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Abstract 

Catholic schools in the United States of America have witnessed a steady decline in 

enrollment since the 1960s.  Some Catholic elementary schools have rebuked the trend 

and are finding new and inventive ways to grow.  The identification of these best 

practices and strategies may indicate a new direction for all Catholic elementary schools 

in the United States.  Within an archdiocese in the northeast region of the United States, 

two schools were studied to determine how and why the schools have become successful 

in the past five years.  The critical instance case study used observations, surveys, and 

interviews to collect data in an effort to understand what has made the schools successful. 

The data suggested an investigation into the various governance models in use today by 

other private Catholic schools.  Ultimately, the research led to the need for more study on 

governance models and a suggestion that canonical administration may not be the best 

model for the future success of Catholic elementary schools.   
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE PROBLEM 

Introduction and Background 

Catholic schools in the United States of America have faced a steady decline in 

enrollment.  Britt (2013) stated that over the last several decades, not much has been done 

outside of closing and consolidating schools. The decline in enrollment has led to school 

closures and decreased participation in church-related activities (Gray, 2014).  Fraga 

(2016) stated that: 

According to the National Catholic Educational Association, since the 2005 

academic year, at least 1,648 Catholic schools were reported closed or 

consolidated while only 336 school openings were reported. The number of total 

enrolled students declined by almost 20 percent. (p. 2) 

Today, most of the Catholic elementary schools continue to be structured and governed 

by the principal-only and advisory board approach. (Britt, 2013). Further Britt (2013) 

stated that the current governance model does nothing to ensure the sustainability of 

Catholic schools. Over 92% of Catholic schools in the United States of America have 

advisory boards (Convey & Haney, 1997). Advisory boards have no authority to make 

decisions without the approval of the canonical administrator or the individual, most 

likely a lay principal, appointed by the canonical administrator to lead the school. 

Because seminary does not commonly teach marketing, alumni development, and 

diversified curriculum, pastoral leaders may often rely on the expertise of the school 

principal (Shafer, 2004). Additionally, the failure of the Catholic elementary schools has 

a direct impact on the viability of the parishes that support the schools (Gray, 2014).  
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Gray (2014) noted that there is the possibility if the school fails, the parish may very well 

be the next to close.  

 Within an archdiocese in the northeast region of the United States, several schools 

have been founded using a governance model that allows for professionals and school 

leaders to direct school operations (Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of 

Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017).  The strategies used in conjunction 

with this style of governance, which are similar to models used by independent Catholic 

high schools in the archdiocese, have allowed Catholic schools to successfully endure 

economic downturn and dips in enrollment (Archdiocese of Washington, 2016).  Tables 

1.1 through 1.6 provide a closer look at two Catholic elementary schools in the 

archdiocese. 

Table 1.1 

Five-Year Enrollment Summary by School 
 SY13-

14 

SY 14-

15 

SY 15-

16 

SY 16-

17 

SY 17-

18 

1 .  1%YR 5    . 5%YR

School A 325 318 318 321 323 2 0.6 -2 -0.6 

          

School  B 

 
 
Region 

546 

 
 
6,538 

536 

 
 
6476 

497 

 
 
6270 

500 

 
 
6225 

473 

 
 
6145 

-27 

 
 
-80 

-5.4 

 
 
-1.3 

-73 

 
 
-393 

-13.4 

 

-16.6 

*The average 5%YR for all Archdiocesan elementary schools is -17.9% 

Note.  signifies a change that took place over a specific time period.  1 = change after 
one year.  1% = percentage change over one year.   
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Table 1.2 depicts the demographics of each school within each region and archdiocese in 

the study.  Table 1.3 shows the enrollment per grade in the schools in this study.   

Table 1.2 

School Demographics 2016-2017 
 No. of Students Native Indian 

American 
Asian B lac k Hawaiian White Multi *Hispanic 

School   A 321 0 26 102 8 89 96 47 

         

School B 
 
 
 
Region 

500 

 
 
6,208 

0 

 
 
27 

33 

 
 
430 

38 

 
 
818 

14 

 
 
17 

349 

 
 
3,998 

96 

 
 
918 

65 

 

1,368 

         

Archdiocese 13,159 85 808 4,277 60 8,870 2,123 2,631 

*One distinct category of ethnicity is reported. Enrollment counts by race include 
Hispanic Enrollment 
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Table 1.3 

Enrollment per grade SY 2017-2018 
 K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

School A 32 17 32 22 24 32 31 24 32 

          

School B 

 
 
Region* 

44 

 
 
28 

41 

 
 
27 

30 

 
 
27 

51 

 
 
28 

55 

 
 
30 

61 

 
 
30 

60 

 
 
34 

60 

 
 
31 

50 

 

30 
          

Archdiocese* 22 22 22 23 25 25 27 26 25 

*The average class size for the Region and Archdiocese is represented. 

 

Table 1.4 depicts the overall gender data for the region involved in this study.  Individual 

school data is not provided by the archdiocese.   

Table1.4 
 
Regional Gender Enrollment per grade SY 2017-2018* 

 K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Total 

Male 51% 51% 48% 49% 48% 49% 45% 45% 53% 49% 

           

Female 49% 49% 52% 51% 52% 51% 55% 55% 47% 51% 

*The numbers in the table represent the average percentage of male and female students 
in each grade within the region.  
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The archdiocese has recently begun to track the retention rates of the schools and the 

archdiocese as a whole.  Table 1.5 notes the retention rates of School A and School B as 

well as the retention rate of the archdiocese.  The target retention rate for the archdiocese 

and all schools is 92%.   

 
Table 1.5 
 
Retention Rates  

 SY16-17  SY17-18

School A 91%  84% 

    

School B 

 
 
Region 
 
 
Archdiocese 

95% 

 
 
89.85% 
 
 
88.81% 

 
 
 

92% 

 
 
92.08% 
 
 
88.79% 
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The archdiocese tracks the number of Catholics and non-Catholics that attend all 

archdiocesan schools.  Table 1.6 details the percentage of Catholics and non-Catholics in 

School A, School B, and the total for the archdiocese.   

Table 1.6 
 
 
Catholic vs. Non-Catholic 

 Catholic  Non-Catholic

School A 80%  20% 

    

School B 

 
 
Region 
 
 
Archdiocese 

84% 

 
 
85% 
 
 
74% 

 
 
 

16% 

 
 
15% 
 
 
26% 

 

Independent Catholic schools are traditionally operated by a religious order within 

the Catholic Church.  These independent schools still require the bishop’s approval to 

identify as Catholic but have the ability to operate outside of the archdiocese’s 

governance structure. In comparison, schools in the same region functioning under the 

canonical governance model seem to struggle to remain operational and several have 

closed (Archdiocese of Washington, 2009).  Several common themes may be present in 

canonically-governed model schools:  poor school leaders, conflict between the parish 

and school, and parish financial struggles (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Collins, 1996; 

Hobbie, Convey, & Schuttloffel, 2010).   
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 The role of a school leader has evolved into a multitude of responsibilities 

(Hansen, 2001).  Furthermore, the single administrator model (principal only) and 

consultative board approach still dominate the way Catholic schools are structured and 

governed today (Britt, 2013). Hansen (2001) suggested that the school leader may need to 

assume the responsibilities of a marketing expert, business manager, and development 

director, as well as manage the normal responsibilities of a school leader.  School leaders 

who are unable to manage or delegate these roles to others may have difficulty effectively 

operating a school (Schafer, 2004).   

The conflict seen between a parish and its school is often directly connected to the 

parish’s financial woes (Lundy, 1999).   A parish school is often the largest expense 

within a parish, and when a school relies on the parish for financial support, conflict can 

develop (Britt, 2013). The parish pastor is at the center of each of these issues as he is the 

canonical administrator appointed by the bishop (Russo, 2009).  According to Russo 

(2009), Catholic schools were established as a kind of parallel system of religious 

institutions largely free from civil laws, which allows bishops, pastors, and other 

religious leaders to operate their schools generally under the Church's own internal 

juridical system, the Code of Canon Law (see section on definition of relevant terms) 

(Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt 

Lake City, 2017).   

The Catholic Church is a hierarchical, top-down organization led by ordained-

vowed religious (Schafer, 2004; James, 2007). The organizational structure of the 

Catholic Church, according to Canon Law, makes the parish pastor the canonical 

administrator for the school (Schafer, 2004; Brown, 2010).  If the pastor is not fully 
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engaged and prepared to support the school, school failure is entirely possible (Collins, 

1996; Schafer, 2004).   

 The canonical administrator model may not be the most effective way to run a 

Catholic elementary school.  Through investigating the benefits and challenges of the 

canonical administrator model (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of 

Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017), 

the board of limited jurisdiction model (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of 

Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017), 

and other models used in Catholic schools within the United States of America, 

recommendations could be made to the leadership of the archdiocese for the future 

growth of parish schools.  A canonically-run school will leave all decisions about the 

administration of the school with the pastor or the chief administrator (Archdiocese of 

Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; 

Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017). Convey (2015) defined a board of limited 

jurisdiction as the governing body that has final authority only in those educational areas 

specifically delegated as such by the bishop, pastor, or religious congregation. A board of 

limited jurisdiction will have the ability to make administrative decisions, but the 

Catholic identity of the school remains the canonical administrator’s responsibility.     

Statement of the Problem 

 The failure of a Catholic elementary school can have a direct impact on the 

viability of the parish that supports the school.  Catholic elementary schools provide a 

faith-based education for those in the parish community and in the surrounding 

community.  Without a parish school, families may choose a non-Catholic school to 
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attend.  If the parish school fails, the parish may very well be the next to close. The 

identification of best practices and strategies of resurgent Catholic elementary schools 

may prevent future closings of Catholic elementary schools and provide valuable lessons 

to Catholic school leaders.   

 Britt (2014) suggested that Catholic schools in the United States continue to close 

because of an outdated business plan and governance model. The current hierarchy and 

governance model within the archdiocese have not proven to provide the local parishes 

with the ability to sustain Catholic schools (ADW Catholic Schools 2015-2016 Annual 

Data Book, 2016).  Many pastoral leaders have not had the training necessary to 

effectively make decisions regarding school operations (Cook, 2008).  The current 

nuances of school operations suggest that school leadership should operate schools 

similar to a business or industry model rather than as a ministry of the Catholic Church 

(Hansen, 2001).  However, there is no conclusive data to suggest that a new governance 

model will prevent or alter the already dramatic rate of at which Catholic schools are 

closing. 

 Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study is to evaluate the best practices and 

strategies of resurgent Catholic parish elementary schools.  The case study will use 

purposive sampling and focus on the characteristics of enrollment trends, financial 

stability, and community satisfaction. The individual schools are within the largest of 

four regions of an archdiocese. 
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Research Question 

The following research question will guide this qualitative study:  

 Research question: What behaviors and strategies characterize the governance of 

resurgent parish elementary schools?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study is to identify practices by the leaders of resurgent parish 

schools to support sustainability and growth in Catholic elementary schools.  The 

identification of strategies and governance models could allow Catholic schools to 

implement practices and strategies with the leadership of properly trained educators and 

administrators.       

Methodology Overview 

 A critical instance case study will be performed on two Catholic parish 

elementary schools within an archdiocese in the northeast region of the United States.  

This qualitative case study will identify strategies and practices used by the pastors, 

principals, and board members of the individual schools that have experienced increased 

enrollment and financial stability. A critical instance case study will allow for research to 

be conducted on multiple individuals in similar roles over a period of time (Creswell, 

2014).   The enrollment trends, financial stability, and community satisfaction will be 

examined in an effort to understand what makes the schools in this study considered 

successful.   

The case study will use purposive sampling. The sample will be selected based on 

the researcher’s knowledge of the population and the purpose of the study. The purposive 

sampling will assist in understanding how the best practices and strategies have 
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contributed to the schools’ successes (Babbie, 2014). Selected stakeholders from different 

groups within the school communities will be interviewed, surveyed, and observed in an 

effort to identify who or what is perceived as the reason for the schools’ successes.  

Through the case study analysis, the data collected may provide some indication about 

which governance model is most effective. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The archdiocese under study uses unique terminology when describing the 

organizational structures within the archdiocese’s boundaries. Many of the terms are 

directly linked to Canon Law and have different meanings when used in Civil Law. The 

following terms were used operationally within this study. 

Advisory Boards: “cooperate in the policy-making process by formulating and adapting 

but never enacting (passing) policy" (Archdiocese of Washington, 2009). The person 

with the final authority (pastor) identifies those areas for which the board is to be 

consulted. The board is established by the pastor, in accord with archdiocesan policy, to 

assist him and the principal in the governance of the parish school.   

Board of Limited Jurisdiction: Board has final authority only in those educational 

areas specifically delegated as such by the bishop, pastor, or religious congregation. 

Although religious congregations or other corporations may hold title to a school, the 

diocesan bishop holds final jurisdiction in matters that pertain to the religious education 

and Catholic identity of the institution. 

Canon Law: The official body of laws, codes, and regulations of the Roman Catholic 

Church. 
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Canonical Administration: Catholic elementary schools led by the pastor of the parish.  

(Canon 806) 

Corporate Board of Directors: individuals appointed by the archbishop to oversee the 

corporations owned and operated by the Church.   

Ecclesial Officials:	High-ranking clergy members, the pope, a cardinal, or a bishop. 

Governance: Remote authority wielded by a governing body in order to direct the 

operations of an institution (such as a school). A process to exert authoritative direction 

or control.  

Lay Person: All of the faithful except those in holy orders and those in the state of 

religious life specially approved by the Catholic Church. (Canon 207) 

Leadership: The exercise of influence in a group context. Fostering an organizational 

climate which increases job satisfaction and commitment to the organization (Johnson, 

2015).   

Parish School: A school that is owned and operated by a particular parish. (Canon 806) 

Pastor: The pastor is responsible for providing the educational, spiritual, and sacramental 

needs of the parishioners, as well as for administering all the parish goods (finances, 

services, etc.) in accordance with the state, federal, and canon laws (Shafer, 2004). 

Religious Formation: the personal preparation that the Catholic Church offers to people 

with a defined mission, such as the priesthood or membership of a religious order such as 

the Society of Jesus. Such formation involves a program of spiritual and academic 

training. 

Religious: a person bound by monastic vows. 

Religious Teacher: a person bound by monastic vows who is also in an educational role. 
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Resurgent: rising again, becoming stronger and more popular after a period of low or 

inconsistent enrollment. 

Delimitations and Limitations   

Delimitations 

 The case study took place during the 2017-2018 school year. The data used in this 

critical instance case study represented the current school year.  The schools to be 

researched had an established administrative team.  The research was conducted 

primarily during the fall semester, with any follow up to be conducted in the following 

months.  The study was focused in one region within an archdiocese in the northeast 

region of the United States of America. The schools being studied were located in 

suburban areas of a large metropolitan area in the northeast region of the United States.  

The purposive sample to be used included pastors, principals, school board members, 

parent leaders, and select teachers.  The focus of the study was on how and why the 

schools were able to be successful, with particular emphasis on the school’s enrollment 

and financial stability.  Due to the time frame of this study and the geographic location of 

the archdiocese, the data collected may not prove to be significant to other Catholic 

school leaders in other archdioceses or dioceses in the United States.  

Limitations 

 Within the archdiocese there are a total of 54 Catholic elementary schools. Due to 

the amount of time that would be required to study each school, only two were selected.  

Additionally, not all of the 54 schools could be identified as successful. The four regions 

of the archdiocese are also diverse, including rural and urban areas with a wide range of 

socioeconomic parishes. The cooperation of the participant schools’ leadership may have 
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limited access to the participants that may have the most insight.  Fortunately, full 

cooperation was granted.  The archdiocese also granted special access to financial data 

that is considered highly sensitive.  The use of observation and interviews may have 

limited the inclusion of all relevant data because the researcher may not be able to collect 

all relevant data.   

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

 Leadership was examined in this case study.  The principals, pastors, board 

members, and community members were asked to communicate the type of leadership 

within each school.  Leadership styles and theories can provide a greater understanding of 

the effectiveness of the governance models employed at each school, and the leadership 

of the principal and pastor of the schools will be of importance.  Determining how, if at 

all, the principal and/or pastor lead the schools could provide insight into the 

effectiveness of the governance models being studied.    

Toxic leadership (Johnson, 2015) may interfere with the study of a school’s 

governance model. Johnson (2015) referred to toxic leaders as those who show 

destructive behaviors and exhibit dysfunctional personal characteristics.  The governance 

model in place at one of the case study schools could be rendered ineffective because of 

toxic leadership.  In contrast, a transformational leader could overshadow an ineffective 

governance model.  According to Johnson (2015) transformational leaders mobilize and 

energize followers and create an agenda for action that appeals to large audiences.  

 Throughout the case study, there will be a need to identify the type of leaders in 

each school.  The central leaders will be the principal and pastor, but the board members 

and community leaders should also be observed to determine their influence on the 
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central leaders.  If leadership has an impact on the governance of one or more of the 

schools, a closer look at the leader may be warranted.     

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

 An investigation into strategies and practices of resurgent Catholic parish schools 

will be undertaken in an effort to sustain and grow Catholic education.  Through the 

introduction of new or previously successful governance and business models, dioceses 

across the United States may have the opportunity to alter the current course of Catholic 

education and prevent the steady decline in enrollment. Upon completion of this study, 

Catholic elementary schools will have a set of data available that may possibly be utilized 

to create an efficient model for future success and sustainability.   The data could 

ultimately lead to new behaviors and eventually become the new norm for Catholic 

education in the United States.  If the models are effective, the population of students in 

Catholic schools could increase.  

Summary 

 Catholic school enrollment has seen a steady decline over the past several decades 

(Fraga, 2016).  The organizational governance structure of Catholic elementary schools 

has changed very little and the lack of organizational change may be the cause of the 

decline in enrollment.  Discovering the governance strategies and practices of resurgent 

schools could provide guidance in recommending a governance model for Catholic 

Church and school leaders.  By studying the models used within the region of the 

northeastern archdiocese, recommendations could be made to benefit all schools within 

the archdiocese.  The recommendations made may help Catholic elementary schools 

create sustainable enrollment.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Catholic elementary schools have been traditionally considered part of the parish 

for which they are associated. (Brown, 2010).  Additionally, Catholic elementary schools 

are governed and administered as a parish organization within the parish hierarchal 

structure, and Canon Law states there is no preferred model for governance and 

administration of Catholic schools (Russo, 2009).  In response to this lack of guidance, 

multiple organizational and administrative systems are possible, allowing for local 

administrations, leaders, or jurisdictions to address specific situations (Brown, 2010). 

Increases in tuition, demographic shifts, and a reduced interest in the value of Catholic 

schools have led to lower enrollment and continued financial issues (James, Tichy, 

Collins, & Schwob, 2008). “The old ways of governance no longer work” (Geruson, 

Healey, Sabatino, Ryan, & Haney, 2013, p. 189). Previously conducted research 

identified that effective Catholic high schools have seen greater financial and institutional 

success as a result of alternative governance structures (Hofman, Hofman, & Guldemond, 

2002). New configurations in Catholic elementary school governance recognize a need 

for "new paradigms to enable schools to survive and thrive" (Cimino, 2009, p. 2).   

 In the following literature review, a detailed investigation into the future of 

Catholic elementary schools will be examined.  There is no specific model of governance 

prescribed for Catholic schools, rather a variety of possibilities, each with the goal of the 

successful perpetuation of Catholic elementary education.  Examining the need for new 

governance, and the variety of models already in place in other parochial and private 

schools, will provide a glimpse into what is possible.  The literature review will address 
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current dilemmas, demographic shifts, the decline in religious orders, and school 

leadership, and compare a series of successful alternatives to the current governance 

structures present in many Catholic elementary schools. 

The Plight of Catholic Education 

 This section of the literature review will focus on the evolution of the Catholic 

population in the United States and the way Catholic schools have been governed.  The 

literature will provide a background for the possibility of new governance models and 

successful administrative behaviors.  Issues of declining enrollment, changing 

demographics, and the utility of Catholic schools open up the discussion about what can 

be done to alter the current course of Catholic elementary schools.   

Catholic Schools after World War II 

 Beginning in the late 1960s Catholic schools entered a period of steady decline, 

losing over 3 million students and 4,000 schools, a trend that continues to this day (James 

et al. 2008; Russo, 2009). The high concentration of schools in urban areas was in direct 

response to the rapidly increasing immigrant population in the late 19th century (Russo, 

2009).   In the early part of the twentieth century white middle-class Catholics were 

located within the country’s major cities and attended urban parish schools (James, 

2007). A major reason for the significant decline in enrollment was the movement of 

wealthy and middle-class families from urban areas into suburban areas surrounding the 

cities.  Dolan (2002) quoted Cardinal Stritch of Chicago who observed that his city ‘is 

emptying out into its suburbs. Thousands and thousands are going out into little homes in 

the suburban areas … New parishes are needed; new schools are needed and of course 

priests are needed’ (p. 184). James et al. (2008) noted that the current and developing 
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geographic centers for Catholic elementary students no longer overlap with the Catholic 

elementary school system that was created for the population in the late 20th century.     

 In the late 20th century, the white middle class moved out of urban areas, and 

African Americans, who are less likely to be Catholic, moved into the urban centers 

vacated by the European Catholic communities (James, et al., 2008). The Catholic 

communities moved to the suburbs en masse which caused a drastic decline in parish 

school enrollment, hence causing schools to close.  Figure 1 shows the decrease in 

schools since the 1960s. The absence of parish schools led the remaining Catholic parents 

to accept public school education.  Additionally, Catholic social attitudes changed as they 

moved into the mainstream of American social and cultural life (Russo, 2009).   

