a renewed confidence in 

our Catholic school system. 

 

Proverbs 29:18 
 

Where there is no vision, the people perish… 
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Warrick (2011): Major characteristics of transformational leaders 
Characteristic Source
1. Visionary leader committed to transforming people, 
groups, and organizations: The leader envisions and 
communicates a desirable future and is committed to elevating and 
transforming the performance and standards of people, groups, and 
organizations

Bass (1985), Bass (1999), 
Burns (1978, p. 20), 
Friedman, Langbert & 
Giladi (2000), Tichy & 
Devanna (1986), p.4

2. Communicate clear goals and values that elevate 
performance: Mobilize people to embrace and accomplish worthy 
goals by involving people in the process, making goals meaningful 
and articulating how they can be reached, leading by example and 
emphasizing important values, setting high standards of 
performance, and building confidence in people.

Bass (1985), Burns 
(1978, p. 20), Tichy & 
Devanna (1986)

3. Inspire excellence and raise aspirations: Inspire people to 
excel and to sacrifice individual interests for a higher purpose, 
makes challenges meaningful and simple to understand, and 
encourages positive change in individuals, groups, and organizations.

Bass (1985), Bass & 
Avolio (1991), Bass, 
Avolio, & Goodheim 
(1987), Tichy & Devanna 
(1986), p. 187

4. Strong ethical and moral standards: Lead with high ethical 
and moral standards and is honest and straightforward with people 
which sets the standard for others to follow and builds a climate of 
trust.

Bass (1985), Bass & 
Steidlmeier (1999), Burns 
(1978), Friedman (2000), 
Kanungo (2001)

5. Genuinely care about people and their development: Show 
a genuine interest in people and their development and positively 
influences the values, attitudes, and behavior of people.

Bass (1985), Bass (1999), 
Sashkin and Sashkin 
(2003)

6. Empower and motivate people and teams to excel: Make 
clear what needs to be done and empower and motivate people and 
teams to utilize their potential.

Bass (1985), Bass (1999)

7. Encourage innovative thinking and new ways of seeing 
things: Encourage people and teams to find new and better ways 
to do things and to look at things in innovative ways from a different 
perspective.

Bass (1985), Bass (1999)

8. Build a culture of excellence: Study the present culture and 
change or improve the culture by realigning the culture with a new 
vision and changing cultural assumptions, values, and norms.

Bass (1985), Bass & 
Avolio (1993), Tichy & 
Devanna (1986), p. 109-
110

9. Excel at emotional intelligence skills: Skilled in working with 
people (self-aware, skilled in self-management, social awareness, 
and relationship management).

Fitzgerald & Schutte 
(2010), Polychroniou and 
Panagiotis (2009), Simosi 
& Xenikou (2006)

10. Involve and engage people at all levels: Involve and engage 
people and strive for an alignment of individual and organizational 
interests.

Pawar & Eastman (1997)

Appendix A

 
Source (Warrick, 2011, p. 22) 
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions 

• What is your role in the diocese of XXX? 
• What are your top three or four job responsibilities?  
• Why do you perceive your diocesan school system has experienced enrollment 

gains in recent years? 
• What has been the influence of the Superintendent of Schools in serving as a 

catalyst for improved sustainability of Catholic education in your diocese? 
– How? Explain. Give examples 

• Describe a time the superintendent (or Central Office) introduced or led a new 
measure to address Catholic school sustainability. How was it communicated? 

• Describe the efforts of the diocese to increase enrollment throughout all schools. 
• Tell me of the diocese’s efforts to provide the necessary personnel and resources 

to effectively address the sustainability needs of your schools.  
• Tell me of a time the superintendent had to win over building administrators, 

teachers, etc. on a new idea.  
• Take me to a time when the central office may not have been effective in 

addressing the sustainability needs of Catholic schools. Why was that the case?  
• Additional/Possible Research Questions for non-superintendent stakeholders 

and any other non-Central Office Staff, in addition to most of the questions 
asked above: 

• What do you perceive are the three or four critical job responsibilities of the 
superintendent? 

• What do you perceive are the three or four critical job responsibilities/roles of the 
Catholic school office in general? 

• Is there anything I have not asked you that you would like to share for this study? 
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