 

Figure 1. Number of Catholic Schools in the United States of America 

Vowed Religious Service 

 According to James et al. (2008), the number of vowed religious serving in 

Catholic schools has been greatly diminished, a trend that began in the 1960s. Over the 
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past several decades, fewer and fewer Catholic men and women have been interested in 

becoming priests or nuns (Tuoti, 2017).  Zech (2016) stated that the primary reason for 

the financial stress that parochial schools face is related to the decline in the number of 

women religious, most of whom carried out their vocation in parochial schools.  Lundy 

(1999) noted that the indirect subsidies provided by religious sisters working for less pay 

than their lay counterparts continually shrank as the amount of teaching sisters 

diminished following the Second Vatican Council.  The purpose of the Second Vatican 

Council was to acknowledge the cultural changes in society and to discuss and revise the 

significant components of Catholic doctrine and practice (Gihleb & Giuntella, 2017).  

Engel (2013) noted that changes in the Church and Catholic culture, as a result of the 

Second Vatican Council greatly impacted religious sisters causing many religious 

communities to leave Catholic schools. By 2005, religious teachers in Catholic 

elementary schools comprised of 5% of the total faculty, down from approximately 90% 

prior to 1950 (James et al., 2008). Clarke (2001) noted that after relying for decades on a 

virtually cost-free workforce in the form of clergy and religious, Catholic schools have 

been forced to adapt to a largely lay professional teaching corps.  The increase in 

parochial schools’ labor costs is the most frequently cited reason for their financial stress 

(Zech, 2014).  The dramatic drop in the number of religious faculty members was 

accompanied by a rise in the number of lay faculty members in Catholic schools (Russo, 

2009).  According to Russo (2009): 

This shift had a profound effect on American Catholic education, both in terms of 

financial implications and the challenge to individual schools to maintain their 

Catholic identities and governance structures in the face of the growing 
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secularization of faculties and teacher militancy in the form of unionization. (p. 

188) 

The introduction of lay faculty in Catholic schools did not change the fact that bishops 

and pastors still had hierarchal authority over the governance structures of the schools. 

The transition to lay teaching staffs has meant enormous increases in tuition (Clarke, 

2001).  According to Gihleb & Giuntella (2017), the shift from religious to lay personnel 

imposed severe financial constraints on Catholic schools resulting in the closure of 

schools across the country.  

Declining Enrollment  

 Harris (1995) stated that the proportion of students in Catholic elementary schools 

relative to the total population has been gradually eroding.  The passage of the “baby 

boom” generation out of Catholic elementary schools was the first of two demographic 

shifts that affected Catholic elementary schools.  Following the “baby boom” that 

occurred from 1940 to 1959, Catholic elementary school enrollment fell by about one 

third (James, 2007; Lundy, 1999). According to Lundy (1999), the middle-class 

migration from rural agricultural life and the urban centers to the suburbs in the years 

between 1966 and 1968 resulted in the opening of 207 Catholic elementary and 

secondary schools.  A large majority of the newly opened schools were in the suburbs, 

while others opened in rural areas, and a limited few opened in the urban centers.   At the 

same time of the suburban growth, 637 Catholic elementary and secondary schools 

closed, mainly those located in the rural and urban areas (James, 2007; Lundy, 1999). 

Figure 2 details the decline in Catholic school enrollment since the 1960s. 
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Figure 2. Catholic school enrollment in the United States of America 

Changing Demographics 

 The largest contributor to the deterioration of the Catholic school system is a 

decades-long decline in enrollment, which has been accelerated by white flight to the 

suburbs, but also the dramatic increase in tuition (Clarke, 2001).  The automation of the 

cotton industry and the labor demands of World War II drew large numbers of African-

Americans into the neighborhoods being left behind as second-and third-generation 

Catholics of European descent moved to the suburbs (James, 2007; Lundy, 1999).  The 

new residents of the previously urban Catholic neighborhoods were predominantly non-

Catholic. Lundy (1999) stated that many of the Catholic elementary schools in the urban 

centers needed students to remain open, and the Catholic school administrators 

enthusiastically welcomed the new families and the opportunity to enroll the non-

Catholic children into their schools. 
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Mass Attendance  

 A recent study showed that 22 percent of Catholic parents attend Mass weekly 

(Popcak, 2015).  Tuoti (2017) noted that declining Mass attendance was part of a wider 

secularization of society and has exacerbated stresses for many Catholic schools linked to 

parishes.  Millennial Catholics who do not get married in the Catholic Church are also not 

having their children baptized, leading to a decrease in a potential market for Catholic 

parish schools (Zech, 2016).  Gray (2014) noted that declines in fertility and infant 

baptisms are now impacting the lower primary school grades and will likely do so for the 

foreseeable future.  Popcak (2015) stated that low Mass attendance rates among the 

general Catholic population correlates with the fact that only 68 percent of Catholic 

parents enrolled their children in any type of formal religious education. Figure 3 details 

the decline in Mass attendance amongst a variety of groups. Only five percent of 

millennials who never attended a Catholic school go to Mass weekly compared to more 

than a third who attended Catholic schools (Gray, 2014).  Mass-attending Catholic 

families simply do not appear to value Catholic religious education (Popcak, 2015).   
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Figure 3. Percentage of Adult Catholics attending Mass weekly or more often by 

generation and Catholic school attendance.  (2012) 

Catholic Elementary School Finance 

In the case of Catholic schools, studying allocation strategies would involve 

analyzing the various approaches for apportioning revenue from the diocesan level or the 

parish level to the individual schools (De Luca, 2001).  Traditionally, Catholic schools 

have been financed by tuition payments, parish and archdiocesan subsidies, and local 

fundraisers (Wuerl, 2008). Tuoti (2017) stated that parishes were once a source of 

significant subsidy to the Catholic elementary schools; many parishes can no longer 

provide that type of support.  Deluca (2001) noted that very little work has been 

undertaken to study Catholic school finances, primarily because of the tremendous lack 

of school-level data. Additionally, little investigation involving expenditure patterns has 

been undertaken by researchers in school finance (De Luca, 2001). De Luca (2001) stated 

that one of the reasons for the scarcity of work in this area is the lack of available data. 
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Deluca (2001) stated that funding decisions in many private schools are site-

based.  Archdiocesan policy stated that all archdiocesan schools shall be responsible for 

all operating expenses, such as salaries and benefits, supplies, utilities, insurance, etc. 

(Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of 

Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017).   Parish-centered schools received 

86% of their budget from tuition and fees even as enrollment dropped 50% (De Luca, 

2001). Nelson (1994) stated that tuition and fees are the primary revenue source for 

Catholic schools, while some revenue comes from the federal government. Harris (1995) 

argued that the flaw in the present financial arrangement lies not only with its reliance on 

the parish subsidy but also with its dependence on tuition as a primary source of revenue.   

Carlson (1970) commented that because there were fewer religious, schools were forced 

to hire lay teachers at salaries substantially higher than those paid to religious. This drove 

costs up, which, in turn, forced student tuition and fees up, which led to decreases in 

enrollment (Carlson, 1970). From 2004 to 2013 Catholic elementary school tuition has 

risen by an average 37 percent (Gray, 2014).  Many of the survival tactics undertaken by 

the schools were a result of fiscal deficiencies (Nelson, 1994). Lundy (1999) noted that 

the financial hardships of Catholic schools have resulted in staffing reductions and 

deteriorating physical plants.   

The cost was the “most compelling deterrent for urban dwellers” (Greeley et al., 

1976, p. 230).  Families began to question the worth of the extra expenditure (Carlson, 

1970). Nelson (1994) stated that because of declining enrollment, Catholic schools could 

no longer support themselves, and any significant parish support would arguably have 

required a major commitment of parish resources. Tuition and parish subsidy have not 
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kept pace with the cost to educate students in Catholic schools (Hunt, 2000). With 

substantial reductions of the subsidies over time, in terms of percent of the school budget, 

the parish-funding model is no longer viable (Britt, 2013).  Additionally, Harris (1995) 

noted that parishes can no longer keep subsidizing schools at historic levels and tuition 

increases are pricing out too many families who might send their children to Catholic 

schools. During the 2012 through 2013 school year, half of pastors nationally in parishes 

with schools indicated that their school ran a deficit (Gray, 2014).  Figure 4 details the 

increase in tuition from 2004 to 2013. 

 

Figure 4. Inflation adjusted annual average annual tuition for Catholic elementary and 

high schools.   

Nelson (1994) noted that more than half of Catholic schools’ budgets comes from 

outside supporters which allowed for lower tuition rates preventing schools from closing. 
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Parish support now accounts for less of the school budget because the schools now cost 

more to run than all other parish functions (Harris, 1995).  Catholic schools were able to 

maintain this level of support through very active parish, community, and teacher 

involvement (De Luca, 2001). Nelson (1994) noted that generating revenue became a 

major component of the principal’s job.  The principal has become the fulltime fundraiser 

or the schools are kept open on the backs of poor parents or teachers who are already 

underpaid (Clarke, 2001). 

Canonical Administration 

The most common Catholic schools are run by a parish with an advisory board 

comprised mostly of current parents (Haney, 2008).  According to Brown (2010) and 

Russo (2009), the Catholic Church places the administration and governance of the parish 

school under the responsibilities of the parish pastor. Brining and Garnett (2012) stated 

that the pastor is essentially the chief operating officer for all parish operations, including 

the school.  The pastor has the right to empower an individual with the responsibility for 

the daily operation, administration and supervision of the school, its students, personnel, 

and curriculum (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; 

Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017).  A school’s fate is 

largely determined by intangible factors, especially, as archdiocesan school officials 

repeatedly emphasized, the level of a pastor’s commitment to the school (Brining and 

Garnett, 2012). 

The principal, when empowered by the pastor, serves as spiritual, educational, 

and administrative leader, and will establish a faith community of academic excellence 
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(Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of 

Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017). Hunt (2000) noted that a majority 

of principals are now lay persons and very few parish Catholic school leaders are clergy.  

The ultimate authority in all school decisions is the pastor (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 

1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of 

Salt Lake City, 2017).  A canonically administered Catholic school will have an advisory 

board that advises the pastor or empowered principal on educational policies and other 

educational matters, yet this board has no formal authority (Convey, 1997). 

School Boards 

 The system that manages Catholic education has become outdated and sclerotic 

(Healey, Eriksen, & Cassin, 2013). A governance board is a shift from the days when 

pastors and principals made decisions and developed policies in isolation (Haney, 2010). 

The governance for Catholic schools can vary depending who has the overall 

responsibility for the school (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of 

Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017). 

Most of the elementary schools in the archdiocese are traditional parochial schools: that 

is, they are a part of a Catholic parish, which is, in most cases, led by a Catholic priest 

known as the pastor (Brining and Garnett, 2012).  

A board of limited jurisdiction, one type of school board, assists the school’s chief 

administrator in the governance and implementation of the mission of an incorporated 

archdiocesan Catholic school. (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of 

Washington, 2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017). 

Unlike the canonical governance model for managing Catholic schools, the board of 
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limited jurisdiction model removes the pastor as the final authority in school policies and 

operations; however, the pastor still plays a significant role (Geruson et al., 2013). 

Further, if the principal and pastor do not have a clear understanding of the respective 

roles in the school, then a positive working relationship between these two leaders may 

be affected; consequently, the education, and, most importantly, formation of the children 

may be negatively affected (Schafer, 2004).  Brining and Garnett (2012) stated that an 

irregularity in the parish leadership structure was closely associated with school closures, 

although the length of time a pastor had been ordained just missed statistical significance. 

Geruson et al., (2013) declared that boards of limited jurisdiction are accountable 

for the governance, for the financial health of schools, and to foster greater engagement 

and long-term sustainability. Additionally, boards of limited jurisdiction can include an 

increased number of responsibilities, including obtaining alternative sources of funding, 

maintaining building and grounds, recruiting students through marketing, and strategic 

planning (Haney, 2010). Healey, Eriksen, & Cassin (2013) noted that institutions work 

best when managed by people who are highly skilled and knowledgeable in their fields. 

 In contrast, advisory boards are not involved in governance and have no official 

authority, “rather the role of advisory board consists of making recommendations, advise 

on policy, and foster participation and engagement; boards of limited jurisdiction have 

official authority over school governance” (Geruson et al., 2013).   Boards of limited 

jurisdiction can mark a critical crossroads for a school ready to take ownership of its own 

future, although the formation alone cannot guarantee the school’s sustainability.  
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Alternative Catholic School Governance 

 This section of the literature review will address alternative methods of Catholic 

school governance.  The focus will be on the successful implementation of new 

governance models in regions throughout the United States as well as other countries that 

have recorded efforts at stopping the decline of Catholic elementary schools.  

Additionally, a review of the successful transition of authority from the parish pastor to 

an appointed administrator or administrators will be addressed.   

In recent decades, the traditional model of parish schooling has faced a variety of 

challenges that threaten the sustainability of Catholic schools (Hamilton, 2008). In an 

effort to redirect the trends in Catholic schools, a shift from the days when pastors and 

principals made decisions and developed policies in isolation may be necessary (Haney, 

2010). Clarke (2001) noted that the parish-based model of Catholic education may no 

longer be viable.   The linchpins of the system are lay people with extensive business 

experience and a board of trustees that runs like a profit-loss business (Healey, Eriksen, 

& Cassin, 2013).  There is some possibility that a bishop(s) could create structures of 

governance in parish schools that relay the powers of governance and administration over 

Catholic elementary schools to someone other than the pastor, but this scenario is rarely 

employed or attempted at all in the United States (Brown, 2010). Burke (2014) stated that 

most organizational change consists of improvements, and incremental steps to fix a 

problem or change a part of a larger system. Shifts in the structure and authority of school 

governance may significantly improve Catholic school viability over time (Haney, 2010 

& Sheehan, 1997).  Catholic hospitals and universities tend to work extremely well 

because they entrust operational responsibilities to independent boards whose members 
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are selected on merit and who are rigorously focused on results (Healey, Eriksen, & 

Cassin, 2013). 

  According to Haney (2010), Catholic elementary schools should consider a move 

away from the parish canonical administration model in an effort to be more professional, 

autonomous, and less parochial or insular.  By adopting a proactive approach for the 

future of Catholic elementary schools, both administrators and teachers could foster the 

development of governance policies that are in line with both canon and civil law (Russo, 

2009). Introducing new configurations with reduced oversight from the canonical 

administrator represent the movement away from the parish hierarchal structure, to 

involve all those committed to the school's mission, but more importantly, introducing 

the new configurations to those who have the competence and necessary community 

connectedness to ensure high quality Catholic education may alter the current course of 

failing schools (Haney, 2010).  Governance should be refocused around people with the 

proven ability to perform, be they lay people, clergy, or religious (Healey, Eriksen, & 

Cassin, 2013). 

President-Principal Model 

Some Catholic schools have begun to move away from the principal-only leadership 

model due to the more complex responsibilities of school administration, and the 

president-principal model of school leadership has emerged as an alternative to the single 

administrator approach (Britt, 2013). Hocevar (1989) stated that the principal is for 

educational or academic programs and a president for institutional advancement.  Further, 

the president is the chief operating officer and the one ultimately responsible to the 
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school’s board (Hocevar, 1989).  James (2007) stated that the president-principal model 

gained prominence because it was more successful than the autonomous principal model 

in solving the problems of enrollment, marketing, and financial issues. The additional 

salary and benefits of a president position can be a tremendous financial investment on 

part of the already strained parish community (Britt, 2013).  

Consolidation 

In an attempt to keep Catholic schools viable, one approach that several dioceses have 

supported is the consolidation of Catholic elementary and secondary schools (Britt, 

2013). Enrollment declines and financial challenges are the dominant factors in school 

consolidation (Burdick, 1996; Lundy, 1999; Mudd, 1989). One of the most significant 

challenges of consolidation is the lack of commitment from the supporting parishes 

(DeFiore et al., 2009; Lundy, 1999; Mudd, 1989). The lack of ownership can cause 

pastors to be more reluctant about the need to support a consolidated school (Theis, 

1996). Consolidated Catholic school systems have grown in number and continue to be 

investigated by dioceses throughout the country (Haney & O’Keefe, 2009).  

Leadership Literature 

 This section of the literature review will address effective leadership behaviors 

practiced in Catholic elementary schools.  The emphasis will be on the need for high 

quality leaders in Catholic elementary schools.  Widening the scope of who is qualified to 

lead a Catholic school community, specifically in schools that are affected by low 

enrollment and financial struggles, could impact the school’s future as an educational 

institution. Without healthy communities of vowed religious men and women dedicated 
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to staffing Catholic schools, the leadership of Catholic schools has often fallen to over-

worked pastors, or lay people who have not had the benefit of religious formation 

(Dallavis & Cisneros, 2013).  A number of Catholic schools are now appointing lay 

leaders to serve in place of the religious, both in positions of school leadership as well as 

in the area of campus ministry (Sullivan, 2011). According to Cooper & Sureau (2013), 

research indicates that lay staff can and do carry out some of the roles of religious in the 

ministry offices and guide students toward a Catholic spiritual life and religious practices.  

Hobbie, Convey, and Schuttloffel (2013) noted that many teachers believe that a school 

with good leadership also has a strong Catholic identity.  Catholic school leaders' success 

in building the kingdom will depend on their ability to capture the school community's 

Catholic imagination and to engage other people in the building process (Cook, 1998).  

Hobbie, Convey, & Schuttloffel (2013) discovered that Catholic school identity is an 

important predictor of school vitality because a strong Catholic school identity 

emphasizes the natural relationship between the principal and faculty.   

Greenleaf (2002) identified that the real enemy of a successful organization is 

fuzzy thinking on the part of good, intelligent, vital people and their failure to lead.  

According to Rath & Conchie (2008), followers have a very clear picture of what they 

want and need from the leader in their lives: trust, compassion, stability, and hope. Stein 

(2012) stated that most teachers want principals to take charge immediately and make the 

necessary changes without delay.  In order to be an effective principal, the leader should 

be resilient in promoting the goals, educational program, and philosophy of the school 

(Sergiovanni, 1995).   Hobbie, Convey, and Schuttloffel (2013) stated that a principal 

who relies on beliefs and safeguards purposes of the school fosters the support of teachers 
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in their commitment to the school. Behaviors of strong principals can also foster an 

environment in which the students are focused on learning (Bennett, Elliott, & Peters, 

2005).  Love-driven leadership results in loyalty and mutual support that energize and 

unite teams (Lowney ,2003).  Sipe and Frick (2015) stated that a servant leader is worthy 

of respect, inspires trust and confidence, and establishes quality standards for 

performance. Sergiovanni (2005) stated that leadership in which leaders strengthen the 

heartbeat of their schools when they have faith in their cause, change hopefulness into 

reality, demonstrate trustworthy management, and show love through servant leadership. 

Further, Sipe and Frick (2015) noted that a servant-leader lives, loves, and leads by 

conscience—the inward moral sense of what is right and what is wrong.  Efforts by 

organizational leaders, to serve the school and parish communities, resonate the Jesuit 

pillar; “care for the [individual] person” (Traub, 2008).   

Lowney (2003) stated that rather than impose an alien culture, the leader should 

employ the strategy of enculturation, allowing a leader to assimilate into the community’s 

culture. Johnson stated that authentic leaders are deeply aware of their own and others’ 

values and moral perspectives, knowledge, and strengths (as cited in Avolio & Gardner, 

2005, p. 321).  Authenticity can be fostered through training and education (Johnson, 

2003).  Lowney (2003) noted that ongoing success depends on turning recruits into 

leaders. A school needs a transformational leader who possesses the highest level of 

integrity, the strongest possible work ethic, superb people skills, excellent 

communication skills (verbal and written), and a fear of failure (Stein, 2012).  

Transformational leadership mobilizes and energizes followers to create an agenda for 

action based on terminal values such as liberty, equality, and justice (Johnson, 2015). 
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Johnson shared that moral commitments and transforming leadership happen when one or 

more persons engage with others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one 

another to higher levels of motivation and morality (as cited in Burns, 1978, p. 2).  A 

transformational leader with the highest level of integrity, a strong work ethic, robust 

interpersonal skills, and a healthy fear of failure can create a resurgent school community 

(Stein, 2012).   

Summary 

 This literature review has outlined the decline of Catholic school enrollment.  One 

path to correct the decline is altering the manner in which Catholic elementary schools 

are governed.  Much of the literature included in this review provides examples of 

alternative governance structures but does little to address the current canonical 

administration model.   Strong evidence is present that supports the need for governance 

and even outlines how governing boards can be structured.  The greater issue presented is 

gaining the authority from the Church leadership to incorporate the governance task.  The 

following research will examine the effectiveness of new governance models and best 

practices already in place compared to the traditional Catholic elementary school 

governance model.   
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this qualitative study is to evaluate the behaviors and strategies 

used by leaders in resurgent parish elementary schools.  The case study used purposive 

sampling and focused on the characteristics of the school communities within a region of 

an archdiocese in the northeastern United States.  The characteristics include enrollment 

trends, financial stability, teacher retention, and community satisfaction. Using a series of 

interviews, questionnaires, data collection, and on-site observations, information was 

analyzed to understand the practices within each of the schools.  The information and 

data collected may identify weaknesses in the leadership structures of the schools and 

potentially the archdiocese. The aim of this study was to identify practices by the leaders 

of resurgent parish schools to support sustainability and growth in Catholic elementary 

schools. Ensuring the anonymity of the participants was a key factor when conducting the 

case study research.   

Research Question 

Through a series of observations and the collection of data from across the globe, 

identifying a new governance and business model that could help turn the tide of failing 

Catholic elementary schools may be possible.  There is no conclusive data to suggest that 

a new governance model will prevent or alter the already dramatic rate at which the 

Catholic schools are closing, however the researcher sought to use this study to identify 

actions that might be taken to prevent the continued decline of the Catholic elementary 

schools. The following research question will be used in this qualitative study:  
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 Research question: What behaviors and strategies characterize the governance of 

resurgent parish elementary schools?  

Research Design 

This study has a qualitative design in the form of a critical instance case study. A 

critical instance case study allowed for research to be conducted on multiple individuals 

in similar roles over a period of time (Creswell, 2014). The case study included 

participants from two schools within a specific region of an archdiocese. The schools 

were purposefully selected primarily based on the leadership style of the principal and 

pastor, the organizational structure in place, and the school’s growth within the past 10 

years.  Within each school, the principal, pastor, selected board members, parent leaders, 

and selected teachers were interviewed.  Convey (1997), stated that effective Catholic 

school governance requires the preparation, empowerment, and collaboration of the 

community which it serves. While the principal and pastor are the primary leaders of a 

Catholic parish school, the board members, parents, and teachers all have a vested 

interest in the school’s success.  In addition to the interviews (Appendix A), a 

questionnaire (Appendix B), with open-ended questions, was distributed electronically 

using an online survey tool.  The data collected could provide insight into the individual 

school’s resurgence and what actions were used that could potentially be replicated.  The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed using an online transcription service.  Any and 

all documents collected help explain the organizational structure of each school and of 

the larger system of schools within the archdiocese.  

The dependent variable (DV) was the success of transformation or turnaround of 

the schools.  To measure the turnaround, data was collected from each school and used to 
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identify the key factors of the change.  Data collected from the larger school system 

showed enrollment trends and the financial status for each school.  The data collected can 

be used to measure the DV.  The steps taken and processes throughout and following the 

transformation or turnaround are the independent variable (IV).  

The IV is the strategies and practices of resurgent schools. The IV established 

what was done to effect the change. To understand the IV, data collected during 

interviews and from the open-ended questionnaires were reviewed, and the actions taken 

by school leaders and leadership styles present in each of the schools could be identified 

as reasons for the transformation or turnaround (Johnson, 2015).  In addition to action 

and leadership styles, not all schools functioned under the same governance structure.  As 

a result, the information collected could illuminate which style of governance has a 

greater impact on school transformation or turnaround.  

The schools researched, in this case study, were identified and included because 

of specific criteria.  The schools have a leadership team, a pastor, and a principal who 

have been together not less than five years. The schools have been in existence for not 

less than 20 years.    Within the last 10 years the schools have managed turbulent 

enrollment trends that could have had an impact on the financial status of the school.  The 

demographics, geographic location, and enrollment are similar for both schools. 

Enrollment and financial data collected by the school and the archdiocese during the first 

two months of the school year was collected from the principals of each school with the 

permission of the pastor.  Enrollment and demographic data were available in the 

Archdiocesan Data profile.  The Archdiocesan Data profile is the compellation of all 
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enrollment and demographic information from every Catholic school in the archdiocese 

and was available during the data collection period.   

Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

 The population of the study was the Catholic parish elementary school 

community.  The larger population was refined for this study.  The primary data sources 

for this study were the human participants and the archived records from the archdiocese.  

The pastor and principal had a significant role in this study.  The schools to be researched 

had different governance models, but each of the schools had some form of school board.  

The board president for each school was a notable participant.  A selection of veteran 

parents, provided by the principal or pastor, helped establish an understanding of the 

greater school community.  The teachers included in this study were identified by the 

principal, and at minimum, there should be at least one teacher with six or more years’ 

experience and one teacher with less than five years’ experience.  The principal was 

asked to provide a list of all teachers who fit the criteria for the study; the teachers were 

selected randomly by the researcher.   

 After IRB approval, a research request was submitted to the superintendent of 

Catholic schools for the archdiocese (Appendix C). Historical data regarding school 

enrollment trends for this study were requested from the superintendent of the Catholic 

schools of the archdiocese (Appendix C).  The historical data helped identify the schools 

that fit within this study’s criteria.  The superintendent was an integral part in collecting 

data and gaining the proper permissions from the archdiocese.  Before any schools were 

included in this study, the cardinal of the archdiocese provided permission to conduct this 

study. The superintendent delivered the request to the cardinal for review and approval. 
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Once the cardinal provided his permission, and the superintendent provided the historical 

data needed to identify the schools, the pastors of each school were asked to give 

permission to conduct the research (Appendix D).  Participant invitations were delivered 

by hand with the assistance of the school principals. 

A purposive sample was used.  Purposive sampling or judgmental sampling is 

used when the researcher specifically selects participants because of the participants’ 

knowledge or usefulness (Babbie, 2014). The participants’ roles were purposefully 

selected, and with the aid of the pastor and principal, invitations were delivered to the 

individuals who filled the roles required for the study. All possible participants who fit 

the study’s requirements were submitted to the researcher.  The researcher then selected 

the necessary number of participants from the group. 

Data Collection Tools 

 The collection of research data was a multi-step process including a questionnaire, 

artifacts, observations, and personal interviews.  Through the questionnaire the researcher 

attempted to determine the best practices used by the school principal and pastor, the 

influence and involvement of the board, and the level of teacher and parent satisfaction of 

the efforts.  The questionnaire was open-ended and crafted to encourage a detailed 

response (Appendix B).   

 The interviews (Appendix A) conducted were balanced among the two schools 

(Creswell, 2014).  The interviews had a minimum of ten questions, with follow-up 

questions to be used if needed. The interviews took place on the same day at each school 

and in a location familiar to the participant.  The interviews at both schools took place 

within a reasonable amount of time of each other.  In cooperation with the principal and 
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pastor of each school, the availability of the selected participants was determined and a 

date for the interviews was set.   

 Triangulation was used when analyzing the individual schools. The purpose of 

triangulation is to use several research methods to ensure the validity of the data (Babbie, 

2014; Creswell, 2014).   The data collected during the interviews, through the 

questionnaire, and artifacts collected during observations helped create themes within the 

school community.  Once the data from both schools was collected and analyzed, the 

process of triangulation was used again to identify any themes that were present in both 

schools.  In addition to triangulation, member checking was also used. Member checking 

is the practice of returning the collected data to individual participants to provide the 

participants the opportunity to review the data for accuracy (Creswell, 2014). The 

information collected from the participants was transcribed and produced for the 

individual participants for review to ensure accuracy. The member checking process 

happened after the transcripts were finalized and the data was analyzed.  The 

identification of negative or discrepant information was necessary to ensure validity as 

well.  When a theme was identified, any data collected that was contrary to that theme 

was included to provide realism to the case study.  Finally, the observations allowed for 

an extended period to be spent in the field gathering data.  Observing the themes in action 

and collecting first hand data on the themes present allowed for more valid data.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 The creation and distribution of an informed consent form (Appendix E) for each 

participant was necessary for any individual involved in the research.  The informed 

consent form included ethical considerations, a summary of the research, a confidentiality 
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and anonymity agreement, and other provisions that encouraged the participants’ 

cooperation. Each participant was provided with a copy of the Participants Bill of Rights 

(Appendix F) in addition to the informed consent form.  Once the approval for research 

was granted by the pastor and principal of each school included in the study, a request 

was made for participants (Appendix D).     

All data was collected by the researcher.  The historical data was collected by a 

written formal request (Appendix C) to the superintendent of Catholic schools of the 

archdiocese.  The data requested included all enrollment trends and demographic data 

within the archdiocese, accreditation reports for the schools within the study, as well as 

any financial data that was pertinent to the schools in the study.  The historical enrollment 

data is available to all principals, but the data’s inclusion in this study required 

permission from the superintendent and the cardinal.  Every 18 months the Catholic 

Schools’ office of the archdiocese conducts an accreditation review of all the schools in 

the archdiocese.  This data was used to aid in the validity of other data sources collected.  

The questionnaires, interviews, and observations were conducted within the span 

of one week at each school with the permission of the participating schools.  

Questionnaires (Appendix B) were confidentially distributed to other stakeholders 

involved in school administration through direct emails to each individual. To ensure 

confidentiality, an online survey program called Survey Monkey was used.  The online 

program allowed participants to return the questionnaire anonymously.  The 

questionnaires were hand-coded with memos and the identification of common themes to 

be turned into a narrative (Creswell, 2014).  Interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

The audio recordings were transcribed using an online transcription service called 
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Rev.com. The audio recordings were kept on the researcher’s laptop and on an encrypted 

flash drive.  The laptop was password protected and had up to date antivirus protection.  

The laptop and flash drive were kept locked in the researcher’s home office.   

Alerting each participant to my status as a school principal was necessary.  As a 

colleague of the principals who were partaking in the study, the other participants had to 

understand that regardless of his or her opinion, all data collected was confidential, 

secured, and available only to the researcher.  Further, the principals involved had to feel 

comfortable discussing his or her own thoughts regarding the reasons for success or 

failure at their respective schools.  As a principal who has successfully conducted the 

revival of a Catholic parish elementary school, I needed to remain open to the alternative 

methods used by other principals and school leadership teams as well as refrain from 

making suggestions as to what could have been or could be done.   

Ethical Considerations 

The greatest ethical consideration was the privacy of those asked to be 

participants in the research.  There was a possibility that information collected could lay 

blame or identify areas of concern in the school community.  The information collected 

or data identified could be contradictory to current best practices within the archdiocese. 

Ensuring the privacy of everyone was extremely important.  Several of the potential 

participants were employees whose input could be viewed negatively. To ensure the best 

results, I wanted each participant to speak freely and share as much information as 

possible.  Names and titles were removed from the research.  All descriptions of the 

participant’s school or identifiable descriptors were eliminated from the research.  A hard 

copy of the data collected was stored in a locked file cabinet in my locked home office 
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and two soft copies were stored on my personal computer and on an encrypted flash 

drive.  The personal computer was password protected, had current antivirus software, 

and was kept locked in my home office. 

 Following the completion of this data collection, the information collected was 

made available to the archdiocese, specifically the Catholic Schools’ office and the 

schools involved in the study.  The data was stripped of any identifiers to ensure 

confidentiality and anonymity.  The Catholic Schools’ office has access to the final 

version of the dissertation.  With the information in the dissertation the Catholic Schools’ 

office may be able to aid struggling schools.  The individual schools, as in any quality 

organization, were able to use the information to further better their institutions.    

Data Analysis Plan 

 The data collected has been initially divided into sections: archdiocesan data, 

School A data, and School B data.  The archdiocesan data was the historical data 

requested including any enrollment trends, financial information, and accreditation 

reports.  The archdiocesan data was used to identify trends within both schools being 

studied, but the information also gave a wider lens of trends within schools in the 

archdiocese.  The trends showed the impact of certain behaviors within the school 

community on enrolment growth or decline and financial stability.  The archdiocese 

could create programs and models for the development of leaders and practices to 

strengthen or improve the parish schools. The accreditation data mirrored the interviews 

and questionnaires and potentially provided themes within each of the schools. The 

accreditation data was hand-coded using the open coding method to identify themes 

present in the school.  Babbie (2014) defined open coding as a qualitative process for 
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identifying concepts or themes contained within a piece of data. After each interview, 

themes were identified.  After all interviews were conducted and coded, the themes from 

each were compared in an effort to determine if there were any reoccurring themes.   

 The interviews, questionnaires, artifacts, and observations from schools A and B 

were hand-coded using the open coding method.  If the themes identified during the open 

coding method needed further refinement, the axial coding method was introduced. Axial 

coding identified significant focal points within the concepts identified during open 

coding (Babbie, 2014). Once the themes were identified in each school and within the 

archdiocesan data, the schools were analyzed individually to try to determine what led to 

the recent resurgence, and if the recent success can be replicated or if the success is 

somehow unique to the school.  After each school was analyzed, a comparison of both 

schools was made to try to establish if the successful strategies implemented can be 

reasonably replicated at schools that are in need of a turnaround.   

Summary 

 To effectively determine the behaviors and strategies of resurgent parish 

elementary schools, a case study of two schools was conducted.  This case study included 

several layers of data collection including interviews, observations, artifacts, and a 

questionnaire.  The participants were purposefully selected to produce a purposive or 

judgmental sample.   Following the data collection period, the data was coded and 

synthesized to identify themes and best practices within each of the schools.  Themes and 

best practices that are present were shared with the greater school community to provide 

a potential path for other schools within the region.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

 This chapter includes the data analysis and results of this study.  The findings of 

this research study were based on data retrieved from stakeholders from two schools 

within a region of an archdiocese in the northeastern United States of America and data 

collected from the archdiocesan Catholic Schools’ Office in this study.  The purpose of 

this qualitative case study was to evaluate the best practices and strategies of resurgent 

Catholic parish elementary schools.  The critical instance case study used purposive 

sampling and focused on the characteristics of enrollment trends, financial stability, and 

community satisfaction. Two schools were examined using the same data collection 

procedures: a survey, interviews with select stakeholders, and observations.  The first 

school (School A) was a canonically-governed school and the second school (School B) 

was governed by a board of limited jurisdiction.   

Description of Sample 

 The sample size for this case study consisted of 31 questionnaires collected, eight 

interviews, and two observations.  The survey count consisted of 17 surveys from School 

A and 14 surveys from School B.  The eight interviews conducted were evenly split 

between School A and School B.  An observation took place at both schools during a 

scheduled board meeting.  All data was collected within a 30-day period between the 

months of November and December 2017.  Additional data, including an enrollment 

summary, demographics, gender per grade retention rates, and religious affiliation was 

collected from the archdiocese’s Catholic Schools’ Office in the same time period.  The 

researcher requested permission (Appendix C) from the administration of each school to 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 46

attend the board meetings and collected contact information from each board member at 

that time. The surveys were distributed electronically following the board meetings. The 

interviews were conducted and transcribed within the same 30-day period.   

Data Collection Tools 

This study was conducted to collect data on best practices and strategies of 

resurgent Catholic parish schools.  To collect the appropriate and adequate data needed to 

identify the reasons behind the resurgence, three tools were used.  Each tool described in 

Chapter Three was administered to the applicable participants in this critical instance case 

study.  The open-ended questions used provided data that was coded and identified 

themes that established potential reasons for the school’s successes.  Creswell (2014) 

noted that an observation will allow the researcher to gather firsthand experience with the 

participant and gather the information as it occurs.  These questions were devised to 

encourage meaningful answers using the participants’ personal and professional 

knowledge about the schools in this critical instance case study.  The use of three tools 

provided the researcher with a broad spectrum of responses at different moments during 

the research period. In many qualitative studies, multiple forms of data collected provide 

the reader with information that the observations and interviews may miss (Creswell, 

2014).   In particular, the observations provided a snapshot into the organizational 

management of the two schools.  The observations of the board meetings allowed the 

researcher to glean information about the impact of the two board structures and the 

principal leadership on the schools’ daily operations.    
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Data Coding 

Coding is the process of transforming the raw data collected by survey, 

observations, and interviews (Babbie, 2014).  Open-ended question responses must be 

coded prior to analysis. The researcher is required to interpret the meaning of responses 

which can lead to misinterpretation or researcher bias (Babbie, 2014).  The data collected 

in this critical instance case study was initially hand-coded.  Following the hand coding 

process, axial coding was employed for further refinement.  After reading through all of 

the transcriptions, survey results, and observation notes, the researcher was able to 

synthesize the data.  The data collected was divided into three groups: surveys, 

interviews, and observations.  Those groups were subdivided into School A and School 

B, for a total of six groups.  While reading through each piece of data, notes were hand 

written in the margins identifying topics.  The topics identified began to develop into 

focal areas that linked the participants’ responses.  A chart (Appendix G) for each of the 

three groups was created with the appropriate subdivisions.  The charts allowed the 

researcher to infer relationships between the focal areas identified in the data collected 

from each school.  Once the hand coding process was completed, the data that provided 

the most relevant focal areas was then organized and recoded to determine if additional 

focal areas were present.  Ultimately, the data collection allowed for the data to be 

synthesized according to six focal areas, school board effectiveness, principal leadership, 

access to information, external support structure, pastoral engagement, and school 

finance.  The synthesis of the data collected was then incorporated in the development of 

this chapter.  Killeen (2017) incorporated a similar conceptual framework in his research 

and dissertation.  By	design	the	framework	recognizes	the	previous	knowledge	and	
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experience	of	the	researcher	and	allows for a depth of understanding of the unique role 

and perspective of Catholic school communities (Killeen, 2017). 	

Findings 

 Through the coding process the specific focal areas were present in both schools.  

The focal areas present were school board effectiveness, principal leadership, access to 

information, external support structure, pastoral engagement, and school finance.  School 

board effectiveness took on a unique presence in each school.  Each school in the study 

had a different board structure which filtered into the other focal areas.  Principal 

leadership was a major topic throughout the study.  The impact of the principals’ 

leadership abilities in the schools studied was very clear in each of the data collection 

tools.  The availability or access to information each board had or was given, affected the 

principals’ level of control and the boards’ ability to provide appropriate guidance.  

External support structures in place for the school, or lack thereof, within the archdiocese 

in this study were often commented on by participants.  Many of the participants noted 

that the school or schools may not have the necessary support from the archdiocese or the 

designated archdiocesan officials.  The involvement of the pastor or pastors in the success 

of the schools provided insight into the participants’ understanding of the pastors’ role or 

engagement in the governance of the school.  The financial status of the school weighed 

heavily on the participants in this study, but the access to the actual financial data was not 

necessarily available to the board or participants.  Finally, the archdiocesan data collected 

showed the strength of each school in the study as compared to the overall average of the 

schools within the archdiocese.  The archdiocese in this study recognizes a school’s 
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success or strength on the school’s yearly enrollment trends (Archdiocese of Washington 

Data Book, 2017).   

 The findings and focal areas developed from them, provided a window into the 

function and purpose of a Catholic parish elementary school board.  In addition to the 

function and purpose of the school boards, the principals became a highlight of the 

findings.  The leadership of the principal and the confidence of the participants in the 

principals’ abilities could be easily identified.   

Survey Findings 

 All participants were asked to complete the questionnaire (Appendix B) and 

respond to the questionnaire’s 11 open-ended questions.  The data from these surveys 

was hand coded, with subsequent axial coding to identify more specific trends.  Tables 

1.1 through 1.4 in Chapter One provide descriptive data regarding School A, School B, 

and the archdiocese in this study.  The tables include a five-year enrollment summary, 

school demographics, enrollment per grade during the 2017-2018 school year, regional 

gender enrollment, student retention rates, and religious affiliation.  The tables are also 

segregated into groups specifying whether the information came from the schools, region, 

the archdiocese.  The stakeholders were administration of the school (pastor and principal 

in a canonically-governed school and the principal and board chair in a board of limited 

jurisdiction school), the teachers, and the board members and parents.   

Interviews 

The eight interviews conducted were evenly split between School A and School 

B. The interviews were conducted over a one-month period between November and 
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December 2017.  The interviews were conducted on the school campus at a time agreed 

upon by the researcher and the interviewee.   

Observations 

Observations took place at both schools during a board meeting. The board 

meetings were scheduled between the months of November and December 2017.  The 

board meetings occurred at each school in the evening.  School A’s meeting was held in a 

classroom and School B’s meeting was held in the school library.  Both meetings were 

approximately one and a half hours long.  At the outset of each meeting, the board 

members were introduced to the researcher.  The researcher remained a silent observer 

throughout the meetings.   

School board effectiveness. The board members provided his or her own 

personal interpretation of the board’s purpose and topics surrounding the schools’ 

governance.  The board members were surveyed and were observed at a board meeting.  

Select board members were interviewed during the data collection period.   

 School A.  The board structure of School A was identified as an advisory board 

that had recently been reestablished.  Thirteen of the seventeen survey responses were 

from board members; the other four consisted of two faculty members and two parents 

not on the board.  The most common response to many of the questions regarding board 

involvement was that the board had little or no involvement in the management of the 

school.  In one case the response to board management of the school was that the school 

did not have a board, “we have no board”. One of the board members stated, “I do not see 

much influence from the board in the daily management of the school.” Further, of the 17 
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responses, not one respondent could state the role of the board, its purpose, or how the 

board influences the school’s functions on a daily basis.  

Interview. The advisory board at School A had just recently been reinstated by the 

principal and pastor. The board had been disbanded by the previous principal and pastor. 

No reason for the disbandment was provided. The interviewees noted that the pastor often 

did not attend the meetings due to the separation of duties between the pastor and 

principal. A board member stated that “the pastor is not as involved as we (the school 

community) all would like him to be and it’s not because he doesn’t want to.” The pastor 

had been described by several respondents as “very busy” with parish duties. In addition, 

one interviewee stated that the pastor does not have the background to provide input on 

the school’s function; rather he trusts the principal’s input and provides support.  Two of 

the interviewees could not identify the structure of the board or state definitively if there 

was a school board, adding that the effectiveness of the board “was effectively zero”.  

Only one interviewee could accurately identify the archdiocesan governance structure of 

the school as the pastor, then the principal who is supported by the board.  “I know an 

advisory board exists, it had fallen by the wayside and now it is starting to come back.” 

Observation. School A is an advisory board.  Thirteen school board members 

were present in addition to the principal.  The meeting was only open to board members.  

The board members were all parents who had been selected by the principal.  The pastor 

was not present at the meeting.  The board members were situated in a semicircle focused 

on the principal who led the meeting.  There were no committees discussed or reports 

from committees during the meeting.  The focus of the meeting revolved around school 

activities, communications, and the development of a strategic plan.   
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 The principal was clearly the leader of the meeting.  Information would be 

presented to the board and opportunities for questions from the board were provided.  

Several breakout discussions did occur while the meeting was going on.  The principal 

managed them well and brought the board members back to focus on the meeting’s 

agenda.   

 School B. School B was identified by the principal as an “affiliated corporation” 

within the archdiocese and is governed by a board of limited jurisdiction. This means that 

the school is an “agency or program that participates in the Church’s mission.”  Figure 5 

details the archdiocese’s governance flow chart for School B. The respondents 

established that the board’s role was not in the daily management of the school, rather in 

the organizational management of the school. A board member stated that “the board 

does not have much of a role in the daily management of the school.” The board 

members had a working knowledge of the school’s daily routines as a result of the work 

conducted in board committees and monthly reports at board meetings. According to a 

non-board member, “decisions in the school are made collaboratively between the 

principal and the staff.” The board’s primary function was to establish a budget and make 

financial decisions with the principal as well as establish a long-term plan or strategic 

plan for the school.  One board member noted that “the daily management of the school 

is in the hands of the principal.”  
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Figure 5.  Board of limited jurisdiction organizational model used in the archdiocese of 
this study.   

 

Interview. The board consists of members from the school community and from 

the seven parishes that support the school. The principal of School B is also given the 

title of CEO of the school. “As the CEO, in concert with a team of people from the board, 

decisions are generally accepted.” The board is responsible for the completing the 

principal’s evaluation, establishing tuition, and setting school policy within the 

boundaries set by the archdiocese.  “The decisions about financial matters are handled by 

the board.”  All interviewees were quick to point out that the board does not interfere 

with the day-to-day management of the school.  “They are not allowed to be involved (in 
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daily management), they’re not involved in personnel, and they’ve done a very good 

job.”   

The board is divided into committees with the purpose of fulfilling the goals of 

the strategic plan.  School B touted that their strategic plan was the premise for the 

archdiocesan Catholic schools’ office strategic plan.  The board is specifically utilized in 

the budgeting process, establishing tuition, distributing tuition assistance, and the 

oversight of the strategic plan.  The strategic plan focusses on academic excellence, 

accessibility, affordability, and Catholic identity.   These committees are staffed with 

individuals from specific fields who are able to “provide expertise”.   

The board is comprised of seven parish pastors and professionals from the 

parishes and school communities.  The school is located on the grounds of one of the 

seven parishes; this pastor is the canonical administrator of the parish, but he has no 

authority over the board.  The canonical administrator is primarily involved with the 

Catholic identity of the school.  The superintendent of schools of the archdiocese or an 

appointed proxy is also a member of the board.  Figure 5 provides an organizational flow 

chart for School B.   

Observation. School B is a board of limited jurisdiction as determined by the 

archdiocese.  Twelve board members were in attendance; all board members are 

nominated and appointed through an archdiocesan approved process.  The chair of the 

board noted, “because we do not have a quorum at the meeting, no voting will take place 

until our December meeting”.  The board was subdivided into several committees: 

development, finance, curriculum, governance, strategic planning, and executive.  Each 

committee would report to the greater board and the committee chair or principal would 
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address the specific concerns or action items. The committees are created by the principal 

and board chair and consist of only board members.  The board chair was the central 

figure at the meeting and led the course of the meeting.  The subcommittees met prior to 

the greater board meeting and each provided the entire board with a summary of the 

committee’s minutes and action items.  Nearing the end of the board meeting a board 

member stated that “corporate boards are an excellent way to manage a school.” 

Principal leadership. Participants provided input on the principals’ role in the 

management of the schools.   

 School A.  The primary response to the questions regarding school management 

or success identified the principal as the main or sole reason for the school’s daily 

management and resurgence. This theme was typically followed by a need for more 

administrative support, because the principal was described as being “stretched too thin”.  

According to one participant, “there has been no vice-principal for several years and/or 

department heads or other sorts of faculty in leadership roles.” The principal was 

repeatedly referred to as the main component to the success of the school and the daily 

management of almost every aspect of the day-to-day routine. “The principal is very 

hands-on; she can be seen handling multiple tasks to get the job done.” 

Interview. During the interview process the interviewees commented 40 times 

about the principal’s role in the success and administration of the school.  “We have a 

great principal…who really does it all, including getting substitutes, counseling teachers, 

and planning professional development opportunities.”  The principal at School A has 

been tasked with the management of all school operations and the stakeholders recognize 

the responsibility of managing the school.  While the responsibility of School A’s success 
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has been attributed to the principal throughout the interview process, all four interviewees 

noted the need for a better management structure. “The school could be managed more 

effectively and efficiently with some adjustments to the management structure.”  There 

was a strong desire to expand the administration of the school and provide support to the 

principal. “Too much falls on the principal.”  School A’s interviewees referred to a 

limited administrative structure 21 times during the interviews, continuing to cite the 

need for a better management or administrative structure.  An emphasis was placed on 

the need for additional school administration, such as an assistant or vice principal.   

Observation. The heavy load of responsibility and authority of the principal for 

the operation of the school and the board was very clear during the observation of School 

A’s board meeting.  The principal answered questions ranging in topic from social media 

concerns, finances, curriculum, student information systems, and enrollment.  The 

responsibility for all of the answers rested with the principal.  There did not seem to be 

any board members with the ability to adequately answer the questions regarding many 

of the matters discussed.  During several discussions the principal stated, “I will consider 

the idea and we can discuss it at the next meeting” and then the meeting was redirected. 

The principal effectively returned the board discussion to the printed agenda.  In one 

instance, the possibility of allowing board members to teleconference into the meeting to 

increase board attendance was discussed. The principal noted that “teleconferencing 

would be ineffective, and that board members should be present at the monthly 

meetings”.  The meeting was led, redirected, and managed exclusively by the principal.  

All of the board members were respectful and compliant in the course of action.   
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 School B.  The principal for School B is also referred to in the respondents’ 

answers as the Chief Executive Officer. A board member stated that the principal has 

total management of the school and includes staff, advisors, and board members in some 

decision making when deemed necessary.  In reference to the success of the school’s 

development efforts, the chair of the board noted that “the success of the development 

process is a sign of the principal’s leadership.”  The respondents identified the principal 

as the individual responsible for all aspects of managing the school.  “The commitment 

and loyalty of the administration to our school families and parishes has led to the 

school’s resurgence.” 

Interview. As principal and CEO, School B’s principal not only has the 

responsibility of the school’s daily management but is also “responsible for the 

interaction with the public in regard to fundraising and developing community support.”  

The principal has “total management” of the school and includes faculty, advisors, and 

board members in the decision-making process when “deemed necessary”.  The principal 

“manages the day to day function of the school”.  The interviewees all had a clear 

understanding of the principal’s role in the management of the school.  “The principal is 

involved in the implementation of strategic initiatives in order to ensure the school is on 

the cutting edge.”     

Observation. The board meeting was led and directed by the chair of the board, 

but many of the discussions involved the input of the principal.  Each of the board 

committee reports included the involvement of the principal and at times required the 

principal’s input to clarify a specific topic or issue.  The principal was generating action 

items for the board and looked to the board to take initiative on the items, specifically, in 
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the areas of parent engagement and participation in school-related activities. A major 

topic during the meeting revolved around the expansion of the pre-school.  The principal 

stated, “We will create a committee to investigate the best direction in regard to staying 

the course or adding on to our current pre-school program”. The principal was the most 

knowledgeable individual in the room in regard to the needs of the school and how to 

best meet those needs.  During the meeting the board acknowledged the principal’s 

efforts to renegotiate the rental contracts for the use of the school during non-school 

hours.  A challenge was made to the board regarding the lack of quorum; at this time the 

principal deferred to the expertise of the board and allowed the board chair to determine 

the best course of action.  The principal’s presence was again recognized by the board to 

resume the meeting.   

Access to information. The participants were asked a variety of questions in the 

survey regarding school, board, and archdiocesan organizational structures and 

supporting data.    

 School A.  School A’s participants had little or no information about the 

organizational structure of the school.  None of the 17 respondents could clearly state the 

role of the board, the role of the pastor, or the role of the archdiocese. “Information about 

how decisions are made is not made clear to us as parents.” Those without knowledge 

about the school’s organizational structure included two teachers and the board chair.  

The respondents provided answers, and in some cases, recommended action be taken by 

the board, pastor, or archdiocese. Some of those recommended actions were actually in 

place and recognized by other participants.  Others simply responded, “I don’t know”.  

All of the respondents were very familiar with the principal’s role and function, but there 
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was little knowledge, if any, of the impact of the other leadership structures in place, like 

the role of the superintendent.   “Beyond the archdiocesan financial aid (tuition assistance 

provided by the archdiocese for low-income families), information about the 

management of the school is not made clear to parents, nor in my experience to the 

board.” 

Interview. All interviewees displayed a significant lack of information regarding 

school governance, archdiocesan support, and administrative functions of the school.  

None of the interviewees could accurately detail the role of the superintendent, the 

bishop, or the greater archdiocese when asked about how these individuals or groups 

affected the function of the school.  “The focus really is just how the information gets to 

us…there is a gap in the communication between the decision making and what is getting 

to the school.”  One interviewee stated that the superintendent had a role in educational 

initiatives, but those initiatives were based on the bishop’s direction.  None of the 

interviewees could accurately describe a parish school board. “I really have no idea who 

is on the board, and I don’t know what kinds of decisions get made by the board.”  The 

only aspect of canonical administration that could be identified was that the pastor was 

ultimately responsible for everything that happens within the parish.   

 The teachers interviewed produced some information about the school’s 

governance and leadership structure, but they could not accurately describe how the 

school was organized.  One interviewee stated that the board had “zero” influence on the 

school and was unclear if “they accomplish anything together”.  From the teacher’s 

perspective, the board was not an integral part of the school’s function.  Further, the 

teachers had very little knowledge about the actions or impact of the archdiocese 
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regarding how the school functions outside of providing “limited tuition assistance” and 

“some professional development”. 

 One interviewee was very supportive of the board but had difficulty describing 

what the board’s purpose was.  “Years ago, their role was a lot different.” However, little 

information could be provided as to what their role actually was years ago.  The “new 

board” was created to develop a strategic plan.  This decision to form an advisory board 

came from the principal, yet the interviewees had difficulty describing the board’s 

purpose.   

Observation. There was no clear understanding from the board of the support 

from external sources, specifically the archdiocese.  There was a discussion of fund 

raising and the inclusion of the community in the fund-raising efforts, but there was little 

else the board had input on as far as external supports for the school.  The board 

expressed concerns over the amount of support from the archdiocese in regard to tuition 

assistance for Catholic families, yet the board members could not definitively speak to 

the process or needs of the community.  The board meeting was fueled by questions 

about support from external sources and how the school could foster better support, but 

no action items were developed to begin the process. 

The board of School A had a significant lack of information about school 

operations and the requirements of the school’s management.  Every topic that was 

discussed at this meeting was sidetracked by questions about the topic’s impact on the 

school.  The school information system was discussed at great length.  One board 

member asked, “why can’t we see assignments on the website?” The principal quickly 

identified how to find the information being sought.  The majority of the board members 
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did not have the correct information or any information at all regarding the function or 

purpose of the school information system.  Many members were surprised to hear that the 

school information system could send out mass emails, provide academic records, and 

allow the students access to see assignments posted by teachers.  Board members did not 

direct any frustration at the school faculty or principal.  Much of the frustration was 

targeted at the archdiocese for not “understanding our community”.  

 The lack of information stretched through many areas pertaining to school 

management.  The principal addressed matters of enrollment and capacity, financial aid 

from the archdiocese and the parish, and what is being done to retain students and 

families.  The board provided suggestions to the matters addressed by the principal and 

the principal explained the reality of implementing the suggestions made by the board.  

The principal stated that several of the suggested solutions had been attempted or were in 

place.  This conversation further established that the board was not fully aware of the 

management and function of the school.   

 The matter of a faculty member’s sudden resignation was brought to the 

principal’s attention.  The principal quickly stated that “there would be no discussion of 

the matter and interviews were being conducted to fill the vacant faculty position”.  The 

board did not challenge or pursue the matter any further.  The principal decided to 

conclude the meeting and recognized the effort of the board. 

 Summary. Very little information could be gleaned from the participants of 

School A regarding the structure of the board, its purpose, or the relationship to the 

archdiocese.  The flow of information came solely from the principal, who provided the 

information necessary for the benefit of the meeting.  There was a clear disparity between 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 62

what the information the principal and pastor had when compared to the other 

participants. 

School B.  Survey respondents had a working knowledge of the school’s board 

and the responsibilities of the principal in regard to the management of the school.  The 

board has established committees that report information regarding finance, the strategic 

plan, marketing, and new initiatives with the school. “We meet monthly to discuss 

important issues, policies, planning, budget, etc… Committees meet more often at times, 

and discussions are held with the board throughout the month.” The teachers who 

responded to the survey also had a strong understanding of the board’s role within the 

school.  The communication of information was noted as a strength of the principal.   

Interview. The interviewees had a wealth of information regarding the function of 

the board, the principal’s role, and the governance of the school. The committees within 

the board report at each meeting.  The representatives from the board are from the 

faculty, the school community, and the supporting parishes, and because board members 

are so well informed by the work of the committees, information about the school’s 

operation is well known in the parishes that support the school.  The area that most 

interviewees had difficulty with was the role of the archdiocese in the management and 

support of the school.  One interviewee stated, “The archdiocese’s role is unknown to me 

personally, but I’d venture to guess that it is in keeping with archdiocesan policy 

standards for schools.”  Other interviewees either had difficulty answering or were unable 

to answer questions regarding the archdiocese’s involvement with the school.  The area 

of archdiocesan support seemed to be the only area where interviewees had limited 

information; all other areas had been clearly communicated.   
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Observation. Finance was a major topic discussed during the School B board 

meeting, specifically, the audit performed by the archdiocese. Because of School B’s 

status as an archdiocesan-affiliated corporation, the archdiocese is required to audit the 

school on a regular basis.  This audit was reviewed in great detail.  In addition to the 

audit, which showed the board the school’s strong financial standing, the board reviewed 

the current budget.  The board discussed the final payments on the property that was 

purchased to build the school and the surplus that is available to address major facilities 

needs or upgrades.  The principal discussed the renegotiation of contracts with groups 

that rent the school during non-school hours and if the school should continue renting the 

facility out. This discussion connected to the final payments on the school property.  A 

discussion was had about discontinuing the rental agreements once the school was paid 

off.  This discussion was put on hold.  The board was able to approve the audit’s findings 

without a quorum and was satisfied with the budget.    

Summary.  The data collected from School B suggested that these participants in 

this critical instance case study had a clear understanding of the school board’s function 

and the role of the archdiocese. The principal of School B was thorough in the 

distribution of information from the committees and from the archdiocese.   

External Support Structure. The schools in this study are part of a larger 

organization.  The survey attempted to gather information on what kinds of support were 

provided by the archdiocese or other Catholic organizations.  

 School A.  When answering the questionnaire about the support from the 

archdiocese, the respondents identified actions or needs that are already in place.  The 

most common reply from the respondents was to invest more in tuition support. One 
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board member noted, “There has to be some help from the archdiocese that is substantial 

in terms of the assistance they offer.” The respondents did not identify any supports in 

place from the archdiocese other than minimal tuition assistance and limited professional 

development for the teachers. A veteran teacher stated that most professional 

development support for the teachers came from the principal or other teachers. “The 

archdiocese needs to provide funds to support the principal where there is a clear need to 

ensure best practices in instructors and instruction.” 

Interview. The interviewees all stated that the archdiocese and/or superintendent 

provided little or no support, financial or professional development, to the school.  “There 

is a gap in communication between the archdiocese and what information actually gets to 

the school,” stated one of the interviewees. Additionally, the school’s stakeholders did 

not feel that the archdiocese or superintendent was aware of the day-to-day operations of 

the school.  One interviewee stated that they had “no idea” about the archdiocese’s efforts 

to provide financial support or professional development.  The only indication of external 

support was a reference to educational initiatives when, one interviewee noted, they 

“have to follow initiatives based on the decisions of the archdiocese and superintendent.”   

Observation. There was no clear understanding from the board of the support 

from external sources, specifically the archdiocese.  There was a discussion of fund 

raising and the inclusion of the community in the fund-raising efforts, but there was little 

else the board had input on as far as external supports for the school.  The board 

expressed concerns over the amount of support from the archdiocese regarding tuition 

assistance for Catholic families, yet the board members could not definitively speak to 

the process or needs of the community.  The board meeting was fueled by questions of 
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support from external sources and how the school could foster better support, but no 

action items were developed to begin the process. 

 School B.  School B benefits from the support of several parishes in the region.  

“The school covers seven parishes in the archdiocese.  Each pastor takes turns saying 

Mass at the school and promotes the school within their own parish.”  The relationship 

between the school and the parish was an area of emphasis in the responses to the survey.  

The focus of the parish support was financial, but the relationship between parish 

leadership and the school principal was also a reoccurring trend.  The support from the 

archdiocese was similar to school A.  The focus was on tuition assistance for families and 

a need for more professional development for faculty and staff.  “All of the money from 

the parishes is used to offset the tuition and we give tuition assistance to parish families.” 

The teachers who responded noted that most professional development was internally 

driven and educational initiatives were supported by the principal.  One board member 

stated, “The superintendent, or a representative sits on the board, they do not present, 

they listen and provide archdiocesan support.” The same board member along with 

several others noted the regular absence of the superintendent or a representative from the 

archdiocese at the school’s board meetings.   

Interview. When asked about external supports for the school, the interviewees 

immediately referred to the seven supporting parishes that make up School B’s greater 

community.  The seven parishes contribute to the finances and enrollment of School B 

and the pastors and community members serve on the board.  There was little to no 

reference of the archdiocese involvement in support of the school outside of limited 

tuition assistance and policy decrees that impact the school.  The policies that impact the 
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school from the archdiocese are from the Policies for Archdiocesan Corporations and are 

not designed to support the school, but rather to ensure the school’s adherence to 

archdiocesan expectations and policies.  The interviewees noted that the archdiocese 

could provide “meaningful professional development that addresses educational 

challenges.” 

Observation. Very little was discussed during the board meeting about the need or 

desire for external support for the school.  The board did review the archdiocese’s audit 

of the school’s finances, but this is a policy requirement for all archdiocesan-affiliated 

corporations.  The board did not seem concerned with the external support, nor did they 

express any desire to have external participation.  The superintendent or a proxy was not 

in attendance, thus no input could be provided on the action items for the school.   

Pastoral engagement. The participants commented on the availability and 

involvement of the pastor or canonical administrators with the school.  Determining the 

role of the pastor or canonical administrators provided insight into the operations of the 

school.   

 School A.  The respondents noted that the pastor supports the school spiritually 

but leaves the management to the principal. “The pastor is involved in the oversight of 

the school’s management.” The pastor’s role was identified primarily as a spiritual 

advisor to the school population. “He plans spiritual retreats and initiates various 

gatherings to help build Catholic identity.” Respondents repeatedly noted that he was a 

presence in the school and within the community but did not identify any instances when 

he was engaged in the management of the school.  “The pastor is a very active and 
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positive presence, spending time to know the children, their families, as well as be 

personally available to parents and students.” 

 Interview. During the School A interviews, the pastor was identified as the 

canonical administrator, even though the term canonical administrator was not 

recognized by all of the interviewees.  It was stated that the pastor “has too much on his 

plate” thus he is “not as involved as he would like to be.” The volume of work for the 

pastor presented as a hindrance to his ability to be involved in the management of the 

school.  Each of the interviewees noted the pastor’s desire to support the school and be 

involved, but also noted that he was frequently absent for board meetings and other 

managerial events.  The pastor was seen in the morning if he was passing by after Mass 

or on the basketball court during recess. Further, they stated that the pastor “wants the 

board to be doers, not just idea people”, but “basically just drops into meetings.” 

 Observation. The pastor is well liked and respected in the School A community. 

Even though the pastor was not in attendance at the board meeting, the principal stated 

that he would be made aware of the meeting’s minutes.  The only discussion of the pastor 

during the board meeting happened during the concerns over retention and enrollment.  

The board expressed a desire for the pastor to be vocal in the parish community and 

during Mass regarding the school and an emphasis on Catholic education.   The principal 

noted that “the pastor was willing to speak about the school from the pulpit”.  Outside of 

this brief discussion, the pastor was not included as a topic during the board meeting.   

 School B. School B’s respondents were quick to identify that the school did not 

have a pastor in the traditional sense.  The canonical administrator of the parish where the 

school is located is a board member, but he did not have the authority of a canonical 
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administrator of a parish school. “If a pastor was needed to address a matter of Catholic 

identity, the canonical administrator would be consulted.” The school is supported by 

seven parishes and each of the pastors plays some role in the Catholic formation of the 

school and is a voting member of the board, but they have no authority over the school’s 

daily management.  “Reliance on the pastors has been very, very limited.” The 

respondents noted that the pastoral support for the school was often poorly represented at 

board meetings and within the school outside of Masses and sacramental events.  “All 

pastors are board members and have input into the management of the school, some 

attend board meetings regularly, some occasionally, and some have never attended.”   

 Interview. The seven pastors that support School B are all members of the school 

board and have the ability to provide input on board decisions.  Additionally, “the pastors 

are responsible for promoting the school within their own parishes.”  The pastors 

“provide a wide variety of participation, including Mass and sacramental preparation.”  

The pastors are also involved with the selection of board members from the seven 

parishes.  Each pastor is required to vet the nominations from their parish.  In regard to 

the management of the school, the pastors are limited because of the governance model 

of the school.  Some pastors provide input on the financial needs of a family within the 

seven parishes.  If a family is in need and the pastor is aware of it he may “influence” the 

principal and the board’s decision on tuition assistance.  Most of the pastors are “hands-

off” but will engage if requested by the principal or board.   

 Observation. School B has seven pastors as members of the school board.  At this 

particular meeting three of the pastors were present, including the canonical administrator 

of the parish where the school resides.  All three pastors provided input and made 
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commentary throughout the meeting.  The discussion of Catholic identity of School B 

was led by the principal, yet the pastors were supportive and shared their commitment to 

Mass attendance and sacramental preparations.  The canonical administrator was the most 

outspoken pastor in attendance.  He voiced his thoughts on several matters pertaining to 

the school’s function, but more importantly to the function of the board.  The canonical 

administrator had specific thoughts on the engagement of the board and the need to take 

action on specific action items.  This input was received by the board and noted, yet no 

action was taken.  The pastors were asked to continue to promote the school within their 

parishes and to encourage families to engage the principal in discussion about attending 

School B.   

School Finance.  The schools in this case study did not have the ability to rely on 

the parish or parishes for financial support.  Discussions of budgetary needs and planning 

were present throughout the research. 

 School A.  Concerns of school finance were a reoccurring theme throughout the 

survey.  One respondent noted that “the principal should be paid more to prevent the 

principal from leaving.”  More commonly the focus of financial need was the connection 

between tuition and enrollment.  The need for more students drives the school’s board.  

“The cost to send multiple children from one family through this school is outstanding 

and a great financial burden.”  There were no questions in the survey specifically 

requesting information about the school’s financial status.  Yet, many of the respondents 

identified the need for more tuition support, better pay for the teachers, and an investment 

in the administrative structure of the school.  “The archdiocese needs to help keep tuition 

costs down!” 
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Interview. School A’s financial needs were addressed by interviewees 13 times 

during the interviews, predominantly focusing on tuition assistance and the need for more 

salary support to bolster the administrative team.   “What we need is money; that way we 

could hire a vice principal or someone to take on the various roles the principal currently 

does.” In addition to reducing the workload of the principal, several interviewees focused 

on the need to “keep tuition costs down.”  The focus of the financial strain was on the 

tuition and the perceived limited support from the archdiocese.  “There has to be some 

help from the archdiocese that is substantial in terms of the assistance it offers.”   

Observation. Financial matters dominated School A’s board meeting.   

Fundraisers, school budget, tuition assistance, and faculty salaries were heavily discussed 

during the board meeting.  All of these discussions were focused on continuing the 

success of the school and how to keep enrollment up.  A reoccurring theme during the 

meeting was how to market the school better in the greater regional community. One 

board member asked, “What is being done by the teachers to market the school to 

parents?” The marketing ideas shared included advertising with local businesses, 

neighborhood outreach, facilities upgrades, and avenues to increase enrollment.  The 

budget was not discussed in detail, but the principal was clear that the school was 

financially stable.  The financial discussion produced ideas and they were added to the 

next board meeting’s agenda, but there were no clear action items for the board when the 

meeting concluded.   

 School B. Most of the respondents were familiar with the finances of the school.  

Board members stated that the board’s finance committee is responsible for reporting on 

the budget and working with the principal to establish a budget from year to year.  “The 
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decisions about financial matters are handled by the board.” One respondent noted that 

the principal was responsible for all contract negotiations and final budget numbers.  

“The principal consults with the board on financial matters.” Several respondents stated 

the need for archdiocesan tuition support, but a majority of the survey respondents felt 

the school was financially sound under the principal’s leadership and management.  

“Anytime there is a large expenditure, over $10,000, the principal consults with the board 

to ensure the purchase is on record.” 

Interview. The finances of School B are overseen by the board and the finance 

committee.  The finance committee reports to the board each meeting and the principal 

provides input on specific areas of interest.  The principal does not have the authority to 

approve major expenses.  The principal will alert the school board’s executive committee 

of a potential major expense and the board will then determine the best avenue to 

proceed.  “We are going to have this huge expenditure, I (principal School B) will 

provide three possible vendors, and the board will determine which vendor will complete 

the work.”  The board, in collaboration with the principal, creates, determines, and 

approves the budget and any expenditure on facility upgrades or improvements.  Finance 

professionals are selected to join the board and steer the finance committee.  “The board 

has finance professionals, CPAs, and others highly qualified to manage financial 

decisions.”  The interviewees noted that “the budget is established and voted on by the 

board; the management is in the hands of the principal.”   

Observation. Finance was a major topic discussed during the School B board 

meeting, specifically, the audit performed by the archdiocese. Because of School B’s 

status as an archdiocesan-affiliated corporation, the archdiocese is required to audit the 
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school on a regular basis.  This audit was reviewed in great detail.  In addition to the 

audit, which showed the board the school’s strong financial standing, the board reviewed 

the current budget.  The board discussed the final payments on the property that was 

purchased to build the school and the surplus that is available to address major facilities 

needs or upgrades.  The principal discussed the renegotiation of contracts with groups 

that rent the school during non-school hours and if the school should continue renting the 

facility out. This discussion connected to the final payments on the school property.  A 

discussion was had about discontinuing the rental agreements once the school was paid 

off.  This discussion was put on hold.  The board was able to approve the audit’s findings 

without a quorum and was satisfied with the budget.       

Limitations of Data Collection 

 Although the data collection tools provided the researcher with a variety of 

responses, not all participants were able to, or chose not to respond to some of the 

questions.  Some participants acknowledged the lack of information by simply 

responding “I don’t know” to a prompt during the survey (Appendix B) or the interview 

(Appendix C).  Others proclaimed an uneasiness when asked questions regarding a 

superior or church leadership.  In addition, some of the participants, particularly when 

responding to the survey, did not respond to the prompts with the depth desired by the 

researcher.  

Archdiocesan Data 

Additional data was collected from the archdiocese’s Catholic Schools’ office in 

the same time period as the data collection process of Schools A and B.  The comparison 

of Schools A and B with archdiocesan data provided tangible information regarding the 
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strong enrollment of the two schools.  This data was collected through a student 

information system that is mandated by the archdiocesan Catholic Schools’ office.   The 

student information system allows the Catholic Schools’ office to collect demographic, 

enrollment, financial, religious, ethnic, and gender data from all the schools within the 

archdiocese.  This data can be used for national accreditation and strategic planning 

purposes.   

Enrollment Per Grade. School A’s enrollment is trending upwards in the lower 

grades (kindergarten through fourth grade).  The middle school grades are within the 

average range for similar schools.  School A’s total enrollment is higher than 17 other 

schools in the same region.  School A’s enrollment is higher than 17 other schools in 

kindergarten, 16 others in first grade, eight others in third grade, and nine others in fourth 

grade.  While not all schools in the region have preschools, School A has a higher 

enrollment than all of the other schools in the region in the preschool classes.  The 

preschool classes include children ages three years old and four years old.   

 School B’s enrollment also shows a positive trend.  The enrollment in the lower 

grades was one of the highest in the entire region.  School B’s enrollment is higher than 

20 other schools in kindergarten, 20 other schools in first grade, 15 other schools in 

second grade, 21 other schools in third grade, and all other schools in fourth grade.  

School B also has a preschool, and the preschool posted a higher enrollment than 14 other 

schools.   

 Both School A and School B posted a poor enrollment in one class compared to 

the other classes currently enrolled in the school.  These two classes, currently School 

A’s first grade and School B’s second grade are less than half of the grade ahead of them.  
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Even with these deviations, both School A and School B outperform a majority of the 

other schools in the region.   

School Closures within the Archdiocese.  Within the past 10 years the 

archdiocese has suspended the operation of ten schools.  These schools suspended 

operation under direction of the pastor as a result of low enrollment and limited financial 

resources.  In the same time frame one archdiocesan school has opened in the same 

region as the schools in this case study.  The school that opened was the consolidation of 

two of the schools that had suspended operations within the past ten years. One of the 

schools that suspended operation was in a different region and the other was within the 

region of this study.   

Analysis of Findings 

 Through the data collection process several focal areas reoccurred during the 

observations, interviews, and surveys.  Those focal areas often attributed the success and 

stability of the schools in this critical instance case study on the principal’s leadership 

abilities. The enrollment data and trends for each of these schools could suggest that the 

schools are not meeting the school community’s expectations, yet the data collected from 

the schools’ stakeholders suggests strong school communities with the desire and ability 

to grow.  The relationship between the schools’ positive outlook and the enrollment 

trends may have to do with the leadership and management qualities of the principals 

highlighted in this research.   

 While the schools are perceived as successful within their own communities, there 

was a significant lack of information about the relationship between the schools and the 

archdiocese.  Every individual in the study voiced concerns over the relationship between 
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the schools and the archdiocese.  The concerns varied from the need for tuition support, 

better professional development for teachers, and engagement in the community.  The 

archdiocese has a significant amount of data available on school statistics, which suggests 

the archdiocese has a solid understanding of the individual schools, but that is not the 

perception by the stakeholders in the schools in this critical instance case study.  There 

were more respondents who had no understanding of the archdiocese’s role in their 

school community than those who had some knowledge. The knowledge these select few 

had was limited and insufficient to have a proper understanding. Overall very few could 

effectively communicate the relationship between the school and archdiocese.   

 Pastoral involvement, or lack thereof, presented as a significant component to the 

schools’ success.  Many of the respondents noted the pastors’ willingness to relinquish 

the management of the schools to the principals.  While School B’s canonical 

administrator had no official authority over the school, he was very supportive of the 

school’s governance model.   The pastors provided spiritual support and engagement for 

the school and allowed for the schools to be managed by the educational professionals.   

 The structure of the two school boards did not prove to be a hindrance to either 

principal, yet the corporate structure at School B was highly organized and the meeting 

followed a rigid format.  The meeting’s format seemed necessary to allow all of the 

committees enough time to share and discuss with the greater school board.  There was 

no data to suggest that either school board structure had an impact on the ability of the 

principal to manage the school. The principals’ leadership seemed to dictate the school 

boards’ ability to function in a manner conducive to the principals’ leadership style.  The 

pastor of School A provided the principal with the berth to manage the school as a result 
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of the pastor’s greater responsibilities to the parish community.  Ultimately, the board of 

limited jurisdiction was more organized and could be perceived as more efficient, but the 

advisory board did not prove to be an issue for the success of School A.    

Summary 

 Through a series of observations, interviews, and questionnaires, research was 

conducted on the behaviors and strategies of two schools within a region of an 

archdiocese.  Gathering input from stakeholders within each school community allowed 

for a closer look at the organizational structure and leadership practices within the two 

schools.  Through the data collected the findings created additional questions about how 

the schools in this critical instance case study became and remained successful.  The lack 

of information provided from the schools’ stakeholders regarding the relationship 

between the individual school and the greater archdiocese presents a significant area of 

concern. This lack of understanding seems to provide the stakeholders with a sense of 

independence or autonomy from the archdiocese. This perception by the stakeholders 

may be a result of the strong leadership from the principals. Understanding the 

relationships and the hierarchal structure of the governance models in this study allowed 

the research to naturally begin to identify reasons for the continued resurgence and 

prosperity of School A and School B.   Continued research on principal leadership and 

the pastor’s impact on the schools would be prudent to expand the research on Catholic 

elementary school success. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 McNiff (2016) explained that the Catholic school model of “one parish, one 

school,” that had successfully served Catholic communities for more than 200 years was 

no longer sustainable for the majority of our elementary schools, and that the future of 

Catholic elementary schools, like any business, relies on the ability to adapt to the ever-

changing world.  Research conducted in an archdiocese in the northeastern region of the 

United States using interviews, observations, and a survey provided an indication of why 

the two schools in this study were witnessing success and stability. Through the research 

the participants routinely noted that the success of the school was a result of the strong 

leadership of the principals. The schools operated under different  governance models, 

School A in the traditional canonical administration model and School B under a board of 

limited jurisdiction.  Chapter five will expand on the possibilities for future Catholic 

school governance based on the successful practices and strategies used by the schools in 

this study.  This chapter also discusses the future hurdles, implications, and opportunities 

for future research.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study is to evaluate the best practices and 

strategies of resurgent Catholic parish elementary schools.  The case study used 

purposive sampling and focuses on the characteristics of enrollment trends, financial 

stability, and community satisfaction. The individual schools are within a region of an 

archdiocese in the northeast region of the United States. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to identify practices by the leaders of resurgent parish 

schools to support sustainability and growth in Catholic elementary schools.  The 

identification of strategies and governance models could allow Catholic schools to 

implement programs with the leadership of properly trained educators and 

administrators.       

Proposed Solution 

Through the identification of best practices and strategies by the leaders of 

resurgent parish schools, efforts should be developed to support the sustainability and 

growth in Catholic elementary schools.  A thorough evaluation of school governance 

models could allow Catholic schools to create programs and strategies in addition to the 

leadership of properly trained educators and administrators. New and strengthened 

governance structures are needed to address challenges of Catholic schools and to 

implement the related strategies (Haney, 2010).    

For Catholic schools to survive, school leaders will need proper training and the 

ability to identify new and innovative forms of school governance.  The traditional model 

of Catholic school governance is no longer an effective model as society continues to 

become more secular. Implementing a new governance model in any parish or diocese is 

no small matter and requires a great deal of ecclesiastical collaboration and approval 

(McDonnell, 2014). Haney (2010) noted that governance shifts are important as Catholic 

school leaders contemplate adapting alternative governance models to ensure long-term 

sustainability for Catholic schools. Within this archdiocese, school leadership should 

work together to identify new or modern forms of school governance and establish a plan 
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to begin the transition towards modern models and away from the traditional model of 

canonical administration.   

A variety of models exists in independent Catholic schools and some 

archdiocesan Catholic schools.  Boards of Limited Jurisdiction are already in place in 

select schools within the archdiocese in this study.  Boards with limited jurisdiction have 

power but not the ultimate authority over the schools (Sheehan, 1990).  Mercer (1996) 

noted that consolidation, the assimilation of two or more schools into one location, is a 

less popular option yet this model has witnessed success in other areas of the United 

States. After a consolidation effort in Detroit, the enrollment was boosted, and the 

school's financial stability improved (Mercer, 1996).  Many independent Catholic schools 

have established a president/principal model which replaces the canonical administrator 

with an individual who does not necessarily need to be a clergy member. According to 

McDonnell (2014), this model clarifies leadership roles: the pastor can be the true 

pastoral leader and the primary governing body can consist of individuals with the 

necessary expertise. The president would manage the operations of the school, while the 

principal would manage the academic needs of the school.   

 Two schools within the archdiocese in this study participated in the research 

conducted surrounding best practices and strategies of resurgent parish schools. Schools 

A and B would be considered successful under the current standards of this archdiocese.  

The successful move of a failing school from canonical administration to an alternative 

governance model could serve as a model for other schools within the archdiocese that 

are facing financial or enrollment challenges.  The school would need to work closely 

with the archdiocese, fostering a strong relationship and understanding with the 
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community, to create a plan to transition from pastoral oversight to a governance model 

that allows the strong leadership of the principal to take full control.  This move would 

also require the archdiocese to be prepared to relinquish some control over the schools. 

For example, the transition of School A to a principal-centered governance model could 

provide steps for other schools to make this transition, but other schools could be better 

suited for different types of restructuring. 

 Consolidation is not a welcome topic in most Catholic school communities, but it 

has been proven to be successful. While School A is considered to be successful, other 

schools may not be stable enough to sustain the transition to another governance model.  

Through consolidation, school and parish resources could be pooled to establish a school 

with a greater enrollment and better financial standing.  The process requires significant 

collaboration between school and church leaders and sensitivity to the communities 

partaking in the change.  Convincing families that their school could close and they 

would need to relocate to another location is difficult. Many Catholic elementary schools 

have longstanding traditions and alumni with strong affinity for their schools.  The 

disappearance of a school’s identity could be detrimental to future success.  Further, 

teachers and staff could lose their jobs through a consolidation plan. Even with 

consolidation and the combination of enrollment, the finances required to employ two 

faculties in one school may not be feasible.  Schools with a faltering enrollment and weak 

financial standing should be considered for consolidation.  In doing so, the opportunity 

for Catholic education could remain viable for more children. 

 
 
 
 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 81

Support for the Solution 
 
 Transitioning from the traditional canonical administration model to an alternative 

form of Catholic school governance would require the archbishop’s approval. During the 

research, specifically the survey, several participants noted the lack of involvement or 

engagement from the leadership within the archdiocese.  In the event the archbishop 

approves a change in governance, the process to begin the change in Catholic elementary 

schools would require the identification of schools and parishes that could sustain the 

transition.  The move to an alternative governance model in a struggling school could 

result in failure because the school or school leader may not be strong enough to sustain 

the necessary changes. An unskilled executive could cause more harm than an unskilled 

board, precisely because the executive would have the authority and capacity to enact 

change (McDonnell, 2014). Further, Ozar and Weitzel-O'Neill (2013) noted that the 

success of the school mission depends on effective governance, which provides clear 

direction and leadership to ensure effective school operations. The transition to an 

alternative governance model for multiple schools would require an established plan of 

action with the support of the school and parish communities.  In the archdiocese where 

this study occurred, consolidation has occurred only once.  This process took place over 

several years and resulted in a financially stable school with a balanced enrollment.  The 

school remained under canonical administration of the host parish.   

 The findings during the research of School A and School B demonstrate that there 

is no one size fits all model for school leaders.  The school data collected suggests that 

the core of the schools’ success is the leadership of the principals.  In the development of 

a plan to restructure Catholic schools, there would be a need to clearly define the role of 
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the principal as well as what type of individual is needed to be an effective school leader. 

In the process of defining a school leader, the traditional model of a teacher rising to the 

level of administrator may no longer be a reasonable requirement.  Instead, looking to an 

individual with a business background may be someone better suited to run the 

operations of a school, while an educator is placed in the role as school administrator. 

The data collected from School A’s participants frequently stated the need for 

administrative support for the principal due to the wide range of duties that fell outside of 

routine education decisions.  McDonnell (2014) noted that when the executive is a pastor 

with extensive and diverse responsibilities, he may be unable to provide a necessary 

focus on school governance or administrative matters. Establishing the 

president/principal model may have greater benefit to schools as Catholic education 

attempts to prevent the steady decline in enrollment. The president maintains the daily 

operations of the schools as the executive because the pastor may have little or no 

professional education expertise, business skills, or training for managing a Catholic 

school (McDonnell, 2014). 

 In addition to the need for a strong school leader, the participants in the study 

noted the pastor or canonical administrator’s distance from the daily operations of the 

schools.  The influence, or lack of influence, seemed to serve the schools well.  The 

primary function of the pastor and canonical administrator was to be a faith leader and 

advisor to the principal (Archdiocese of Harrisburg, 1996; Archdiocese of Washington, 

2009; Archdiocese of Chicago, 2008; Archdiocese of Salt Lake City, 2017).  This is 

certainly not the structure established for most Catholic schools.  The pastor has 

traditionally been the chief operating officer of the school and appoints the individual 
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who will run the school.  The appointment of this individual is based in Canon Law and 

the appointment has specific requirements that must be adhered to.  The successes 

witnessed at both School A and School B seemingly arose from the willingness of the 

pastor or canonical administrator to relinquish control of the school and allow the 

professional educator to manage the operations without interference.  In addition to the 

willingness to relinquish control, the pastor or canonical administrator for each school 

was also in favor of Catholic education.  Both individuals were engaged in the 

community through faith development of the students and families and through support 

of the school’s development programs.  The data gathered suggests that the pastor or 

canonical administrator’s ability to support the school without interference is a key factor 

in the school’s success.   

Moving Catholic schools to a board of limited jurisdiction or a president/principal 

model could establish a more professional relationship between the school and parish.  If 

the pastor or canonical administrator became faith leaders of the school rather than chief 

administrators and granted the authority over the school to a professional business or 

educational person, Catholic schools may stem the decline and potentially begin to grow.  

Canon Law currently gives the pastor the ultimate authority over the school regardless of 

the pastor’s experience with schools or professional background.  If the pastor is not in 

favor of the school for any reason, the principal could struggle to make successful 

progress with enrollment or with academic and/or financial growth.  The need for vowed 

religious to promote religious vocations in Catholic schools is essential, yet the need for 

professional administrators is also a serious need that could result in Catholic school 

resurgence.   
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution  

 There is no shortage of stakeholders within the Catholic school community.  

Educators, families, alumni, and parishioners are all invested in the success of Catholic 

education.  The challenge that all of these stakeholders face is the lack of necessary 

financial investment required to sustain Catholic schools (Killeen, 2017). The participants 

for both schools in this study frequently mentioned the need for financial support from 

the archdiocese to ensure positive enrollment growth and the schools’ stability. 

Traditionally, Catholic schools have been financed by tuition payments, parish and 

archdiocesan subsidies, and local fundraisers (Wuerl, 2008). The rising costs of tuition, 

the aging physical plants of many schools, and the changing demographics within parish 

school communities are impacting the ability of the stakeholders to initiate change.  

Parishes no longer have the ability to subsidize Catholic schools and in response tuitions 

continue to rise to simply meet the budget’s bottom-line.  Little or no money is put aside 

for physical plant improvements, rather the principal and possibly the pastor, are 

responsible for additional fund-raising efforts to continuously improve the school.  To 

further challenge the stakeholders’ investment in Catholic schools, the greater church is 

also not in a position to assist the many struggling Catholic schools.  The current 

canonical governance structure places the financial management of parish schools on the 

pastor and parish community.  The bishops often do not have the financial resources 

within their diocese or archdiocese to support the growing needs of Catholic schools.   

 While parish Catholic schools’ stakeholders struggle to keep the schools 

functioning, schools that are independent or managed by a professional board seem to 

have fared better in the Catholic school decline.  McDonnell (2014) noted that a Catholic 
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elementary school in Minneapolis, which was created through a consolidation of five 

parish schools and is governed by a board of full authority, has resulted in measurable 

success through increased fundraising, community visibility and needed programs.  

Additionally, McDonnell (2014) stated that the school witnessed greater stability for 

school administrators, who benefit from the support and expertise of the board, but found 

that the primary challenge has been recruiting sufficient talent to the board. The 

incorporation of business leaders into the management of Catholic schools has led many 

independent Catholic schools to reverse the trend of diminishing enrollment (Haney, 

2013).  These professionally-managed schools have invested heavily in the school’s 

physical plant, developed proper business practices, and contributed to strong financial 

management practices. The principal of School B shared that his relationship with the 

professionals on the school board aided in the upkeep of the school’s physical plant.  One 

particular example the principal shared was the replacement of the school’s boiler.  The 

principal relied on the experience of the accountants, lawyers, and other professionals on 

the board to successfully manage the project.  Allowing the stakeholders with 

professional business experience into leadership roles within the school community could 

greatly improve the school’s ability to handle a decrease in enrollment or transitions of 

power. Ozar and Weitzel-O'Neill (2013) stated that an effective Catholic school begins 

with effective governance and leadership, and an effective school is a successful school. 

 The greatest impediment to stakeholders and the efforts to successfully turn 

schools around is the antiquated organizational structure of Canon Law (James, 2007).  

With the continually diminishing numbers of priests in the United States, the expectation 

that each school has an experienced vowed religious leader with school management 
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abilities is unreasonable.  The current structure will inhibit the transition of authority over 

schools to stakeholders with adequate experience. Canon Law allows ecclesial officials to 

delegate responsibilities at their discretion, infinite configurations of authority are 

possible depending on how canonical authority delegates power.  (McDonnell, 2014) To 

begin transitioning to a different governance style the bishops would need to agree on a 

more global change in Canon Law.  Change can occur in individual dioceses and 

archdioceses, but the effort to save as many Catholic schools as possible would require 

more sweeping change.   

 In this case study, to allow change the archdiocese could create individual 

corporations in each parish.  The process to create an archdiocesan-affiliated corporation 

is detailed in the archdiocese’s Policies for Archdiocesan Corporations; further Figure 5 

provides the structure of an archdiocesan-affiliated corporation. The schools would then 

become corporations managed by a board of limited jurisdiction. A board of limited 

jurisdiction leverages the knowledge and professional expertise of stakeholders within the 

school and parish community. In addition to establishing these new corporations the 

archdiocese would also need to create lease agreements with each school for the use of 

parish property.  The parishes and the archdiocese would see a financial gain in this 

scenario.  The insurance coverage that the parishes are responsible for in the canonical 

administration model would no longer be an expense incurred by the parish.  In addition 

to the lowered insurance costs for the parish, the school faculty would also be paid 

separately.  The school would be responsible for all salary and benefits for the faculty.  

The largest expense for a Catholic elementary school is the employee salaries.  With the 

reductions in expenses the parish would also benefit from a steady rental income from the 
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newly created school corporation.  The school no longer being part of the parish would 

exclude the school from the benefit of having access to facilities without a rental 

agreement.  The fee in the rental agreement could be minimal, but the archdiocese would 

set the rental rate for each school and parish.  There are several schools within the 

archdiocese in this study that have moved to this model and have remained open.  These 

schools were not a part of this study, thus there is no data to confidently state if they are 

successful schools.    

 The models of consolidation, board of limited jurisdiction, and independent 

corporate management governance styles have been implemented in other schools within 

the archdiocese researched in this study.  The practicality of instituting each of these 

models is feasible.  The transition to an independent model has happened most recently 

as a result of school communities not accepting the decision of a parish priest or 

archdiocesan officials to close that specific school.  According to the Archdiocese’s data 

book (2017), schools that were established as independent Catholic schools have 

remained open and the enrollment numbers suggest stable enrollment trends.  Due to the 

school’s status as independent they no longer receive the full support of the archdiocese.  

In addition to the lack of support, the independent schools housed on parish property are 

charged rent and are responsible for all insurance costs required by the archdiocese.  The 

move from a parish school to an independent school is a relatively new attempt to save 

Catholic schools, and there is limited data to suggest if this model has been successful.  

 The consolidation model has been used one time in this archdiocese.  Two 

schools, both from different regions, but geographically close to one another, suspended 

operations and were reconfigured into one school.  The consolidated school had a new 
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name and new mission; in essence an entirely new school was created in the same 

location as one of the two schools that were suspended.  All employees lost their jobs and 

were provided the opportunity to reapply.  The school did have two principals for a 

limited time, and the administrative structure was reconfigured over time to represent a 

more traditional model.  The consolidated school remains under the greater archdiocesan 

umbrella and is subject to the same rules as a canonically-administered school.  The 

archdiocese has detailed records on the consolidation plan and has proposed the model at 

least one other time, yet the request for the consolidation data to be used in this case 

study was not granted.   

 The board of limited jurisdiction model presents the most data primarily because 

the model is currently the only alternative governance model in archdiocesan schools.  

While only two schools in the archdiocese are in this administrative model, many 

independent schools use a similar model to School B while operating under the auspices 

of a religious order.  The members of a board of limited jurisdiction are selected through 

a vetting process.  The archdiocese uses an extremely rigorous vetting process to ensure 

board members represent the stakeholders within the school communities.  The vetting 

process is detailed in the by-laws of archdiocesan corporations.  The inclusion of 

professionals from a wide range of businesses provides the schools with a wealth of 

knowledge and experience that may not be present in the traditional canonical 

administration model.  Because the board members are not required to be school parents 

or parishioners, the school leadership can seek out professionals with a skill set or 

financial means that can be beneficial to the school.   
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 Research has been conducted on each of these governance models throughout the 

United States (Haney, 2013; James, 2007; McDonnell, 2017).  Yet the data has not 

swayed the greater Catholic Church to work towards a decision to utilize these models of 

school governance.  The Catholic Church is a hierarchal organization, yet each 

archdiocese and parish has the ability to make decisions independently of the higher 

authority within the confines of Canon Law.  The Catholic Church does retain control 

over the organizations it sponsors, such as schools.  The process and likelihood of 

separating from the canonical administration model to one of the alternatives would 

require a significant amount of planning and financial data to suggest the move’s 

feasibility.  In the archdiocese of this study, the schools that had moved to the 

independent model only did so after they were designated to suspend operation and the 

school communities felt they could remain open.  The two schools that are run by boards 

of limited jurisdiction were established prior to any significant decline in the archdiocese.  

Additionally, School B was established as a board of limited jurisdiction and the high 

school was converted to a board of limited jurisdiction after the religious order 

relinquished control and handed the school over to the archdiocese.  The decision to 

move from the canonical administration model would require a significant amount of 

support from the school communities and the willingness of the Church leadership to 

separate from the school in an administrative capacity.   

Practicality of the Solution 

 While consolidation, a board of limited jurisdiction, and the president/principal 

models  are viable and have seen success in other areas of the country, this research 

suggests that the reason for the schools success is the strong leadership of the principals. 
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The data collected from School A and School B both point to the principals’ leadership as 

the primary reason for the stability and success the schools’ have witnessed. Within this 

geographic area, which has a very high population density, the opportunity to find willing 

partners and board members can be achieved with the proper guidance and corporate 

structure.  The archdiocese has a strong corporate model that is used by two schools and 

many other non-school organizations within the archdiocese.  Transitioning to an 

established model with experienced leaders could take several years, but the move would 

have fewer pitfalls due to the others that have made the transition or are already in the 

model. The challenge would be the securing of board members with experience and the 

willingness to take on a fiduciary responsibility for the individual school rather than the 

greater archdiocese.  Currently, the archdiocese and schools often compete for the same 

donors and the schools often lose due to the lack of personnel who can be committed to 

pursuing the donors.  As the archdiocese has a team of individuals working towards the 

pursuit of donors, schools will often only have the principal seeking donors.  Both the 

Church and the schools are nonprofit organizations that need financial support from 

external sources to sustain themselves.  Determining boundaries for the schools and the 

archdiocese regarding donor cultivation would be essential to the development of a 

corporate board structure in the schools.   

 The consolidation model is a viable option, but the trauma of suspending schools 

and reestablishing a new entity could cause some families and stakeholders to be more 

cautious.  The conversation around consolidation is sensitive and should be initiated well 

before the actual event occurs.  There have been failed attempts at consolidation within 

this archdiocese because the conversation was held behind closed doors and the school 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 91

communities involved were excluded from the discussion.  The consolidation approach 

also leaves the canonical administration governance model in place.  The only change 

taking place is that two or more schools are reconfigured into one school.  Fiscally, 

consolidation could be the most reasonable option, but considering the best practices of 

school leadership, this model could simply delay the closure of another school.  The 

determination of how the school would be run will still rest with the canonical 

administrator.  The consolidation model is highly practical from the archdiocesan 

standpoint, but the fallout would directly impact the faculty, parents, alumni, and 

community members.   

 The creation of an independent corporate school would be similar to the creation 

of a board of limited jurisdiction, except the school would be completely separate from 

the archdiocese in every way but religious education. This model would be the least 

practical because of the legal and financial rigors incurred by the school, parish, and 

archdiocese.  The school would see a greater increase in financial constraints, which may 

worsen the state of the school.  Adding rental payments and insurance costs could be an 

unreasonable request for a school that is experiencing declining enrollment.  The parish 

could lose an important source of community support as schools are often the largest 

group within the parish.  The rental income may be financially beneficial, but the upkeep 

of the physical plant would still rest on the parish and there is no guarantee that the rental 

income could sustain the requirements of the facility.  Finally, the archdiocese would 

need to establish a legal agreement with the school.  This legal agreement would 

basically be a rental contract.  The archdiocese would still own the land and the school 
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would rent the facility.  If the school fails, the building could remain dormant costing the 

archdiocese.   

Resources for the Solution 

 The corporate bylaws for the archdiocese are well written and provide a road map 

for the establishment of board of limited jurisdiction.  If the archdiocese would agree to 

move schools to a governance model other than canonical administration, a great deal of 

financial support would be needed.  The move to an alternative governance model should 

be seen as the creation of a new company. The research available and conversations with 

school leaders revealed that no one governance model is ever a permanent, perfect 

solution to each school’s problems (McDonnell, 2014). To ensure success, the 

archdiocese would need to select schools capable of implementing alternative models.  

The data available to the Catholic schools within this archdiocese could provide school 

leadership with indicators of which schools could endure a transition.  Research into the 

socioeconomics of the areas surrounding the schools would also be a strong indicator for 

which schools to select for the alternative governance models.  If the area’s real estate 

values are low, that could suggest there is not enough financial means within the 

community to support the school that was not directly linked to the parish (Schorsch, 

1997).  Further, Brinig & Garnett (2012) noted that other factors to consider would be the 

area’s crime rate, population density, and average household income.  Each of these 

factors could point to a specific governance model rather than exclude them from making 

change that could lead to greater success.  If the socioeconomic status of the area where 

the school or schools are located does not have the financial stability for a board of 

limited jurisdiction, consolidation may be an option.  Focusing all efforts on one school 
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rather than two or more could result in a positive outcome. For instance, if the 

communities came to consensus on the plan for consolidation, financial resources could 

be poured into one physical plant.  The enhanced physical plant could draw more 

students and increase parent satisfaction with the consolidation model.   

 The capabilities of the school leadership are the most crucial component of the 

decision to move away from canonical administration.  Financial resources may create 

the ability to rebuild, restructure, or reconfigure a school, but without capable leadership 

in place the change may be irrelevant.  The fundamental characteristics needed in the 

school leader are not much different from those used in turning around a failing business 

(Stein, 2012). This case study showed that the school communities saw the principal as 

the key reason for the schools’ success.  A proper evaluation of the school leader should 

be conducted to determine if a transition is viable.  The evaluation of the principal should 

be conducted by potential board members or those who will have a fiduciary 

responsibility in the school.  The school leader will be responsible for initiating the 

change and navigating any challenges that occur.  There is the strong possibility that the 

current school leader could be incapable of leading the transition.  While an unsatisfying 

thought, the purpose of the transition is to save the school and the change of governance 

may result in the need for a change of leadership.   

 The commitment to the success and survival of Catholic schools must be 

supported by all stakeholders.  Acknowledging that schools need professionals to lead 

them is the first step.  The humility needed by school and church leaders to engage in the 

change process is an incredibly valuable resource as well.  McDonnell (2014) noted that 

with a shortage of priests, the financial challenges that many dioceses face for other 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 94

reasons, and the lack of training and mentoring that priests may have in the business of 

running schools, many parishes are no longer able to independently support and sustain 

schools. Significant research has been conducted on successful school governance 

models (Haney, 2013; James, 2007; McDonnell, 2017).  Employing that research in this 

archdiocese and committing to the success of the Catholic schools within the archdiocese 

could result in even stronger Catholic schools.    

Policies affecting the Proposed Solution   

 The Catholic Church is governed by Canon Law.  Under Canon Law, the Roman 

Pontiff, also known as the pope, is responsible for the worldwide stewardship of the 

Catholic Church.  Canon Law dictates all aspects of the Catholic Church including how 

schools are organized. According to the Policies for Archdiocesan Corporations (2017), 

the archdiocese in this study is a chartered corporation established by an Act of Congress 

in 1948.  This Act established the archbishop and his successors as the Roman Catholic 

Archbishop, Corporate Sole.  While Canon Law does address how schools can be 

organized, the details are relatively broad and left to the bishop of the archdiocese to 

determine how to organize a school.  Canon Law 1276 states that the archbishop is 

responsible for supervising the administration of archdiocesan organizations.  To further 

refine the organization of a school, the canonical administrator of a school is allowed to 

appoint an individual to administer operations of the school within the parish.  Canon 

Law gives all authority to the canonical administrator in a traditional parish school and 

the case would be similar in a consolidated school.  The pastor of the parish where the 

school resides would hold the title of canonical administrator.  The other pastor or pastors 

would have a seat on the board, but no canonical authority.   
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 The school governance models are not specifically detailed in Canon Law, but the 

authority to create corporations within an archdiocese is detailed in Canon Law.  The 

bishop can create corporations as part of the archdiocese as long as those entities are in 

line with Canon law. The archdiocese in this study has clearly defined polices and bylaws 

for the schools and corporations. Those appointed to corporate boards in the archdiocese 

have designated powers in line with the policies established in the bylaws. These policies 

and bylaws are fashioned to meet the requirements of civil laws.  Although the Catholic 

Church is exempt from many civil laws, some Canon Laws and civil laws conflict.   In 

the case of schools, lay persons who are not tax exempt comprise the majority of 

employees. Employing lay persons requires the Catholic Church to follow 

nondiscrimination policies and equal opportunity laws.  Placing a board in control of a 

school could increase the opportunity for conflict between Canon and civil laws.  The 

inclusion of the clergy on the board would be essential to ensure that Canon Law is being 

adhered to.  The balance between Canon Law and civil law has some challenges but the 

policies in place for schools have been managed well by this archdiocese and should not 

hinder the transition to any of the models.   

Policies for Archdiocesan Corporations and Organizations 

 The policies and bylaws for organizations within the archdiocese vary based on 

the purpose or mission they serve as well as the manner in which they were established.  

According to the Policies for Catholic Schools (2009) of the archdiocese in this study: 

The governance structures for Catholic schools vary depending on the sponsoring 

organization that has overall responsibility for the school. The Archdiocese, 

through parishes, has direct responsibility for all aspects of parish and 
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Archdiocesan-owned schools and for recognizing the affiliation of independent 

schools as Catholic schools. For independent Catholic schools, the responsibility 

for the day-to-day operations, instruction, financing and overall direction of the 

school rests with the sponsoring community or organization.  

These policies more clearly delineate the relationship between the variety of 

schools and the Archdiocese so that roles and responsibilities are clearly defined. 

In addition, for Archdiocesan owned and operated schools, these policies more 

clearly outline the roles and responsibilities for pastors, chief administrators and 

other leadership positions. (p. ix) 

The policies surrounding governance are intentionally vague due to the variety of 

Catholic educational institutions within the archdiocese.  For a majority of the policies 

established there would be little need for change as the policies are already open for 

interpretation and manipulation.  One specific area that would need revision would be the 

identification of who manages the schools.  Currently, the policy states that the 

sponsoring community or organization has direct oversight if the school is independent.  

To effectively move schools to a non-canonical administration model all schools would 

need to fall under this designation, effectively removing control of school operations 

from the parish or canonical administrator.   Because the archdiocesan polices leave room 

for interpretation, some language may need to be changed, but the framework is already 

in place for schools to transition to a variety of governance models that could lead to 

stronger schools and end the trend of declining enrollment.   
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Potential Barriers and Obstacles  

The most significant obstacle to a change in governance models is the hierarchal 

structure of the Catholic Church.  The pope and his cardinals dictate the policies for the 

Catholic Church based on Canon Law. The bishop of each archdiocese has the authority 

to direct funding and support to any of the ministries under his authority.  Currently, 

within the archdiocese of this study there is no indication that a shift in governance is 

likely.  With the exceptions of the few schools that were created within the last 20 years 

or those that have become independent, all schools fall under a traditional canonically-

administered model.  The decision to move from a canonically-administered school to an 

alternative governance model would need to be approved by the bishop.  In the event the 

current bishop would approve the decision to alter the governance models within the 

archdiocese, the bishop’s decision is not permanent.  When the bishop retires or is 

relieved of his duties, the pope will appoint a new bishop.  This bishop could reverse the 

decision to change school governance in this archdiocese. With the plan to change 

governance to take several years, a change in archdiocesan leadership could stop the 

entire process. If the change process was to be successful there would need to be 

consistency in the leadership of the archdiocese and support from those in authority.   

Independent versus Parish School 

Adding to the complex nature of changing Catholic school governance is the 

already significant number of independent schools within the archdiocese. Currently 

there are 29 independent Catholic schools within the archdiocese.  The independent 

schools follow a variety of governance structures and often have higher tuition rates than 

the parishes counterparts.  As a ministry of the Catholic Church the parish schools are 



AN EXAMINATION OF RESURGENT PARISH SCHOOLS 98

intended to serve the members of the community.  While the costs of parish Catholic 

school are already more than some can afford, the change to an independent model could 

cause prices to increase driving even more families away from Catholic schools.  

Increasing tuition and possibly reducing the number of families that are able to attend 

Catholic schools is counterproductive to the research in this study.  Independent schools 

may not have a firm connection to their parish community.  The result could be a steady 

decrease in parish support for the school and a disconnect between the community the 

school is in.  Some parish schools already struggle with parish/school relations due to 

demographic and socioeconomic shifts within the shared community. Catholic 

elementary schools often receive support from the parish because the parish feels a 

connection to the school; the move to an independent model may change that perception.  

The Four Regions 

The four regions within the archdiocese also present a significant obstacle to the 

implementation of new governance models. The archdiocese hosts a variety of 

socioeconomic areas and a demographically diverse population. Each school within the 

archdiocese has a unique culture and the principal is often a representation of those 

communities.  Implementing a new governance model in any of the schools would 

require a significant understanding of the individual school cultures and the ability of that 

school to sustain the suggested change.  There are schools within the archdiocese that 

could initiate and sustain a shift to a board of limited jurisdiction.  The financial means 

within the school and parish community could support the financial requirements of the 

move and the potential board members would have the ability to accept the fiduciary 

responsibility.  Unfortunately, this is not the case with a majority of the schools across 
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the four regions.  Many of the urban schools rely heavily on federal support and the rural 

schools have a very transient population.  The suburban schools have the highest 

likelihood for success, but many may not have the financial support within the 

school/parish communities.  The archdiocese currently requires parishes to contribute a 

percentage of its annual offertory to the schools.  If a governance shift were to occur, the 

archdiocese may decide not to continue this practice, which could be detrimental to the 

schools with multi-parish support.  The archdiocese is an extremely diverse community; 

any change would require significant study.   

Succession 

Currently when a principal leaves a parish school an extensive search process is 

undertaken to select the next principal.  During the time of this study the number of 

principals with more than five years’ experience was 25 out of 53 total archdiocesan 

elementary schools. (Figure 6).  While experience does not necessarily mean a principal 

will be successful, the principal’s abilities and knowledge are essential factors in a 

school’s success.  In many independent schools the boards have established succession 

plans in order to provide the school with a stable transition of authority.  Independent 

schools typically have a president and a principal, and the succession plan allows the 

principal or designated individual to elevate to the president’s role when the time comes.  

There is no such process within parish schools in this archdiocese.  In some situations, 
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interim principals are installed to fill a void left by a principal’s sudden departure, but 

these installations often come with a high level of uncertainty.   

Figure 6.  Principal Retention Data in Archdiocesan elementary schools (2017) 

Religious Succession 

 The number of clergy in the United States is a topic for another study, yet the 

subject is worth mentioning as it does impact Catholic schools.  Religious orders, like the 

Brothers of Christian Schools, have begun to identify lay persons to fill positions that a 

member of their community is not suited for.  Leadership within these organizations will 

place the most qualified person, lay or religious, in leadership positions to ensure the 

success of the schools.  The archdiocese in this study adheres to the policy that a parish 

Catholic school will be administered by the canonical administrator; a lay person cannot 

serve in this capacity.  Currently, a school leader can only be appointed by a canonical 
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administrator to run the operations of the school under his oversight.  The recognition by 

some religious orders that the religious in those communities may not be the best 

individuals suited to run a school is an idea that could be considered by the archdiocese 

or the greater Catholic Church.  Placing a lay person with the proper knowledge and 

talents instead of a canonical administrator, in complete control of a parish school could 

provide an opportunity for new research.   

Catholic Identity 

 One of the four pillars of Catholic schools within the archdiocese in this study is 

Catholic identity.  According to the archdiocese (2009) Catholic identity is: 

Catholic identity is best expressed by a school’s visible communion and 

cooperation with the archbishop, the appropriate celebration of sacramental life, 

the teaching of the faith and an environment permeated with the spirit of the 

Gospel. Policies in these four areas of Catholic identity apply to all Catholic 

schools and seek to ensure that the Good News that Jesus proclaimed is truly 

passed on from one generation to the next through the great blessing of Catholic 

schools. (pg. ix) 

In surveys conducted by the marketing teams within the archdiocese, many families send 

children to Catholic schools because of the consistent exposure of the Catholic faith to 

the children.  The reduction in vowed religious and clergy in Catholic schools has had an 

impact on Catholic school enrollment. If Catholic schools became independent or 

distanced themselves from parish communities, families may be reluctant to enroll their 

children in those schools.  The Catholicity of schools separates them from private 

schools; the determination of what makes a Catholic school “Catholic” could be hard to 
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justify if the school is not directly connected to a parish or a specific religious 

organization.      

Financial Issues Related to Proposed Solution   

 Archdiocesan Catholic schools are supported in many ways by the parishes that 

sponsor the schools.  The level of financial support varies based on the financial 

capabilities of the parish.  The schools in this study did not produce the financial data 

regarding the amount of parish support.  The only requirement imposed by the 

archdiocese is that every parish must support a school with a portion of the yearly 

collection.  Every parish had been required to commit nine percent of the collection to the 

archdiocese.  To support the parish schools, three percent of the collection would be 

committed to the schools and five percent would go to the archdiocese.  The incentive to 

support Catholic schools was that the parishes would save one percent of the total 

collection.  Unfortunately, the collection is based on Mass attendance which has been in 

decline in the United States.  Schools have started to look beyond tuition and parish 

subsidy for financial support.  Many of the avenues necessary to become financially 

independent of the parish require the principal to become a fulltime fundraiser.  This 

complicates the matter because the already limited budgets for a school would be 

stretched further to employ additional fundraising staff.  The principal would also come 

into direct conflict with the fundraising efforts of the parish and archdiocese, asking 

parishioners and community members to contribute to the church and school, when in the 

past one collection supported both.   
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Rent 

 Within the archdiocese the parish schools are a ministry of the parish community 

and there is no rent charged to operate the school on parish grounds.  The schools that 

have become independent are required to pay rent to the parish in order to operate on 

parish grounds.  In this archdiocese, rent is a minimal expense in an effort to assist the 

schools.  Even with the minimal rent charged, the added expense presents additional 

strain on a school’s budget.   The rent charged may not include the management of the 

physical plant.  The individual school and parish would need to negotiate a fee for the 

upkeep and management of the school’s physical plant.  There is no established fee 

schedule or rental program for the archdiocese, meaning that unless a plan was created, 

each parish and school would develop a unique plan each time a school became 

independent.   

Insurance 

The archdiocese provides umbrella coverage to all ministries operating within the 

archdiocese, meaning that each parish school is covered by the archdiocese for all 

insurance needs.  A move to an independent model would mean each school would need 

to purchase insurance based on the requirements established by the archdiocese.  The 

archdiocese does have set insurance standards for any group renting one of the facilities 

(Policies for Catholic Schools, 2009).  The archdiocese rental agreement requires four 

forms of insurance when a tenant rents from a parish.  Fire damage, automobile liability, 

and worker’s compensation are all required by law and included in an insurance 

addendum that is part of an archdiocesan rental agreement.  An additional form of 

general liability insurance is also required by the archdiocese. This general liability 
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insurance can be no less than one million dollars and must cover abuse and molestation.  

This additional insurance can be a significant extra cost to any business, but a school that 

is financially weak could be deterred from moving to an independent model.   

State Funding 

Many states have included support for private schools in annual state budgets. 

These funds can be used for a variety of purposes, from physical plant maintenance to 

salary subsidies or instructional materials.  The Pew Forum (2009) presented several 

legal cases that challenged the use of public funds in private schools.  In a study of the 

Establishment clause and government funding of religious schools and other faith-based 

organizations, specific legal cases were cited that challenged programs attempting to use 

public funds for private education.  Everson v. Board of Education (1947) connected the 

Establishment clause to state and local governments and proclaimed that the clause raised 

a “wall of separation” among religion and government.  The initial challenge came when 

a New Jersey law allowed local school systems to reimburse parents for paying to use 

municipal busses for transportation to religious schools. Ultimately the Supreme Court 

ruled that New Jersey could reimburse parents directly and the reimbursement did not 

have any impact on the religious institution itself.   

Presently there are 16 education tax credit programs across the United States; 

many have been passed in recent years.   There is increased attention for the plight of 

private and parochial schools across the nation.  States neighboring the northwest region 

of the United States of America invest varying amounts in nonpublic schools (Figure 7 & 

8).  Students in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania benefit from $805 million, 

$164 million and $340 million dollars, respectively, per year in services as a result of the 
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investment from the state legislatures (Nonpublic Education Funding in Maryland & 

Nearby States 2013-2014, 2013).  In 2014, the state of Maryland invested $9.5 million to 

support nonpublic school students (Nonpublic Education Funding in Maryland & Nearby 

States 2013-2014, 2013). 

The state of New York spends $1,649 per nonpublic student each year and 

established that each student should have access to a wide range of services to enhance 

his/her education (Nonpublic Education Funding in Maryland & Nearby States 2013-

2014,2013).   Each nonpublic school will be reimbursed for services required by the state.  

Safety equipment was included for the first time in the 2013-2014 school year.  

Academic intervention includes services that would be readily available in a public 

school.  The intervention services would provide reading and math support as well as 

occupational therapy and social skills. Technology grants, computer hardware aid, and 

software are provided to keep nonpublic schools competitive with the public 

counterparts.  Additional funding for Pre-K programs, textbooks, and library aid are 

distributed each year to the New York nonpublic schools.   

The state of New Jersey spends $1,060 per nonpublic student (Nonpublic 

Education Funding in Maryland & Nearby States 2013-2014, 2013).  Transportation has 

taken the lead in states like New Jersey as school choice becomes more prevalent.  

Additionally, New Jersey provides special education transportation for students with 

mental or physical handicaps.    Auxiliary services, such as remedial reading, math, 

writing, and home instruction services are provided.   Support for nonpublic special 

education, nursing, textbooks, and school technology initiatives round out the variety of 

financial support for New Jersey nonpublic students.          
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Pennsylvania spends $1,473 per nonpublic student each year (Nonpublic 

Education Funding in Maryland & Nearby States 2013-2014, 2013).  Providing 

textbooks, school resource officers, auxiliary services (guidance, counseling, testing, 

psychological, visual, remedial, and speech and hearing services), and transportation give 

the schools the needed support to enroll greater numbers of students.   The Education 

Improvement Tax Credit allows businesses to support the nonpublic schools as well.    

The opportunity scholarship or voucher programs have helped save the Pittsburgh and 

Philadelphia nonpublic schools.   

In comparison to its neighbors, Maryland spends $92 per nonpublic student 

(Nonpublic Education Funding in Maryland & Nearby States 2013-2014, 2013).  The 

state provides $6 million for textbooks and student materials that are purchased by the 

state through an online ordering process.  Recently, the Nonpublic Aging Schools 

Program was introduced to help nonpublic schools update the school facilities.  This 

program supplies $3.5 million to the nonpublic schools.  The maximum amount provided 

to any nonpublic school in the past year was $48,000 (Nonpublic Education Funding in 

Maryland & Nearby States 2013-2014, 2013).   
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Figure 7. A comparison of neighboring state funds spent on nonpublic schools. 

 

Figure 8. A comparison of neighboring state funds spent on nonpublic students.  

The Supreme Court has ruled that funding for nonpublic schools is allowed under 

the Constitution, with the caveat that the funds are to go directly to student services and 

not to the religious institution itself.  This ruling established that public funding for 

private schools does not violate the first amendment and the separation of church and 

state. The public funds can only be used for the education of the student and are not 
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allowed to be used for anything that could be used by the religious institution to express 

its views.  For example, in the state of Maryland, the Nonpublic Textbook Program 

cannot be used to purchase religious texts or materials for use by the students. The private 

or parochial school is required to purchase their own religious educational materials.   

Tax Exemption 

An alternative that does not require any investment from state or federal 

government is the Coverdell Education Savings Accounts (ESAs).  ESAs were created 

with the establishment of the Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997.  While ESAs are similar to 

529 college savings plans, ESAs are not restricted to postsecondary education.  ESAs 

may be used to save for elementary, middle, and secondary school tuition, as well as for 

college.  The ESAs are exempt from federal taxation and are solely for the purpose of 

funding qualified education expenses for the beneficiaries of the trust 

(privateschools.com, 2015)   

The opportunity for families to put funds aside to support the education of their 

children is not helpful when the children are already in school.  To properly save for 

schooling there needs to be a plan in place prior to starting school.  The option to save for 

high school or college may still be available, but it may be difficult for families to put 

additional funds aside for the immediate tuition costs.   

Businesses and public schools would similarly see little impact from ESAs.  An 

ESA is the direct responsibility of a parent or guardian; a private business is unlikely to 

invest in a single child or family.  The likelihood of ESAs having a significant impact on 

the external stakeholders is limited.   
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Middle and low-income families may not have the resources to invest in an ESA.  

Middle and low-income families may see private and parochial school as a luxury and 

focus their attention on high school or college.   

 The programs instituted or proposed in other areas have very clear guidelines and 

limited mobility.  Creating a hybrid of these programs may present a solution that 

benefits all the stakeholders.  The ESAs are a reality for families with the financial 

resources to invest in their child’s education, yet a middle or low-income family may not 

have that luxury.  A potential blend of the ESA program and the voucher program would 

require families to invest at least an equivalent portion of the voucher into an ESA.  This 

scenario would wean a family off the voucher program overtime, thereby preventing 

dependency and would keep the program solvent for others. Investigating hybrid 

programs could be the key to finding a program that satisfies the private and parochial 

school needs while not infringing on the public schools’ funding or student population.   

 To determine a hybrid of the current programs, the stakeholders could provide 

input as to the programs’ impact on their businesses.  It may not seem likely that a 

voucher would help a local business, but the increase in school enrollment may provide 

more families or consumers to frequent the vendor.  Similarly, a family that receives a 

reimbursement each year might invest the reimbursement on their own creating an ESA, 

and ultimately creating enough savings to continue the student’s education when or if the 

reimbursement program is discontinued.   

Legal Issues Related to Proposed Solution  

 The Catholic Church is subject to both Canon Law and civil law.  Canon Law 

dictates the organizational structure of schools.  Civil laws only impact certain areas of 
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Catholic schools. Civil laws are determined by the Constitution of the United States; 

Catholic schools are private institutions administered by private persons, meaning that 

constitutional rights are not a guarantee in a Catholic school.  Individuals who are 

employed or enroll a child into a Catholic school are voluntarily surrendering his or her 

constitutional rights.  Even though Catholic schools are not required to adhere to an 

individual’s constitutional rights, legal cases have shown that Catholic schools must 

provide some form of due process.  Canon Law does not require due process, creating a 

conflict for administrators.   

For a Catholic school or an archdiocese to move to another form of governance, the 

bishop could simply mandate the change.  The chief administrator, whether it is a board 

president, principal, or canonical administrator, would still be bound to some expectation 

of due process.  Moving to a board of limited jurisdiction would not likely encounter any 

issues unless the sitting principal would be removed, but the move to an independent 

model or a consolidation may create the need for due process.  If an employee is fired 

because the school is changing governance models, there must be adequate reason for the 

dismissal.  Even though many Catholic school employees are considered at will 

employees, they cannot simply be fired without cause.   

Catholic schools are required to adhere to federal and state statutes.  The due process 

necessary to reorganize a Catholic school would likely be impacted by federal and or 

state statutes.  The most impactful statutes would be those around antidiscrimination of 

protected classes.  The archdiocese in this study declares compliance with all 

antidiscrimination laws on the organization’s website.  The statement does not guarantee 

compliance, but the statement does provide a good faith notice that efforts are being 
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made.  This good faith effort can be recognized in court as a sufficient effort to comply 

with federal and state legislation.  If a school or schools were to change the governance 

model, as long as the Catholic Church still recognized those schools as Catholic, the 

schools would be protected from constitutional laws.   

Other Issues or Stakeholders Related to Proposed Solution  

 The leader placed in charge of the transition to a new governance model would 

need to be keenly aware of how to navigate the stakeholders within the individual 

school’s community.  Catholic parishes are independent communities and are composed 

of a wide variety of individuals and families.  The leader selected would have to have a 

detailed knowledge of the community or at least an understanding of the community’s 

history.  If schools were to move to a board of limited jurisdiction, the canonical 

administrator would be removed as the school leader; this could present a challenge to the 

newly-appointed school leader.  Many parishes support a school because of the canonical 

administrator; the school leader and possibly the board would need to work on the 

relationship with the parish and canonical administrator to ensure future success.   

Community Demographics 

 The parish community where the school is located will have unique properties 

that the school leader will need to manage. Schools may have had significant cultural 

shifts, socioeconomic changes, or a change in the age of the community.  The school 

leader will become more than a school principal; more than likely the principal will need 

to spend significant time on community outreach.  Any change in governance, in an effort 

to possibly improve a school, will require a leader with the ability to engage a variety of 
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stakeholders.  The school leader’s job will ultimately become a much different job than 

simply administering the academics of a school.   

Hiring Practices 

 The school leader is typically involved in the hiring of new employees.  If the 

governance model were to change it is unlikely that the school leader’s role would 

change.  What could change is the types of individuals being hired.  The school leader 

may need to hire staff other than classroom teachers.  If the school leader’s job will be 

adding responsibilities, there is a need to ensure that the former responsibilities are 

managed appropriately.  The addition of capable administrative staff, additional 

administrators, and staff in areas of need may not be the typical teacher candidate. The 

school leader would need training in order to identify and recruit potential candidates for 

the required jobs.   

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The implementation of a change in governance in a parish Catholic elementary 

school would be a massive undertaking.  The essential component to the change would be 

the collection of data.  While there is significant data to show that a change could be 

positive, to make the change within an archdiocese for multiple schools could be 

challenging.  The plan would likely take several years to implement, if approval was 

granted by the bishop.  The archdiocese would need to decide on a specific governance 

model and begin the discussion with the individual school parishes.  The study and 

decision to change governance may result in more than one form of governance model.  

Once the decisions are made at the individual school level, then the process of change can 

begin.  Each school community would need to share the plan internally and market the 
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change as positive.  The marketing information for each school would be provided by the 

archdiocese.  Ideally, the governance change would not impact the employment status of 

the current faculty and staff, although if consolidation is necessary then some teachers 

may need to be afforded the opportunity to reapply for a position or have time to seek 

other opportunities.  The five-year plan for change would be closely monitored by the 

leadership in the archdiocese to ensure a successful transition to a board-led governance 

model.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 The factors and stakeholders involved in the implementation of a new governance 

model are many and complex.  Any decision to alter the governance model would need 

approval from the bishop.  If this archdiocese were to make such a change, other 

archdioceses and dioceses could be moved to perform similar studies and take action.  

The cascading effects on Catholic education would be difficult to predict or prepare for.   

There are several areas that could be focused on within this archdiocese, such as the four 

regions and how diverse they are.  The socioeconomic and cultural diversity within this 

archdiocese could present different beliefs on which governance model to proceed with 

due to the needs of those specific regions.  While the urban schools may see significant 

support for a board of limited jurisdiction, the rural schools may desire an independent 

model that relieves the schools from oversight from the archdiocese.  The suburban 

schools, the largest subset of schools, could be divided among the various models 

discussed because of the uniqueness of the school and parish communities.   

 The financial component to implementation is also very significant.  Any effort to 

alter the current track of the schools may have financial requirements.  Often boards have 
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a fiduciary responsibility to the school.  If a school moving to a board model does not 

have individuals with the ability to be financial contributors, the board model may be a 

moot option. Identifying the financial capacity of the individual school is necessary but 

could create conflict between the school and archdiocese.  An agreement between the 

school and archdiocese would need to be reached to ensure the school is able to secure 

funding without the parish or archdiocese attempting to siphon off donations from those 

supporting the school and vice versa.   

Internal Stakeholders 

Within the school community there will be many groups that will need to be 

engaged in a governance change.  The school leader, board, and archdiocesan leadership 

are the main stakeholders, but teachers, parents, students, parishioners, and community 

members are all internal stakeholders.  These internal stakeholders would need to be 

informed of the process from the discussion stage all the way through implementation 

and practice. The direct impact on the students would be minimal, but indirectly the 

challenges the parents and teachers may face could result in stresses on the students.  The 

move to a board model should not upset the normal routine for teachers, but the board 

may determine new expectations and practices that could affect the performance of the 

teachers.  The parents, who are most likely the prime candidates for the new governance 

board members could be the single most important group.  Without an engaged parent 

group, the likelihood of success is slim.  Efforts to consolidate schools have been derailed 

by a lack of parent stakeholder involvement.  The parents can motivate others to engage 

in the process within the parish and community.  The parishioners and the surrounding 

community members may have interest in a resurgent school as it may impact the 
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parish’s growth and the value of the surrounding community.  These stakeholders could 

also provide additional marketing to new families or supporters.   

External Stakeholders 

In some Catholic schools that have seen a recent decline, the alumni may recall a 

time when the school was a successful and prosperous place.  The peak of Catholic 

schools in the 1960s may have produced a strong alumni base.  This alumni base, if 

properly marketed, could be a strong source of financial stability as well as potential 

members of the new board governance structure.  Independent schools are well known 

for targeting alumni and tapping into any financial resources they may have.  The alumni, 

depending on age and financial stability, could be willing to contribute to the resurgence 

of the school.  In some situations, those alumni may have businesses or connections that 

may lead to other partnerships that may be beneficial to the school.  The school leader 

will play an integral role in building and fostering the relationships with both internal and 

external stakeholders.   

Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution  

 The school leader, as indicated in this study’s research, is the most important 

individual in affecting school change.  In both School A and School B, the participants of 

the study recognized the principals’ leadership and contributions to the schools’ success. 

Every aspect of the shift to a new governance model will need to be managed by the 

school leader.  The school leader will be responsible for communicating the change to 

come as well as managing all of the needs of the stakeholders.  While some of the tasks 

involved may be delegated to others within the school organization, the school leader will 

need to be aware of all actions taken or planned.  
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 The leader will need to be part of the discussions when selecting the governance 

model to implement.  The leader’s understanding of the governance style and how to 

develop the model in the school community will be very important.  If the leader does not 

have confidence in the new governance model, the entire plan could fail. A strong, 

competent executive authority can lead a school to great success (McDonnel, 2014). 

During the implementation of the new governance model, the principal will need to 

monitor the selection of the board members, hire any new staff, and manage the 

relationship between the school and parish.  The pastor of the school, who is being 

relieved of his administrative duties over the school, could present the school leader with 

challenges.  The school leader will need to continually foster the relationship with the 

pastor even after the governance model is fully implemented. Gardner (2000) stated that 

confusion between leadership and official authority has a deadly effect on organizations. 

When the shift to a new governance model is fully implemented the school leader will be 

the primary person responsible for the continued success of the school and the 

governance model.   

 Ideally, the school leader will be a transformational leader with the tools to 

initiate the plan for change.  The school leader will work to overhaul and recreate the 

school’s governance structure.  According to Cawsey, Deszca, and Ingols (2016), the 

school leader will need to reevaluate the whole organization and focus on organizational 

components to achieve school wide change.  The need for an overhaul and recreation is in 

response to the dramatic decline in enrollment.  The school leader will need to mobilize 

the school community and all of the stakeholders to ensure the successful transition of 

governance and the continued resurgence of the school.  Helping those in the community 
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understand the need for change will potentially lead to a smoother transition to the new 

governance model.  Even though the school leader will be directly responsible for the 

implementation and success of the new governance model, there is not a need to 

micromanage the implementation.  A strong leader will delegate the necessary tasks to 

stakeholder leaders within the school community.   

Building Support for the Proposed Solution  

The implementation of a governance change will require the leader to establish 

confidence in the community for the change to come.  The school leader’s understanding 

of the change will be an imperative component when discussing the pending change.  

Due to the scope of the change throughout the archdiocese, the development of a strategic 

plan for both the archdiocese and the individual school will allow for a detailed 

description of the change. The strategic plan would be a public document for the greater 

archdiocese to see, but also the individual school’s plan would be readily available to the 

school community.    

Research conducted in other archdioceses and regions on failed solutions could be 

a relevant topic when building support.  The announcement of a governance change 

would come after the archdiocese has made a decision to move ahead with the change.  In 

addition to the strategic plan, the availability of supporting research as to why the 

governance model was chosen could provide communities with more confidence in the 

change.  The data provided to the archdiocese and school communities will ultimately fall 

upon the school leader to share and defend.  The school leader’s confidence is the key to 

the entire governance change. Families in the school communities put trust in the school 

leader to make the best decision for the school.  
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The greatest obstacle to the pending change from any stakeholder is the lack of 

quality information about the change.  Potential board members may be reluctant to 

assume any fiduciary responsibility or leadership role if the school leader is unsure about 

the process ahead of the school.   Similarly, parents who are enrolling or have enrolled 

their students in the school may not continue to do so if the school leader cannot 

adequately communicate the change to come.  The pastor will need to be the biggest 

supporter of the change.  Although the pastor will be relinquishing authority over the 

school, the school is still part of the parish community and a ministry of the Catholic 

Church.  The support from the pastor could provide the support the school leader needs to 

infuse confidence into the entire process.   

Global / External Implications for the Organization   

 The continued decline in enrollment in Catholic schools is a worrisome trend.  A 

governance model change in an archdiocese that stems the decline and potentially 

increases enrollment could establish a model for other archdioceses and dioceses to 

follow.  Convincing the leadership of the Catholic Church to change the manner in which 

Catholic schools are governed is a significant task, but in doing so, the Catholic Church 

in the United States could grow.  Catholic schools serve the next generation of Catholics 

and Christians; stabilizing and potentially growing Catholic school enrollment would be a 

major success for the United States Catholic Church.   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 There is no guarantee that a governance shift will lead to the success of all 

Catholic schools in the archdiocese. The many factors involved in a governance change 

will need to be assessed over a period of time to determine if the change has been 
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successful. The overall enrollment in the archdiocese and the enrollment at the individual 

Catholic schools will be a significant component to the success of the governance change.  

Currently 43% of Catholic schools in the archdiocese are witnessing declining 

enrollment.   Monitoring the enrollment trends over a five-year period would allow ample 

time for the new governance model to be fully implemented.  In addition to monitoring 

enrollment, a comparison between Catholic and non-Catholic school enrollment could be 

monitored.  Comparing the non-Catholic schools may identify other reasons for 

enrollment shifts, such as population increases or decreases, or a shift in the areas 

demographics.   

 A five-year plan for the governance change would allow incremental evaluations 

of the governance model implementation.  During the first two years the new board and 

leadership structure would be phased in.  The archdiocesan process of identifying and 

electing board members would be used to ensure a balanced board. The Catholic schools’ 

office of this archdiocese would be responsible for the oversight of archdiocesan 

procedures.  Stakeholder assessments would be distributed at regular intervals during the 

two-year period.  These assessments would seek to determine if the process is being 

communicated properly by the school leader and if the school leader is receiving the 

support necessary from the parish, pastor, school community, and the archdiocese.   

 During years three and four the board will become solely responsible for 

managing the success of the school.  The archdiocese will send representatives to attend 

board meetings and ensure policy is being adhered to.  The archdiocese’s Catholic 

schools office already collects enrollment and other school data; this information would 

be used each year to allow the school leader and board to determine the best course of 
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action to increase enrollment or improve the school’s situation.  A similar assessment will 

be provided to the stakeholders during years three and four.  The purpose of the 

assessment will once again attempt to determine if proper school communication is 

coming from the school leader with the support of the board. Stakeholders will be 

assessed in order to determine if the governance model is having a positive effect on the 

greater school community. The parish community will be assessed, but in years three and 

four the assessment will be focused on the relationship between the school and parish.   

An emphasis will be placed on the school’s interaction with the parish; even if the school 

becomes independent, the parish and school are connected through the ministry of the 

Catholic faith.   

 Year five will have greater implications than the previous four.  Assessments will 

be conducted by the Catholic schools’ office, but the data gathered could determine the 

future of the school leader or the school itself.  The data profile already in place by the 

archdiocese will be created for each school to be reviewed by the board.   The board will 

then determine, in conjunction with support from the Catholic schools’ office, whether or 

not the governance model in place has been successful.   Areas of emphasis will be the 

financial status of the school, enrollment, and principal leadership.  In addition to the data 

profile for the board, stakeholders will be assessed once more to determine the greater 

community satisfaction with the governance model and school leadership.   

 The weight of the evaluation process will rest almost exclusively on the school 

leader.  The principal will be responsible for communication, implementation, and the 

overall success of the plan.  The principal as school leader will be the central figure with 

the most to lose in the evaluation and assessment process.     
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

 Catholic schools have been in a steady decline for some time; the most significant 

implication is the potential for that trend to be reversed.   One potential implication is that 

Catholic leaders may see the benefit to placing professional educators in charge of 

Catholic schools rather than a canonical administrator who may or may not have the 

background to adequately lead a school.  Training could certainly be provided to a 

canonical administrator, but the seemingly most logical decision would be placing a 

seasoned educator, whether a clergy member or not, as the lead administrator of a 

Catholic school.  Improving enrollment and bolstering one of the largest ministries of the 

Catholic Church is potentially the most significant implication, but without strong school 

leaders strengthening enrollment is uncertain.   

 Through the evaluation process, Catholic school leadership may be able to 

identify key features of a strong school administrator.  Having identified these features, 

the recruitment, hiring, and retention of strong school leaders could be the turning point 

for Catholic schools in this region and throughout the United States.   

Implications for Future Research 

 The time is now to alter the course of Catholic schools, but a significant amount 

of research has yet to be conducted.   A larger study around the difference between a 

canonical administrator and a professional educator as school leader should be at the 

forefront of the research.  Delving into the relationship between the different types of 

school leader could help identify governance models that may have the greatest success 

in Catholic elementary schools.  Research could also provide data on how to best train 
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canonical administrators and professional educators alike.  Further, identifying the 

governance models used throughout the United States by Catholic schools and school 

systems as well as non-Catholic schools could help guide the research.   

 The archdiocese in this study has four extremely diverse geographical regions; 

future studies in this archdiocese could determine that a governance shift could be 

different based on the region.  Further research into the regions could find that each 

school should be able to determine what governance model would be best for that 

specific community.  Research should be conducted on what governance model could be 

most successful in rural, urban, and suburban areas with respect to the socioeconomic 

status of the communities within those regions.   

 Research should be sponsored and driven by the Catholic Church.  Catholic 

schools are arguably one of the most important ministries of the Catholic Church.  The 

canonical administration model has not been altered even though enrollment has steadily 

declined.  Investing in the future of Catholic schools will take extensive research to 

understand the best methods and practices for Catholic schools to survive and thrive.   

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Much of the research conducted on leadership was based on general 

organizational management, and the research on school leadership that was reviewed 

often highlighted public school leadership.  Research into what type of leader is 

necessary for Catholic schools is needed.  The lack of skilled leaders is one of the main 

motivations driving schools to investigate alternative governance models (McDonnell, 

2014).  In addition, the identification of leadership qualities and traits for a Catholic 

school leader could allow for the development of new and modern training methods for 
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developing the next generation of Catholic school leaders. Johnson (2015) noted that 

responsible leaders act as the steward, servant, architect, citizen, and change agent. The 

grooming of future leaders who understand the intricacies of the governance models 

available to Catholic schools is important, but it is also important to develop professional 

development practices for current school leaders, including pastors, to allow for the 

conversation around new governance models.    

 If a new governance model was to be implemented in this archdiocese, the need 

for transformational, servant leaders is essential.  The servant leader must be willing to 

commit to the change to come, and the transformational leader will need to take an active 

role in the implementation of the change. Greenleaf (2002) stated that the servant leader 

begins with a natural feeling or desire to serve and that is followed by the initiation of 

change, a vision for the change, the risk of failure, and the chance for success.  The 

transformational leader will change the very nature of the organization as while guide the 

change process (Johnson, 2015).  The school leader will be the single most important 

individual in the governance change process; this individual will need to have the 

attributes of a servant leader and a transformational leader.  The pressure of the success 

of the individual schools will rest on the shoulders of the school leader.  In both schools 

in this study, the principal was the central figure and played a major role in most if not all 

aspects of the school’s success.    

Summary of the Study 

 This study focused on the success of two Catholic elementary schools in an 

archdiocese in a region within the northeastern part of the United States of America. The 

two schools were evaluated to determine the best practices and strategies used in the 
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individual school communities and how they could be used to aid other Catholic 

elementary schools.  The declining enrollment in Catholic schools across the country has 

resulted in fewer and fewer Catholic schools.  The schools in this study have seemingly 

averted this trend through the leadership of their principals.  Each school had a different 

governance style and the governance style with the greatest potential for success was the 

board of limited jurisdiction.   

 The recommendation to the archdiocese in this study is to evaluate modern 

governance styles and discuss the possibility of transitioning to a governance style that 

suits the schools the best.  The canonical administration model, while functional in the 

second school, has not proven to be as effective as the use of a school board of limited 

jurisdiction.  The archdiocese in this study is very diverse and a variety of governance 

styles may be appropriate.  The success of each school should be investigated, and 

guidance should be provided to every principal and canonical administrator.      

 The Catholic Church’s ministry of education is arguably the most important to the 

future of the Catholic Church.  Catholic schools have steadily declined over the past 

several decades, and without an investigation into new models and the development of 

strong school leaders, it is unlikely that this trend will change.   
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Appendix A 

Interview	Protocol	

	

Interview	Protocol:	Catholic	Elementary	School	Best	Practices	
Time	of	Interview:	TBD	
Date:	TBD	
Place:	TBD	
Interviewer:	Glenn	J	Benjamin	
Interviewee:	Participant	A	
Position	of	Interviewee:	Participant	A	
	
This	interview	is	an	effort	to	collect	data	from	school	leaders	in	both	Parish	and	
Independent	schools	in	a	Catholic	archdiocese.		The	interview	should	last	
approximately	45	minutes	and	all	information	collected	will	be	confidential.	The	
future	of	Catholic	schools	depends	greatly	on	the	decisions	school	leaders	make,	and	
the	constraints	the	leaders	are	under.		This	interview	will	attempt	to	gather	input	
from	school	leaders	on	the	governance	structures	of	Catholic	elementary	schools.		
Thank	you	for	your	time	and	thoughtfulness.			
	
Questions:	

1. What	is	your	role	in	Catholic	education	in	the	Archdiocese	of	Washington?	
	

2. How	long	have	you	been	in	your	current	role?		Have	you	had	any	other	
leadership	roles	in	the	Archdiocese	of	Washington?	

	
3. Please	explain	the	difference	between	a	Parish	school	and	an	independent	

school.				
	

4. What	is	the	governance	structure	in	your	school?		Please	identify	whether	
your	school	is	a	parish	or	independent	school.		

	
5. How	has	the	pastor/president/superintendent/bishop	affected	the	function	

of	your	school?	
	

6. Describe	a	time	when	your	superior	(pastor,	president,	or	other)	influenced	
your	decision.	

	
7. Please	explain	the	role	of	your	school	board?		Advisory,	governing,	etc…	

	
8. 	Describe	the	effectiveness	of	your	board.	Provide	examples		

 
9. If	you	could	change	the	governance	structure	of	your	school,	what	would	you	

change	it	too?	Why?	
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10. What	works/doesn’t	work	within	your	school’s	governance	model?	

	
11. What	would	you	change	if	you	were	provided	with	the	opportunity	to	impact	

the	governance	structure	of	your	school?	Please	explain.	
	

12. Describe	your	interaction	between	your	Pastor/President	and	the	school	
board?	
 

13. What	else	would	you	like	to	add	about	school	governance	that	I	have	not	
asked?		Please	describe	that	for	me.	
 

	
Additional	questions	for	depth	and	breadth	to	the	above	questions:	
Please	expound	on	that.	
Tell	me	more.	
How	would	you	describe	that	in	a	different	way?	
I	would	like	to	hear	more	about	that.	
Clarify	that	for	me?	
What	was	the	effect	of	that	incident?	
What	were	the	consequences?	
What	was	your	reaction	to	that	behavior?	
Take	me	through	your	thought	processes	during	that	time.	
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Appendix	B	

Questionnaire	Protocol:	Catholic	Elementary	School	Best	Practices	
Time	of	Interview:	TBD	
Date:	TBD	
Place:	TBD	
Researcher:	Glenn	J	Benjamin	
Participant:	Participant	A	
Position	of	Participant:	Participant	A	
	
This	questionnaire	is	an	effort	to	collect	data	from	school	leaders	in	both	Parish	and	
Independent	schools	in	a	Catholic	Archdiocese.		The	questionnaire	should	take	
approximately	30	minutes	to	complete	and	all	information	collected	will	be	
confidential.	The	future	of	Catholic	schools	depends	greatly	on	the	decisions	school	
leaders	make,	and	the	constraints	the	leaders	are	under.		This	questionnaire	will	
attempt	to	gather	input	from	school	leaders	on	the	governance	structures	of	
Catholic	elementary	schools.		Thank	you	for	your	time	and	thoughtfulness.			
	

Questionnaire	for	all	Participants	

(To	be	distributed	and	collected	electronically)	

1.	 What	do	you	see	as	the	strengths	of	this	school?	
	
2.	 What	kind	of	support	is	provided	for	classroom	teachers	(e.g.,	professional	
development,	classroom	coaching,	mentoring)?	
	
3.		 What	role	does	the	pastor	have	in	the	daily	management	of	the	school?			
	
4.		 What	role	does	the	principal	have	in	the	daily	management	of	the	school?			
	
5.		 What	role	does	the	board	have	in	the	daily	management	of	the	school?			
	
6.	 How	are	decisions	made	within	the	school	regarding	financial	matters,	
professional	development,	marketing,	admissions,	etc…?	
	
7.	 What	support	is	the	Archdiocese	providing	(financial,	professional	
development,	marketing,	etc…)?	
	
8.	 What	could	the	Archdiocese	do	to	better	support	the	school/classroom?	
	
9.	 What	has	led	to	the	resurgence	of	this	school?			
	
10.	 What	can	be	done	to	ensure	the	continued	success	of	the	school?			
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Appendix	C	

May	2,	2017	
	
Dear	Superintendent	Ryan,	
	
	 I	am	in	the	process	of	preparing	to	defend	my	dissertation	proposal	and	get	
research	approval	from	Creighton	University.		Creighton	University	requires	that	I	
get	a	letter	of	permission	to	conduct	research	in	the	Archdiocese	of	Washington	
from	the	Archdiocese	of	Washington	prior	to	requesting	research	approval	from	
Creighton	University.		Below	is	a	very	brief	description	of	the	planned	research	
process.	
	
Research	Question:	What	are	the	behaviors	and	strategies	of	resurgent	Parish	
elementary	schools?	
	

 Two Parish schools in the Montgomery County Region will be the focus of this 
critical instance case study. 

 I plan to interview the pastor of each school, the principal, the chair of the school 
board, two parents, and two teachers.   

 I would also distribute a questionnaire to the entire school board at each school, 
and all those interviewed. 

 I would request data from the Catholic Schools Office and Archdiocese of 
Washington regarding enrollment trends, financial support provided to the schools 
by each parish, assessment data for each school and any additional data pertinent 
to the research.   

 All participants would receive a confidentiality agreement and all participants and 
schools will be anonymous. 

	
The	Research	would	be	conducted	during	the	2017‐2018	school	year.		Once	the	
research	and	dissertation	are	completed,	it	is	my	hope	that	the	Archdiocese	will	
have	new	insights	on	strategies	and	behaviors	of	resurgent	schools	and	new,	
modern	forms	of	school	governance.			
	
I	respectfully	request	a	letter	from	the	Archdiocese	granting	permission	for	the	
research	outlined	above.			
	
If	you	need	further	information	please	feel	free	to	call	or	email	me.			
	
	
	
	
Glenn	J	Benjamin	
Principal	
St.	Jude	Regional	Catholic	School	
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Appendix	D	

August	1,	2017	

	

Dear	Reverend	____________,		
As	part	of	my	Creighton	University	dissertation	in	practice,	a	required	component	in	
the	Interdisciplinary	Leadership	Program,	I	am	required	to	conduct	a	research	
project.		I	would	like	to	conduct	this	case	study	at	the	___________during	the	next	
several	weeks.		
The	case	study	will	require	me	to	perform	the	following	tasks:					

 Evaluate	St.	_______	leadership	structure	and	administrative	practices	
 Identify	and	describe	St.	_________	board	structure	and	involvement		
 Interview	Pastoral	and	Parish	leaders	to	assess	their	view	on	leadership	and	

the	school’s	status	(enrollment,	financial,	etc…)	
 Interview	teachers	to	ascertain	his	or	her	perceptions	of	the	presence	of	

ethical	leadership	and	school	success	
 Distribute	a	questionnaire	to	the	pastor,	principal,	and	members	of	the	

board,	parent	leaders	and	select	teachers.	
 Review	and	evaluate	artifacts/evidence	that	demonstrate	the	strength	of	the	

school’s	leadership	and	organizational	structures	
 Analyze	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	St.	_____		
	
After	considering	the	requirements	listed	above,	I	respectfully	request	
permission	to	conduct	interviews	and	observations	at	the	____________.		The	
information	gathered	during	the	case	study	will	remain	confidential	and	
identities	will	be	protected.		I	look	forward	to	discussing	the	possibility	of	
conducting	the	case	study	with	you	soon.		I	can	be	reached	either	by	phone	or	
email,	both	are	listed	below.			

Thank	you	for	your	consideration.			
	
Sincerely,		
	
Glenn	J	Benjamin		
Creighton	University	
Doctoral	student,	Interdisciplinary	Leadership	Program	
301‐275‐3370	
Gbenjamin71@yahoo.com	
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Appendix	E	

Participant	Consent	Form	

Behaviors	and	Strategies	Case	Study	Consent	form	

You	are	being	asked	to	take	part	in	a	research	study	of	the	behaviors	and	strategies	
of	resurgent	Catholic	parish	elementary	schools.	We	are	asking	you	to	take	part	
because	you	play	a	significant	role	in	the	organizational	structure	of	the	school.	
Please	read	this	form	carefully	and	ask	any	questions	you	may	have	before	agreeing	
to	take	part	in	the	study.	
	
What	the	study	is	about:	The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	evaluate	the	best	practices	
and	strategies	of	resurgent	Catholic	parish	elementary	schools.	
	
What	we	will	ask	you	to	do:	If	you	agree	to	be	in	this	study,	you	will	receive	a	
questionnaire,	and	we	will	conduct	an	interview	with	you.	The	interview	will	
include	questions	about	your	role	within	the	school,	the	organizational	structure	of	
the	school,	factors	that	have	contributed	to	the	school’s	success	and	factors	that	may	
have	negatively	affected	the	success.	The	interview	will	take	about	30	minutes	to	
complete.	With	your	permission,	we	would	also	like	to	record	the	interview.	
	
Risks	and	benefits:	
There	is	the	risk	that	you	may	find	some	of	the	questions	about	your	role	to	be	
sensitive.		
	
There	are	no	benefits	to	you.		
	
Compensation:	No	compensation	will	be	provided.	
	
Your	answers	will	be	confidential.	The	records	of	this	study	will	be	kept	private.	
In	any	sort	of	report	I	make	public	I	will	not	include	any	information	that	will	make	
it	possible	to	identify	you.	Research	records	will	be	kept	in	a	locked	file;	only	the	
researcher	will	have	access	to	the	records.	If	I	record	the	interview,	I	will	destroy	
the	recording	after	it	has	been	transcribed,	which	we	anticipate	will	be	within	one	
week	of	its	recording.	
	
Taking	part	is	voluntary:	Taking	part	in	this	study	is	completely	voluntary.	You	
may	skip	any	questions	that	you	do	not	want	to	answer.	If	you	decide	not	to	take	
part	or	to	skip	some	of	the	questions,	it	will	not	affect	your	current	or	future	
relationship	with	Creighton	University.	If	you	decide	to	take	part,	you	are	free	to	
withdraw	at	any	time.	
	
If	you	have	questions:	The	researcher	conducting	this	study	is	Glenn	J	Benjamin.	
Please	ask	any	questions	you	have	now.	If	you	have	questions	later,	you	may	contact	
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Glenn	J	Benjamin	at	glenn.benjamin@stjuderockville.org	or	301‐275‐3370.			If	you	
have	any	questions	or	concerns	regarding	your	rights	as	a	subject	in	this	study,	you	
may	contact	the	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	at	607‐255‐5138	or	access	their	
website	at	http://www.irb.creighton.edu.		
You	will	be	given	a	copy	of	this	form	to	keep	for	your	records.	
	
Statement	of	Consent:	I	have	read	the	above	information,	and	have	received	
answers	to	any	questions	I	asked.	I	consent	to	take	part	in	the	study.	
	

Your	Signature	___________________________________	Date	________________________	

Your	Name	(printed)	____________________________________________________________	

In	addition	to	agreeing	to	participate,	I	also	consent	to	having	the	interview	tape‐

recorded.	

Your	Signature	___________________________________	Date	_________________________	

Signature	of	person	obtaining	consent	______________________________	Date	

_____________________	

Printed	name	of	person	obtaining	consent	______________________________	Date	

_____________________	

This	consent	form	will	be	kept	by	the	researcher	for	at	least	three	years	beyond	the	end	

of	the	study.	
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Appendix	F	

Participant	Bill	of	Rights	

When	you	volunteer	to	participate	in	a	research	protocol	you	have	certain	rights.	At	
the	Creighton	University,	we	believe	that	personal	concern	for	every	study	
volunteer	is	indispensable	to	the	quest	for	knowledge.	The	most	important	person	
in	research	is	the	participant.	The	participant	is	the	essential	element	without	which	
research	could	not	be	conducted	or	response	to	intervention	measured.	
	
As	a	study	participant,	you	have	the	right	to	considerate	and	respectful	treatment;	
before,	during	and	after	your	participation	ends.	As	part	of	that	respect,	you	have	a	
right	to	know	what	the	study	is	about	and	what	you	will	be	asked	to	do	during	your	
participation	in	the	study.	
	
It	is	important	that	you	know	all	options	in	order	to	freely	choose	whether	to	
participate	in	a	research	study.	
	
If	at	any	time	you	wish	to	withdraw	from	a	research	study	you	have	the	right	to	do	
so.		
	
As	a	participant,	you	may	have	questions	even	after	you	have	given	your	consent.	
Please	do	not	hesitate	to	discuss	these	questions	with	the	Principal	Investigator	or	
research	personnel.	It	is	important	for	you	to	understand	exactly	what	the	study	is	
about	and	why.	
	
You	are	entitled	to	receive	a	copy	of	the	consent	form	you	signed.	Ask	for	this	when	
you	sign	the	consent	form.	
	
It	is	important	that	you	be	aware	of	any	risks	from	your	participation	and	
understand	how	the	research	may	affect	you.	
	
It	is	important	for	you	to	know	about	any	benefits	that	you	might	receive	from	your	
participation.	
	
You	have	the	right	to	refuse	to	participate	in	research.	
	
You	have	the	right	to	privacy	concerning	the	information	that	is	obtained	for	
research	purposes.	
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You	have	the	right	to	be	told	whether	there	are	any	costs	associated	with	your	
participation	and	whether	you	will	be	compensated	for	participating	in	the	study.	
	
You	have	the	right	to	expect	that	all	communications	and	records	pertaining	to	the	
research	will	be	treated	as	confidential	to	the	extent	permitted	by	law.	
	
You	have	the	right	to	be	told	who	to	contact	with	questions	about	the	research.	
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Appendix	G	
Coding	Process	

 
	

Open	
Coding

Axial	
Coding

Highly	effective	governance	
board	‐ the	board	structure	
provided	the	principal	with	
the	guidance	and	information	
needed	to	run	the	school	

efficiently

Principal		Leadership	‐ there	
was	a	clear	deference	to	the	
principal	as	the	leader	of	the	

school	community

Engagement	‐ the	
principal	was	easily	

accessible	and	aware	of	
school	operations

Participation	‐ the	active	
role	of	the	principal	was	

noted

Relationship	‐ the	
principal	knew	the	
staekholders	well

Limited	invovlement	of	
canoncial	administrator	‐ The	
board	relied	on	the	board	
president,	committee	chairs,	
and	the	principal	for	direction

Organized	school	board	‐
The	members	of	the	board	
provided	direction	and	
reccommnedations	based	
on	their	professional	

backgrounds

Organizational	management	‐
committees	reported	on	prior	
meetings.		Reports	were	concise	

and	meanigful

Disconnected	pastoral	leaders	‐
most	of	the	pastors	were	not	

present	at	the	meeting.		Outside	
of	voting	powers,	pastors	had	

no	authority.		


